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This study examines Andrea Olinger’s (2014) sociocultural theory of style, which 

posits that style is dynamic, co-constructed, multisemiotic, and ideological. Olinger 

presents one main impact on stylistic production and reception, “participants’ language 

ideologies.” This study examines this impact and other factors, called constructs, that 

impact the production and reception of writing style. In doing so, this study applies 

rhetorical terms, concepts, and research from rhetoric-composition and other fields to 

evaluate and supplement the sociocultural theory of style and its presentation of the 

definition, production, and reception of style. 

Chapter One covers the historical place, demise, and rise of interest in style in 

rhetoric-composition and also covers Olinger’s theory of style, a type of perception 

created by interacting with texts more than a feature of texts themselves. The chapter 

ends with research questions on the validity of the sociocultural theory of style, how 

constructs relate to one another, and the impacts of consciousness and unconsciousness 

on style. 

Chapter Two elucidates the Construct Model of the Sociocultural Theory of Style 

proposed in this study, offering seven other constructs to supplement Olinger’s language 

ideology construct as factors impacting style. 
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Chapter Three explains the methods and approach used to investigate the study’s 

research questions, an ethnography of communication-inspired approach using case 

studies of twenty technical writers in literacy history and discourse-based interview 

modes. 

In Chapter Four, analysis based on document review, forty interviews (two per 

participant), and coding yield a non-exhaustive list of twenty-eight constructs affecting 

perceptions of writing style. After abductive analysis, six findings regarding constructs 

based on audience, personal biography, language ideology, embodiment/materiality, 

technology, and exigent considerations show the wide-ranging applicability of the 

sociocultural theory of style. 

In Chapter 5, conclusions drawn from the findings argue for style pedagogies 

built into existing models of writing pedagogy including audience-centered, 

metacognitive, reading-centered, transfer-based, multimodal, and problem-based models. 

Recommendations flowing from the conclusions of this study center on the importance of 

research into reception and unconscious impacts on writing style and the applications of 

style in extant pedagogical models. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

“I reckon you think you been redeemed.” –Hazel Motes, Wise Blood by Flannery 

O’Connor 

 Hazel Motes’ aggressive rejoinder to a matronly woman, spoken on a bus in the 

early to mid 20th century deep South in O’Connor’s jarring novel Wise Blood, has 

provoked my thinking for many years. Motes’ taunting, conflicted stance as high priest 

and prophet of the Church without Christ and his eventual demise into self-flagellating, 

self-blinding husk of a man has occasioned spirited debate both in my own mind and with 

others with whom I have discussed this strange character. What was O’Connor, a devout 

Catholic, trying to say through this character? Why the dramatic, even melodramatic, 

strokes in her style? Why the extremes of degradation and transcendence throughout, 

extremes that occasioned the Southern Gothic generic label for her work?  

My own upbringing and education undoubtedly play a role in my reception of 

O’Connor’s text. Raised between North and South by an evangelical minister father from 

the North and a Southern mother descended from farmers who scratched an existence 

from the hardscrabble Tennessee clay soil, I inherited both working class values and 

conservative religious ideals. I valued those ideals to such an extent that I attended a 

Southern Baptist college majoring in Biblical languages and English so as to be a Bible 

scholar, an informed interpreter of the revelation. I continued this investigation of texts at 

the master’s level, earning a master’s degree in systematic theology and philosophy of 

religion from Trinity Evangelical Divinity School in Deerfield, Illinois. I could not leave 
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a love of literature behind, however, so I pursued this degree while attending graduate 

school in the English Literature program at DePaul University in Chicago. 

 O’Connor’s work, in both Trinity’s evangelical setting and DePaul’s Catholic 

milieu, was viewed as, at minimum, worthwhile to consider and at most, as the greatest 

expression of Southern Catholic identity in American literature in the 20th century. I read 

O’Connor’s work, not ever as a classroom assignment but on my own time, and I 

prompted graduate school friends to read her work as well. Our varying interpretations of 

her work were a constant source of interest to me, almost as much as the works 

themselves. Among my evangelical friends, I came to see reactions to O’Connor’s work, 

but especially to the character of Hazel Motes in Wise Blood, as a litmus test of the ability 

to identify with the values and beliefs of both author and characters in texts, and by 

extension, the perspectives and experiences of others on a larger scale. I recall late night 

discussions with respected, intellectual evangelical friends who saw Motes as a 

Luciferian archetype, his turn toward medieval monastic practices as an expression of 

despair, and his death in a watery ditch as a baptism of godless self-will. My Catholic 

friends, however, saw these same events as expressions of hope and redemption, as 

Motes working out his salvation through penance. 

 Ultimately, my journey led me out of religious belief altogether, but my 

experiences with widely varying reactions to texts based on their styles remained with 

me. Literary critic Amy Hungerford suggests that O’Connor’s dramatic style belies her 

assumption that form and content interweave to create meaning and impressions, a view 

on the wane during her time as a writer. Hungerford (2008) cites Richard Wright as a 
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contemporary who viewed style as “opacity,” a view shared by the style manuals of the 

time.1  Yet, O’Connor’s style was central to her themes. Her style was her point.  

The impact of style on meaning, the relation of style to purpose, the relevance of 

style to reception—these are interesting questions, some of which this study seeks to 

explore. Why did O’Connor choose the elements of her idiosyncratic style given her 

purpose? What was operant for her at top of mind as she chose stylistic tropes, schemes, 

images, and diction? What was in the background of her writing process? What stylistic 

features provoke specific reactions for readers at conscious and unconscious levels? To 

look into this rich topic, this study explores writing style from the perspectives of 

authorial production and readers’ reception. The purpose of this study is to vet and 

possibly extend one particular theory of style, Andrea Olinger’s (2016) sociocultural 

theory of style. Olinger’s theory offers a promising lens to explore the questions that this 

study seeks to address. The anticipated results of this study include building the 

knowledge base of stylistic researchers as they look at the forces behind stylistic 

production and reception which may, in turn, support pedagogy. By identifying and 

analyzing the constructs that impact writers and readers in terms of style, this study seeks 

a more detailed account of how stylistic aspects of texts get constructed than is currently 

available, serving the work of rhetoricians and compositionists. 

Using a constructivist epistemological lens, this research study employs a 

qualitative methodology with a case study design along with textual analysis to examine 

                                                      
1 To mention the leading style manual of the time, in the third edition (1979) of The Elements of Style, E.B. 
White reflects on his professor William Strunk’s approach to style that valorized “cleanliness, accuracy, 
and brevity” (xi), an account of style that informed the first edition of The Elements of Style in 1959. 
Effective style at this time was unobserved and spare. For purposes of comparison, Richard Wright died in 
1960, O’Connor in 1964. 
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the sociocultural theory of style. Style, in Olinger’s (2016) sociocultural formulation, is 

“the dynamic co-construction of typified indexical meanings (types of people, practices, 

situations, texts) perceived in a single sign or a cluster of signs and influenced by 

participants’ language ideologies” (p. 125, italics in original). Stated alternately in my 

own words, on the side of production, style is a form of socially-embedded expression 

enacted through and by texts, and on the side of reception, it is a type of socially-

embedded perception brought to and evoked by a text. Style is thus primarily a 

phenomenon rather than a quality. The socially-embedded aspects of writers’ and 

readers’ identities, what they bring to texts that affects stylistic perception, are the focus 

of this study and are called constructs. Qualitative methods are used to capture the 

constructs, leading to a more thorough understanding of the validity and applicability of 

the sociocultural theory of style. Participants for this study are a purposeful selection of 

skilled writers and readers—professional technical writers.  

 This chapter centers on past and current discussions on definitions and theories of 

style. It begins with the background and context that shapes this study. Then, I present a 

problem statement, a statement of purpose, and research questions. The research 

approach of this study is also included in this chapter, which then concludes with a 

discussion of the proposed rationale and significance of this research study. 

Background and Context 

Style in the Classical Rhetorical Tradition 

Style has occupied an important, and sometimes central, role in the formulation of 

rhetorical theory since the classical era when it was immortalized as the third of the five 

“canons” of rhetoric, along with invention, arrangement, memory, and delivery. 
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Throughout the history of rhetoric, style has waxed and waned in popularity, though it 

has usually maintained an important place in rhetorical study and theory-building. In fact, 

Golden and Corbett (1968) argued that “preoccupation with style brought on the charge, 

at some time in every age, that rhetoric was more concerned with words than with matter, 

that it merely produced a lot of sound and fury, signifying nothing” (p. 4). They 

supported this contention by citing style-focused rhetorics from across the ages: Gorgias’ 

(483-375 BCE) Encomium on Helen, Demetrius’ (c. 350-C. 280 BCE) On Style, 

Dionysius of Halicarnassus’ (c. 70-7 BCE) De Compositione Verborum, Longinus’ (c. 

213-273 CE) On the Sublime, and “several of the Renaissance rhetoricians”2 who 

“devoted their attention either predominantly or exclusively to style” (p. 4). 

Aristotle advanced clarity and appropriateness as the chief virtues of style in Book 

3, Part 2 of Rhetoric: 

Style to be good must be clear, as is proved by the fact that speech which fails to 

convey a plain meaning will fail to do just what speech has to do. It must also be 

appropriate, avoiding both meanness and undue elevation. 

So saying, Aristotle saw style as the malleable aspect of language that could be used to 

illuminate or obfuscate communication. In Book 3 of Rhetoric, he catalogued various 

ways to adorn concepts through stylistic means3, yet he also depicted style as a meaning-

altering and -making aspect of language4  in places (p. 21). 

                                                      
2 They later note Leonard Cox’s The Arte and Crafte of Rhethoryke (1530), Richard Sherry’s A Treatise of 
Schemes and Tropes (1550), and Henry Peacham’s Garden of Eloquence (1577) in this connection (p. 7). 
3 For instance, he discussed a theory of metaphor as a stylistic device that achieves desired effects if the 
chosen metaphor is sourced in the “beautiful” and possesses a “sound” or “sense” that appeals to the 
audience; i.e., the “rosy-fingered” versus the “purple-fingered” dawn (Rhetoric 3.2). 
4 To offer just one example, he discusses ta psykhra, or “frigidities” in style that violate the principle of 
clarity and render altered, faulty meanings to audiences. The use of overly tedious or ill-timed epithets falls 
into this category since the use of poetic diction for everyday activities is both inappropriate and potentially 
confusing. 
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Aristotle’s definition of style is interesting in its differentiation from his view of 

rhetoric as a techne, as an art or technique of communication “that could be both a 

coherent system for classifying, studying, and interpreting speeches and a skill for public 

dialogue” (Keith & Lundberg, 2008, p. 6). Style for Aristotle was both an aspect of 

techne in his cataloguing of tropes and schemes, phrases, metaphors, proofs, and diction 

as well as techne itself at times, the word expressed in a way that both encapsulates and 

creates its unique meaning. 

 Roman rhetoricians such as Cicero and Quintilian used eloquence as a near 

synonym for style in many cases, laying out a view of style that persisted until the 

Renaissance. Cicero contrasted his view of style to other views advanced by sophists, 

historians, philosophers, and poets of his and earlier times. He catalogued three styles: the 

plain style used for proofs, the middle style for pleasure, and the vigorous style for 

persuasion (2010, p. 46). With a focus on verbal communication, Cicero did not develop 

a strong theory of style but rather focused on the canons of invention5 and arrangement6 

and on the qualities of the orator.7 

Quintilian developed the canon of style in a similar way to Cicero since he saw it 

in essentially the same way, as a matter of eloquence. He devoted two books in Institutio 

Oratoria, Books VIII and IX, to eloquence, specifically focusing on stylistic matters in 

Book VIII. He favorably cited Cicero’s contention that invention and arrangement belong 

to anyone, but the canon of style requires cultivation and effort to develop (VIII. Pr. 14). 

Though he develops the canon of style with the common classical focus on tropes and 

                                                      
5 His De inventione is the chief example of this focus. 
6 His Partitiones oratoriae focuses on this canon. 
7 The Rhetorica and especially the Orator focus on the virtues of the orator. 
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schemes, which he categorized as “ornaments” (VIII. iii-iv), he does this after a treatise 

on clarity, which he mostly saw in terms of word choice (VIII. i-ii). Quintilian mostly 

developed a view of style as “the dress of thought,” treating it as a vehicle of clarity and 

adornment for ideas. He warns about overly focusing on it, suggesting that it can overtake 

other aims of the rhetorician (VIII. Pr. 23). 

In the early centuries of the Common Era in the West, the need for a religious 

approach to style grew as Christianity became dominant. Style began to matter for 

purposes of enlightenment rather than just for persuasion, political discourse, or 

ornament. Augustine is notable in this connection. His approach to style was at once 

grand, reasoned, and literate, as in the City of God, yet also personal, idiosyncratic, and 

confessional as in The Confessions. The City of God reads in places much like an 

Aristotelian treatise with careful definition coupled with subtle arguments derived from 

stated premises8. Yet, at times, Augustine offers bold, personal, evangelistic appeals 

within the same treatise: “O infatuated men, what is this blindness, or rather madness, 

that possesses you?” (trans. 1993, p. 37). The Confessions read like personal memoir 

mixed with religious treatise and evince the testimonial quality of religious writing that 

has persisted within the Christian tradition. In contrast, an analytic, syllogistic style, 

derived from the classical tradition, is best seen in this era in the style of Thomas Aquinas 

whose Summa Theologica with its deductive arguments, enthymemes, and proofs, 

                                                      
8 For instance, Augustine, in one of many places where he seeks to define soul and spirit and their relation 
to the body, makes fine distinctions using analogical reasoning: “For as those bodies of ours, that have a 
living soul, though not as yet a quickening spirit, are called soul-informed bodies, and yet are not souls but 
bodies, so also those bodies are called spiritual—yet God forbid we should therefore suppose them to be 
spirits and not bodies—which, being quickened by the Spirit, have the substances but not the unwieldiness 
and corruption of flesh” (Augustine, trans. 1993, pp. 432-433). 
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demonstrates the style that was the province of churchmen who used it to reason on the 

revelation.  

Style in the Medieval Period through the 19th Century 

Throughout the medieval period, these same currents of personal and public 

rhetoric within the Christian tradition continued to shape rhetorical practices in large 

swathes of the West. Allegory thrived in this tension between the personal and 

theological, even while the epistolary genre, prominent from the classical era into the 

modern era, continued. The progymnasmata, introductory exercises in rhetoric that were 

standard generic and stylistic instruction emerging from the classical era, persisted 

through the medieval period and into the early modern era. These exercises shaped tastes 

in style as they inculcated rhetorical expertise, moral virtue, and ethical stance. The 

chreia, for instance, an edificatory genre aimed at provoking emulation of notables from 

history, had an almost evangelistic purpose, while invective sought to abjure actions of 

others deemed unethical or immoral. Many of these exercises, developed in the classical 

era, nonetheless saw use and expansion in the medieval period as rhetoricians found use 

for them in the civil and religious contexts of that era.9 

 Renaissance rhetorician Peter Ramus is notable for his reimagination of the 

classical educational framework of the Trivium (grammar, dialectic, and rhetoric) by 

relating it to the canons of rhetoric. He suggested that the canons of invention and 

arrangement properly belonged to the study of logic, with style and delivery properly 

belonging to rhetoric alone since they were products of the imagination (Golden & 

                                                      
9 One style scholar, Brian Ray (2016), argues that the progymnasmata might see use even today even 
within the context of translingual approaches that centralize theories of language difference such as code-
meshing. Fleming (2016) makes a similar argument, though he does not make connections to 
translanguaging and code-meshing. 
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Corbett, 1968, p. 7). Thus saying, he imagined a more restricted rhetoric. His 

construction of style as divorced from reason and a product of imagination relegated style 

to personal idiosyncrasy. One product may have been a renewal of focus on clarity in 

communication that, coupled with the emergent scientific vision of thinkers at the time, 

culminated in the ideas of those like Francis Bacon who advocated for a spare, even 

mathematical style. Based on a view of style as emerging from imagination and thus as 

personal, idiosyncratic, and private, and since invention and arrangement were seen as 

reason-based, the Royal Society and Bacon could advocate for a no-frills, reportish style 

that could lay claim to objective universality. In tension with this view was the theory of 

the Renaissance individual, the private genius, and the lively, elegant style emerging in 

the work of Augustan authors like John Dryden, Jonathan Swift, and Joseph Addison. 

Also, style continued to develop in service of religious aims, especially in terms 

of oratory, as the Protestant pulpit competed with the Roman altar as the centerpiece of 

the religious service. Rhetoricians at this time needed a rhetoric for expository purposes 

since the classical rhetorical tradition did not square perfectly with their needs. Aristotle’s 

categorization of the three kinds of persuasive discourse, the deliberative or political, the 

judicial or forensic, and the epideictic or ceremonial (Rhetoric, Bk. 1, Pt. 3), did not 

include a purpose for expositing sacred texts. During this period, the “great triumvirate of 

British rhetoricians” in Golden and Corbett’s (1968) words (p. 1), Hugh Blair (1718-

1800), George Campbell (1719-1796), and Richard Whately (1787-1863), did much of 

the work of adaptation of the classical emphases of rhetoric to religious and 

contemporary concerns. Golden and Corbett (1968) argued that eighteenth century 

rhetoricians responded to the classical tradition of rhetoric in three main ways: 
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acceptance of that tradition with no alteration needed; the emergence of the elocutionary 

movement, which sought to distance itself from an over-emphasis on style and turned to a 

focus on the canon of delivery; and the rise of the belletristic movement, which focused 

on matters of style, taste, and culture (1968, pp. 6-8). Indeed, the Puritan “plain” style 

eschewed ornament and instead placed emphasis on delivery, preferring a plain 

exposition of the revelation. 

Hugh Blair, early in Lecture I in the Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres, 

conceded, “I will not deny that the love of minute elegance, and attention to inferior 

ornaments of composition, may have engrossed too great a degree of the public regard” 

(qtd. in Golden & Corbett, 1968, p. 31). In his style-focused Lecture X titled, “Style—

Perspicuity and Precision,” noting that “It is not easy to give a precise idea of what is 

meant by style,” Blair nonetheless defined style in the following way: “the peculiar 

manner in which a man expresses his conceptions, by means of language” (qtd. in Golden 

& Corbett, 1968, p. 66). He carefully distinguished it from language itself since one’s 

words may be “proper and faultless” yet one’s style may be nevertheless have “great 

faults,” being “dry, or feeble, or stiff, or affected” (qtd. in Golden & Corbett, 1968, p. 

32). Blair connected style most insistently to minds, arguing that it “always has some 

reference to an author’s manner of thinking.” He thus saw style as the dress of thought: 

“style is nothing else than that sort of expression which our thoughts most readily 

assume” noting that “the qualities of good style may be ranged under two heads, 

perspicuity and ornament,” perspicuity being “the fundamental quality of style” (qtd. in 

Golden & Corbett, 1968, p. 32). He treated ornament more at the lexical level with a 

focus on diction and figurative language. 
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George Campbell’s take on style was similar to Blair’s, yet he placed a fine point 

on the purposes of rhetoric, which enabled him to carefully parse stylistic considerations 

as they addressed various parts or faculties of the mind or self. He argued, “All the 

purposes of speaking are reducible to four; every speech intended to enlighten the 

understanding, to please the imagination, to move the passions, or to influence the will” 

(Campbell, 1750, The Philosophy of Rhetoric, Bk. 1, Sec. 1). Campbell expanded on 

devices, diction, content, and syntax issues related to these purposes at great length in 

Book III: “The discriminatory properties of elocution,” in The Philosophy of Rhetoric. 

Campbell’s focus on style in its mode of address to different units or parts of the self was 

built on a faculty psychology model that was common at the time and rose in popularity 

as the 18th gave way to the 19th century. In this model, the mind, as the device or faculty 

of the self that perceives truth through reasoned means, calls for a style of address that 

features carefully defined terms, clear premises, and syllogistic proofs. Other rhetoricians 

of the era saw the mind/self in much the same way, though Campbell’s systematic 

approach to tailoring style to the faculties of the self or mind was especially thorough, a 

contention that Golden and Corbett (1968) also make (p. 15). 

Richard Whately’s approach, though similar to Blair’s and Campbell’s, was 

unique in its attempt to address issues of social class, education, and level of rhetorical 

sophistication in rhetorical decision-making. For instance, he warns about using terms in 

English derived from Latin to address lower class people since such terms are reserved 

for the educated elite. Instead, Saxon-derived words are best suited for the lower classes, 

while French-derived words were seen as suited for sophisticated literate tastes (Whately, 

1846, Elements of Rhetoric, Bk. 3, Ch. 2. Sec.1) Whately’s contentions were built on the 
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notion of clarity or perspicuity as the central value of style, a common enough view 

among rhetoricians of his and earlier times. His view of style, however, while 

centralizing this notion, also complicated it, serving as an important antecedent for later 

views of style that challenged the notion outright. He noted, “Perspicuity is a relative 

quality, and consequently cannot properly be predicated of any work, without a tacit 

reference to the class of readers or hearers for whom it is designed” (Whately, 1846, 

Elements of Rhetoric, Bk. 3, Ch. 2, Pt. 1). Though his treatment of the topic is inherently 

classist, he explored how social factors play a role in production/reception of style and he 

treated perspicacity as a relative and not a static phenomenon, both important 

contributions. 

20th Century Stylistic Theory and Pedagogy 

Louis Milic’s well-known characterization (1965/2010) of the main currents of 

stylistic theory and pedagogy up until the 1960s is a cogent summary of the various 

approaches to stylistic theory and pedagogy until his era and even into an era when 

rhetoric-composition began to focus on other elements of composing and pedagogy rather 

than style in the 1980s. In Milic’s formulation, rhetorical dualists, those who ascribe to 

the theory of “ornate form,” see style as conscious enactment, as the “dress” of ideas to 

use Cicero’s well-known phrase. In this historically dominant theory behind such 

pedagogical models as the current-traditional model, content and form are opposed. 

“Aesthetic monists,” on the other hand, see no distinction between meaning and style, 

between content and form. “Style is the man” in this model, an expression of personal 

identity in an almost unconscious manner. Finally, Milic described “individualist or 

psychological monism” which sees no distinction between meaning and form, effectively 
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making discussions of style irrelevant, or rather, discussions of style are really 

discussions about theme, form, and authorial intention (Milic, 1965/2010, pp. 141-142). 

Each of these theories has important implications for rhetorical theory and 

pedagogical practice and each theory has seen its day in composition pedagogy. The 

rhetorical dualists, current-traditional in orientation, have done their work on tropes, 

schemes, copywork, and imitation. The aesthetic monists, expressivists all, focus on 

voice and authenticity, while the psychological monists, considerations of generic form 

and clarity of expression paramount in their minds, focus on audience expectations and 

authorial purpose. Milic himself argued for a basically dualist approach in part because, 

on a monistic view, he worried that the composition teacher had little to do. His hope, 

however, was that a mature, literate style would eventually emerge for the writer. The 

trained, literate writer, taught in a basically dualist mode, would eventually be able to 

express personality and nuance through an idiosyncratic style (Milic, 1965/2010, p. 144), 

thus bridging the monist/dualist divide. 

In 1980, John T. Gage, relying heavily on Milic’s characterization of stylistic 

theories as basically monistic or dualistic, nevertheless argued a different way forward in 

thinking about style. Noting that defining style is a task beset with confusion and false 

starts since style is at once a linguistic, a rhetorical, and a philosophical concept (Gage, 

1980, p. 615), he suggested that varying views of style ultimately return to the issue of 

how language relates to reality; that is, one’s view of style turns “precisely at the point 

that we consider language as either adequate or inadequate to the task of depicting 

reality” (p. 616). Style, in its dualistic version, is separate from invention, a form of 

“manner” or elocutio. This, he suggested, is its dominant characterization in the rhetorical 
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tradition as a whole since it is treated as a separate canon, a step in the composing 

process. The alternate view, which he characterized in Monroe Beardsley’s claim that any 

change in style is a change in meaning, collapses style into invention. In the former view, 

style permits expression, so one works in a style, whereas in the latter view, style is 

expression, so one has a style (Gage, 1980, p. 618). 

This disjunction becomes actual for the composition instructor in suggesting to 

students a better or more poignant way to express the meaning aimed at, the “clear” or 

“plain” style that is valued in the classroom. In doing so, the instructor seems to suggest 

that there is only one best way to express an idea, thus expressing a monistic view. 

Language, in this approach, encapsulates and expresses reality. Yet, instructors often also 

ask for multiple revisions of papers and in doing so suggest that students come closer to 

their intended meaning, thus expressing a dualistic view. Language here only imperfectly 

reflects reality. Gage notes that we must “have it both ways” when we teach (1980, p. 

618). He sums up by saying, 

What this conflict tells me is that we cannot teach writing in the absence of its 

relation to thinking and knowing [which] requires acknowledging both sets of 

assumptions at once . . . a change in style is a change in thought—if we consider 

monistically that ideas and their expression are inseparable—and at the same time 

a change in style is not a change in thought—if we consider dualistically that 

intention and its expression must be separable or we could never know what we 

wanted to say until we had already said it. (p. 620) 

Gage’s perceptive characterization of the multitudinous alternatives of style and their 

enaction in the classroom was a step forward in both theory and application. 
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Coming into the present, Brian Ray (2015) sees the various definitions of style 

throughout history as varying understandings regarding whether style should chiefly be 

seen as form or as meaning, or as both (p. 7). He sees this disjunction in much the same 

way that Gage characterized dualistic and monistic theories of style. Ray further develops 

definitions of style that see it as eloquence as seen in much of the classical rhetorical 

tradition10 (pp. 10-11); style as grammar (pp. 12-13) as seen in the work of rhetorical 

grammarians like Joseph Williams, Martha Kolln, and Laura Miccicche11; style as voice 

(pp. 13-14) as seen in the work of Paul Matsuda, who sees style as a component of voice 

and likewise in the work of expressivists like Peter Elbow12 (pp. 13-14); and style as 

possibility and risk (pp. 14-16) as seen in the work of scholars like Mina Shaughnessy13, 

Nora Bacon and Kate Ronald, Pamela Annas and Jane Walpole, and Suresh Canagarajah. 

Rather than arguing for a singular, comprehensive definition, Ray’s overview of the main 

currents in style invites scholars to “see the value in multiple, interlocking definitions of 

style” since “Each use of style has applications for particular contexts and projects, often 

reflecting unique theories about language, discourse, and representation” (2015, pp. 16-

17). A concept as disperse and complex as style calls for multiple approaches and 

theories due to its dizzying array of philosophical, rhetorical, and linguistic aspects. 

The Decline of Stylistic Theory and Pedagogy 

Many rhetoric-composition scholars accept that interest in style and its teaching in 

the composition classroom was on the wane beginning in the early 1980s or so. The 

                                                      
10 Ray (2015) mentions Cicero and Quintilian as exemplars of the classical emphasis on eloquence (p. 10). 
11 This form of stylistic characterization, which Ray brings under Patrick Hartwell’s phrase “stylistic 
grammars,” differs from traditional school grammar in its focus on “choice and effect, not merely on 
correctness” (p. 12). 
12 For Elbow, style precipitates voice rather than merely being a component of it.  
13 For Shaughnessy, an overemphasis on correctness can cramp style and confidence.  
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revival of the study of style within rhetoric-composition began, many would argue, with 

Robert J. Connors’ (2000) article, “The Erasure of the Sentence.” In that article, Connors 

(2000) connects the decline of style in rhetoric-composition in the 1980s and 1990s to 

three philosophical moods or currents active at that time: (1) the rise of “anti-formalism” 

in writing (p. 110); (2) “anti-automatism” or “anti-behaviorism” which is suspicious of 

pedagogies such as sentence combining and imitation that act on “non-conscious 

behavioral structures” that, it is argued, are “inherently demeaning to students” (p. 113); 

and (3) “anti-empiricism,” a “humanist- and theory-based criticism” that sees traditional 

sentence-level pedagogies as methods without a theory, as the orphan children of 

pedagogical practices (pp. 116-117). So, related to the rise of anti-formalism in writing, 

monistic theories began to win the day and Milic’s (1965/2010) prescient warning came 

true. He claimed that if a monistic view of style took hold, it would “vitiate” the teaching 

of style (p. 145), though to be accurate, even though Milic (1965/2010) is often referred 

to as a rhetorical dualist, he actually only argued that a dualistic theory of style is 

necessary to teach the resources of stylistic choice “in the early stages [of instruction in 

rhetoric-composition], until the maturing of the literary personality has had an 

opportunity to influence the student’s style” (p. 144). Related to “anti-automatism” or 

“anti-behaviorism,” this critique is based in an aesthetic monist framework that sees form 

and content as one, and as such, under the conscious control of authors. Related to “anti-

empiricism,” it is indeed true that stylistic pedagogy and theory has been underdeveloped 

in the recent era, which is apparent in Milic’s uncomfortable concession that monistic 

theories could account for some aspects of style that escaped dualistic theorizing. 
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Tom Pace (2005) sees the decline of style in somewhat different terms. He points 

out that as process pedagogy replaced current-traditional pedagogy, which in turn was 

supplanted by social constructionist and critical pedagogy, at each step “the profession 

pointed to an emphasis on style as a key sign that a particular pedagogy was deficient” (p. 

1). So even as process defenders argued that current-traditional methods focused on 

“mere style,” a similar charge was soon leveled against process pedagogy itself—that it 

was too interested in an expressivist, personal, private style (p. 1). Elizabeth Rankin 

(1985/2010) notes that for leading expressivist theorist Peter Elbow, “style is virtually 

synonymous with voice” (p. 246). Indeed, Elbow’s (1994) comments on voice show that 

while the notion of an “authentic” voice that stands in for the writer’s self (presence) is 

problematic since authors can take many stances, including ironic and imagined stances 

as in pseudonymous writing, still, writing that expresses something personal of a writer is 

a sort of mimesis, its own “voice” (p. 12). Attention to and expression of this mimetic 

element is central in expressivist pedagogy. Likewise, in other pedagogies such as 

process pedagogy, in social constructionist and critical pedagogy style lays in the 

background, each theory latently advocating a specific view of style while ostensibly 

focusing on other concerns. 

Elizabeth Weiser’s (2005) overview of the decline and rise of style offers some 

interesting insights. Noting many of the causes outlined by others above, she adds that in 

the 1980s, a shift away from quantitative and empirical methodologies toward qualitative 

methods, as well as suspicion of cognitive research methods, led to lack of measurement 

tools in defining stylistic success and therefore interest in teaching style suffered. She 

also notes that the rising interest in processes, contexts, authors, and audiences in the 
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1980s and onward, paired with a lowered interest in the text or product, moved style 

away from the center of the composition classroom (p. 29). 

Paul Butler’s (2008) Out of Style: Reanimating Stylistic Study in Composition and 

Rhetoric catalogues many other possible causes of the decline of style, including the 

“rift” between style and invention (p. 59), the association of stylistic concerns with 

current-traditional rhetoric in some scholars’ work (p. 59), and the “social turn” in 

rhetoric-composition moving the focus away from the text (p. 19). The proliferation of 

theories on the demise of style within rhetoric-composition has reached a point where 

many larger works on style since 2000 feature at least some discussion on the topic, often 

recapitulating earlier discussion.14 

The Rise of Style 

Connors’ (2000) article, “The Erasure of the Sentence,” seemed to spark a revival 

of interest in style as evidenced by the number of books and articles on the topic of style 

and sentence-level pedagogies in rhetoric-composition that were published after his 

article. T.R. Johnson and Tom Pace’s anthology, Refiguring Prose Style: Possibilities for 

Writing Pedagogy (2005), presents a variety of articles extending Connors’ vision and 

suggesting new directions in theory and pedagogy. Paul Butler’s (2008) Out of Style: 

Reanimating Stylistic Study in Composition and Rhetoric develops Connors’ historical 

survey in more detail, looking at the fall and nascent rise of style in rhetoric-composition. 

The 2010 anthology Style in Rhetoric and Composition: A Critical Sourcebook, edited by 

Paul Butler, presents canonical texts on style going back to the classical era and 

                                                      
14 Brian Ray’s (2015) sustained, chapters-long overview of the currents of waxing and waning interest in 
style since the classical era in Style: An Introduction to History, Theory, Research, and Pedagogy, would 
seem to be the last word on the topic, though recent dissertations on style such as Vorhies (2013), Dietz 
(2017), and the present work feature some discussion on the topic. 
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proceeding to the modern day. A classroom textbook focusing on style, Chris Holcomb 

and Jimmie Killingsworth’s (2010) Performing Prose: The Study and Practice of Style in 

Composition (2010) hit the market in 2010. Since that time, three other book-length 

treatments have seen publication including Jeanne Fahnestock’s (2011) Rhetorical Style: 

The Uses of Language in Persuasion, the 2013 anthology The Centrality of Style, edited 

by Mike Duncan and Star Medzerian Vanguri, and Brian Ray’s (2015) Style: An 

Introduction to History, Theory, Research, and Pedagogy. These works capture, express, 

and extend the reviving scholarly interest in style while a pending (2019) anthology 

entitled Style and the Future of Composition Studies, edited by Paul Butler, Brian Ray, 

and Star Medzerian Vanguri, addresses how and where style fits within the larger 

concerns, research, theory, and practice of rhetoric-composition going forward. 

A variety of articles on style have also been published since 2000, though most of 

the style scholarship appears in the edited anthologies already noted. Still, articles on 

style have seen publication even in rhetoric-composition’s flagship journals. Sharon 

Myers’ (2003) College Composition and Communication piece, “ReMembering the 

Sentence,” invokes Connors’ challenge to centralize style again in rhetoric-composition. 

Frank Farmer’s (2005) cheekily-titled “On Style and Other Unremarkable Things,” 

published in Written Communication, connects stylistic study in rhetoric-composition to 

Bakhtinian and Vygotskyian conceptions of dialogue and classroom pedagogy, and Ellen 

Carillo’s (2010), “(Re)Figuring Composition through Stylistic Study” in Rhetoric Review 

argues for placing student study of stylistic forms back into the composition classroom. 

As these currents swelled within rhetoric-composition, interest in style rose 

simultaneously in allied fields such as writing center studies (Kavaldo, 2005; Carillo, 
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2011), second language writing (Canagarajah, 2006; Leonard, 2014), Rhetorical Genre 

Studies (Aull, 2015), and corpus linguistics (Biber, 2006b). 

With the revived and continuing interest in style since the 1980s, some scholars 

have sought to make contributions to a theory of style. In Johnson and Pace’s 2005 

anthology, Refiguring Prose Style, Part IV of the book, “New Definitions of Style,” 

features four articles. “Rhetor-fitting: Defining Ethics through Style” by Dion C. Cautrell 

deals with the Platonic objection to rhetoric in Gorgias by extending Richard Lanham’s 

(1974) discussion of the ethical dimensions of style in Style: An Anti-Textbook. Drew 

Loewe’s (2005) “Style as a System: Toward a Cybernetic Model of Composition Style” 

perceptively relates the traditional triad of writer, audience, and text in a dynamic model 

that pictures style in terms of processes and relationships rather than static qualities of 

writers, texts, or contexts (p. 241). M. Todd Harper’s (2005) “Teaching the Tropics of 

Inquiry in the Composition Classroom” moves the discussion around stylistic theorizing 

in the direction of critical pedagogy and its contention that “inquiry is tropological, that at 

the bottom of discovery is figurative speech” (p. 256). This post-structural move relates 

style and invention symbiotically.  Like Loewe suggests, Harper’s tropological style is 

seen in the flux that characterizes texts and interaction with them, in the continually 

shifting relations among author, audience, text, and context. One important contribution 

that Harper makes is his contention that theorists need to treat style both in terms of 

reception and production (p. 258), an important implication of the theory that contexts 

and audiences matter as much as authors and their purposes in stylistic theory. T.R. 

Johnson’s (2005) “Writing with the Ear,” following Burke’s re-connection of form with 

rhetorical strategizing, brings discussions of movement, affect, sensation, and experience 
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into discussions of stylistic theory. His openness to the “Dionysian/schizoid freedom that 

style makes available” (p. 282), its mysticism, lyricism, and tonality—all evince a 

stylistic theory reflecting current understandings of language and self. 

Current treatments of style see it in a myriad of ways: style as invisible or as 

clarity of expression (the subtext of many textbook and handbook treatments of style15); 

style as deviation from norms (Butler’s (2008) “inventional style”); Prendergast’s (2009) 

“fighting style”; style as negotiation of linguistic difference (Canagarajah’s (2006) 

“negotiation” model); Leonard’s (2014) “rhetorical attunement” model; Lu’s (1994) 

“style in the contact zone” model; Irvine’s (2001) style as “distinctiveness”; and style as 

cultural performance (Holcomb and Killingsworth, 2013) (see Table 1). These theories 

have developed in a broadly sociocultural direction, Holcomb and Killingsworth’s (2013) 

performance model likely the best example. 

                                                      
15 Richard Lanham’s screed against this version of style in 1974’s Style: An Anti-Textbook was a precursor 
of the themes in Connor’s 2000 article and the subsequent revival of interest in style. 
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Table 1  

Recent Models of Style 

Source Definition/Focus Characteristics 

Handbooks Style as invisible/clarity of 
expression 

Chief value is 
clarity/perspicuity; focus on 
grammatical 
correctness/form 

Butler (2008) “Inventional” style Style and meaning are 
connected 

Prendergast (2009) Style as combat Style as cultural 
battleground 

Canagarajah (2006) Style as negotiation of 
linguistic difference 

Style as cross-
cultural/group 
communication tool 

Leonard (2014) Style as rhetorical attunement Style both contingent and 
emergent, a site of 
adaptation and negotiation 
as much as expression 

Lu (1994) Style in the contact zone Style as political/linguistic 
contact point 

Irvine (2001) Style as distinctiveness Style as elicitor of/detractor 
from cultural/ideological 
value 

Holcomb and 
Killingsworth (2013) 

Style as cultural performance Style as performative 
resource for managing 
social relationships 

However, several contemporary currents within rhetoric-composition and 

linguistics seem to build upon older theories of style, treating it as solidified, quantifiable, 

partly it might seem, in order to make it more easily teachable. Ken Hyland’s (2005) 

metalanguage approach to academic writing might be seen in this light—as a way to 

describe, codify, and teach the linguistic features of texts that academia values. Graff and 

Birkenstein’s (2014) They Say/I Say, with its ready-made templates for easy adoption into 

student writing, proceeds on this same assumption. This is how you incorporate another’s 

views into your text? This is how you position yourself as agreeing while also partially 

disagreeing? This is how you position your discussion in contrast to your source? And so 
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on. The lesson seems to be that such linguistic convergence yields tones that academics 

can or are willing to hear. Yet, Andrea Olinger’s (2014a) article on the instability of 

disciplinary styles challenges these notions of consistent disciplinary understandings of 

appropriate style by showing that notions of appropriate disciplinary styles are deeply 

embedded and embodied in social webs and personal identity and experience. 

Likewise, the WAC/WID movement, with its discipline-specific understandings 

of what constitutes acceptable style, can easily fall into the trap of reifying stylistic 

features as disciplinary norms. Olinger’s (2014a) work in this connection is again 

notable. She asks, 

What implications does [the instability in stylistic practice within a discipline that 

she found in her research] have for WID researchers and teachers? I do not mean 

to suggest that disciplinary writing is completely idiosyncratic and that, as a 

result, we ought to dispense with any notion of disciplinary style. Rather, I believe 

that instead of seeing WID as a matter of universal “rules,” whether generic or 

discipline-specific, researchers and teachers should work to understand how 

situated, embodied, and distinctly individual knowledge permeates disciplinary 

writing and how that writing comes to be perceived as writing “in the style of the 

discipline.” (p. 473) 

To offer an example, Olinger (2014a) shows how that understanding of the conventions 

of disciplinary writing in the science of ecology can vary between writers and over time. 

Even noting the revival of interest in style in mainstream composition scholarship 

in the last decade or so, a neo-classical orientation to style has also emerged, or persisted, 

wherein the old and new are wed. For instance, neoclassicists Edward P.J. Corbett and 
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Robert J. Connors advanced a new approach to classical rhetorics and pedagogical forms, 

even as the popularity of style pedagogy within rhetoric-composition as a whole was on 

the wane. The popularity of Corbett’s Classical Rhetoric for the Modern Student, 

originally published in 1965 and currently in its fourth edition (co-written with Connors), 

and the single volume version of its style-focused Chapter 4 as Style and Statement 

(1999) show that there was and is still a market for the trope- and scheme-based, sentence 

level, back-to-basics approach to style that had been rejected in some quarters earlier. 

Sharon Crowley and Debra Hawhee’s (2011) Ancient Rhetorics for Modern Students 

features a similar approach and appeals to the same audience. One article in this vein 

makes the case that imitation should be the basic methodology of all writing classes 

(Farrin, 2005, pp. 145-146). The continued relevance and success of these pedagogical 

texts shows that various models of style and pedagogical approaches are in operation in 

the field of rhetoric-composition. 

Two Sociocultural Theories of Style 

From a style researcher’s point of view, this swelling tide of research and writing 

is encouraging. Each contemporary scholar brings unique and often subtle contributions 

to current discussions about style, mostly tending in a sociocultural direction. In such an 

approach, the influences of social forces on text, author, and audience are included; the 

indeterminacy of language is centralized; dynamic negotiation between authors and 

readers within contexts sees treatment; issues of multisemioticity and conflicting 

interpretations are presented; and issues of the impact of ideology and power are involved 

in constructions and applications of the theory. Two theorists, Drew Loewe and Andrea 

Olinger, each build a theory that centralizes the afore-mentioned aspects of sociocultural 
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theory. In “Style as a System: Toward a Cybernetic Model of Composition Style,” Loewe 

(2005) advances a “cybernetic” model that incorporates writer, text, and audience. 

Loewe’s theory is self-consciously sociocultural in orientation. He notes: “A writer is 

situated (as is his or her audience) within, and affected by, three major forces: the 

rhetorical situation, kairos, and embodiment” (p. 248). 

In reference to “rhetorical situation,” Loewe (2005) favorably cites Keith Grant-

Davie’s (1997) modification of Lloyd Bitzer’s well-known three-part formulation of 

exigence, audience, and constraints by adding in “rhetor.” Loewe (2005) switches rhetor 

to “writer” (p. 248). The rhetorical situation impacts both writer and audience, an insight 

that Olinger develops as well, and the factors that affect one actually affect both. Loewe 

and Olinger centralize this aspect of rhetorical theory in its relation to stylistic concerns. 

With reference to kairos, Loewe (2005) sees this as an especially dynamic aspect of 

stylistic creation and reception since, he argues, “the writer and audience not only 

consider kairos but also help to define and construct that kairos—each is affected by and 

affects the other, in time and space” (p. 249). Further, Loewe compares the concepts of 

bodies and embodiment to distinguish their effects on stylistic aspects of texts. Drawing 

on Hayles’ (1999) work, he sees the body as referring to “a set of social and discursive 

practices, a complex of idealized, normative criteria” while “embodiment refers to the 

actual instantiations of particular individual bodies” (p. 249). These embodiments, 

stylistic characteristics of texts being one example, are impacted by discourses of race, 

gender, sexuality, age, class, and so forth, so they must take their place in a well-

developed theory of style (p. 249). 
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Loewe (2005) sees these forces impacting style in terms of “feedforward loops,” 

which are elements of a system adjusted prior to entering a system. These feedforward 

loops include rhetorical situation, kairos, and embodiment but also textual aspects such as 

diction, format, and genre. These loops impact texts in the conceptual stage. Forces on 

texts such as feedback from others, intertextuality, and intratextuality, including drafts of 

the same document, are types of feedback loops impacting style (Loewe, 2005, p. 250). 

Such loops work in a retrospective manner. 

Loewe’s approach is valuable in that he relates style to the traditional elements of 

genre, rhetorical situation, kairos, and exigence by showing it as active in a feedforward 

manner. Another important contribution is his admonition to style theorists to employ a 

constructivist epistemology to develop better theoretical models of style since such an 

epistemology can “help us to account for the reciprocal interrelationships among writers, 

texts, and audience that we describe when we talk about style” (Loewe, 2005, p. 242). 

Such an approach encourages viewing style as a lively set of constantly changing 

relationships. Loewe (2005) gives the example of the common discussions around 

purpose as a way that compositionists can fall into the trap of reifying a concept and then 

seeking to fix and quantify the ways that texts take their form, writers approach their 

texts, and readers interact with those same texts. In Loewe’s systems language, however, 

a “system’s purpose is a description of how observers relate to [a] system” (p. 242). Even 

this approach, with its focus on creators and users, may not go far enough since an entire 

system itself may be “re-purposed” like a railroad cart becoming a coffee table. A 

somber, pompous, self-aware, high art piece may become a parody of itself to later 
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readers who see a different purpose in it. A constructivist epistemology allows for and 

expects these changes. 

Olinger’s Sociocultural Theory of Style 

In the other major sociocultural theory of style on offer in the last ten years, 

Andrea Olinger (2014b, 2016) explicitly builds on Loewe’s work to construct her own 

theory of style while also incorporating work from linguistic anthropology, 

sociolinguistics, communication studies, and rhetoric. Her theory addresses problems 

with theories of style that see it as a product of authors and fixed in language.  The 

problem with this formal approach to writing style, encoded in the myriad handbooks of 

the rhetoric-composition world, is that it proceeds on a model that has been largely 

discredited in rhetoric-composition (Prior, 2004, p. 289), and paradoxically, as the anti-

formalists argued, it undercuts the writer’s agency in relating writing style to context, 

audience, and personal indexings of meaning. This model treats style as a feature of 

language alone and, when it was researched, results often conflicted with that paradigm 

since reaction to style is so idiosyncratic (Tufte, 1971/2010; Loewe, 2005; Olinger 2014). 

For instance, Tufte (1971/2010) famously found wide-ranging, contradictory, and 

seemingly inexplicable reactions to the style in Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood, a fact 

that conflicts with style if it is viewed as a manifestation of authorial voice that readers 

can read and interpret accurately. Olinger’s interactional model, much like Loewe’s, 

avoids this problem with previous theories of style. 

A key contribution Olinger makes is de-centering the author in the matrix of 

meaning-making, which is unique since sociocultural theories can easily become overly 

focused on authors just as previous models overly focused on texts. She draws from 
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public rhetoric scholars, including Green (2011) and Young (2011, 2014) who argue that 

“style is not inherent in semiotic form but is shaped by the reading and viewing public” 

(Olinger, 2016, p. 122). The addition of audience perceptions and expectations as 

exerting force within stylistic production is a decidedly sociocultural move. Her focus on 

the importance of looking at reception of style in addition to production moves the theory 

of style away from only what authors do but also to what readers do with it. All are 

“participants” in Olinger’s model. In addition, she pioneers some research methodologies 

that are new to stylistic study such as her inclusion of video recordings in her research as 

she interviewed participants. Using video recordings, she interprets body language cues 

as part of her research method. 

In an article summarizing and explicating her theory of style, Olinger (2016) 

defines style as “the dynamic co-construction of typified indexical meanings (types of 

people, practices, situations, texts) perceived in a single sign or a cluster of signs and 

influenced by participants’ language ideologies” (p. 125, italics in original). She 

specifically calls for study of typified indexical meanings which she defines as semiotic 

resources indexed to social types, categories, and roles (Olinger, 2016, p.125). These 

meanings arise in a continually-negotiated space between author, audience, language, and 

context and they index, at least in part, along a continuum of “participants’ language 

ideologies.” Olinger (2014) shows these language ideologies at work in constructing 

reception of style in her dissertation research (p. 49). 

In the same article, Olinger (2016) carefully exposits each part of her theory. In 

relation to “typified indexical meanings,” Olinger states, “Style moves our attention from 

the language or other semiotic resources to the social meanings associated with their use. 
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The social meanings connected to these forms are the property of indexicality.” An index 

“points to aspects of the context and thus acquires meaning from it” (p. 125). These 

indexes get generalized and stereotyped in terms of relationships, roles, types of people, 

types of texts and contexts and so forth. This social quality of language-in-use re-focuses 

stylistic study and theory away from language and text alone to the complex of social 

contexts and relationships that encompasses each communicative act. 

Related to “dynamic co-construction of meanings,” Olinger (2016) is careful to 

make an important distinction: 

I purposefully define style as “the dynamic co-construction of . . . meanings,” not 

as “the dynamic, co-constructed . . . meanings” themselves. That is, I marry style 

with “co-construction”—a fluid act—and not with “meanings”—staid, concrete, 

and artifactual. I thereby emphasize style as an action, activity, or process. (p. 

126) 

This is a central element in Olinger’s theory. The constantly shifting nature of stylistic 

reception and characterization is a strength of the theory since earlier research on style 

has shown that there is no solid center of universally agreed-upon representations of 

stylistic meaning.  In Olinger’s (2016) words, “Dynamic co-construction of meanings 

thus highlights not only that style is the performance of identity (or alignment with 

particular typified indexical meanings) but also that style’s meanings are constantly 

jostling one another and being reshaped” (p. 126). Olinger’s concept of style as 

performance draws on earlier work by Holcomb and Killingsworth (2010) but adds the 

involvement and dynamism of co-construction to the performance of identity through 

stylistic means to construct this part of her theory. 
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 Moving forward, Olinger’s (2016) discusses the “influence of participants’ 

language ideologies.” She notes that these ideologies sometimes unconsciously drive and 

sometimes overtly influence co-constructions of meaning in relation to style (p. 126). 

Drawing on the work of linguistic anthropologist Paul Kroskrity (2010), Olinger (2016) 

develops her own characterization of language ideology as follows: “Language ideologies 

shape the choices that composers and speakers make when they select semiotic forms and 

when they and readers and interlocutors perceive indexical meanings in those forms” (p. 

126). She notes that language ideologies can impact co-construction in many ways; for 

example, one committed to standard language ideology might focus on deviation from 

standards and apply judgments and characterizations of others on that basis. Olinger 

(2016) also notes that the impact of language ideology is such that it may surface in 

subtle ways, including metalinguistic and metapragmatic manifestations of implicit 

beliefs and attitudes (p. 127). 

 Finally, Olinger (2016) details the phrase, “a single sign or a cluster of signs.” 

She describes two aspects of this claim. First, “stylistic meanings are perceived and 

performed through any kind of sign, not simply through language” (p. 127). She notes the 

sociolinguistic concept of bricolage in this connection: the elements of style are drawn 

from and reassembled with the available semiotic material. She also notes the many 

aspects of style co-occurring with language, which scholars in public rhetoric have 

explicated (Young, 2011, 2014; Brummett, 2008). Noting the multisemioticity of stylistic 

signs, Olinger hopes to avoid problems with earlier theories that focus on language alone. 

Second, “stylistic meanings can be perceived in a single sign, like a word or particular 

intonation, or a cluster of co-occurring signs, like a word or stretch of utterances in a 
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particular intonation or bundle of semiotic resources” (p. 127) and this construction may 

even be strung together with other constructions to build notions of a writer’s or work’s 

“style.” Yet, any such characterization must be provisional since any single sign or 

cluster or signs might not have the same typified indexical meanings for all (p. 127). All 

totalizing characterizations of style commit the error of oversimplification due to the 

multisemiotic nature of signs. 

 All told, Olinger’s (2014, 2016) sociocultural theory of style features an updated 

awareness of current scholarship within rhetoric-composition and other fields and offers 

promise as a way to connect the virtues of other theories with new research and theory. 

The sociocultural theory of style avoids problems with seeing style as a product of only 

the conscious and formal aspects of style, the mistakes of rhetorical dualism, while also 

avoiding problems with psychological monism that sees style as only personal, as only 

expressive of an author’s intention and purpose. The sociocultural theory of style also 

avoids problems with aesthetic monism that sublimates content and form, making style 

an immaterial discussion subservient to an author’s control. Olinger relates many newer 

concepts and terms in her theory of style including the multisemiotic aspects of texts and 

contexts, the participation of readers, and co-construction of typified indexical meanings. 

Whatever else Olinger’s sociocultural theory of style might accomplish, her 

determination to update discussions of style within rhetoric-composition with the findings 

from both within and outside of rhetoric-composition has provided a potentially fruitful 

area of research and discussion for years to come. 
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An Adequate Theory of Style 

 To examine a theory, as this research study seeks to do, considerations of the 

quality and adequacy of a theory are paramount. To be considered adequate, let alone 

comprehensive, a theory of style needs (1) to meet criteria for the applicability of a theory 

and (2) to enjoy adequate evidential support from a variety of research studies utilizing 

various methodologies. Related to meeting criteria for the applicability of a theory, in the 

mid-1980s, Elizabeth Rankin provided important criteria for a theory of style, though she 

did not advance a theory of style herself. Her underappreciated work has seen little 

critical interaction, and style theorists since have ignored it.16 Yet, her ideas are a 

worthwhile place to begin in critiquing the comprehensiveness and relevance of a theory 

of style. Rankin’s (1985/2010) three criteria include the following: “1. A new theory of 

style would offer a broad yet workable definition of style”; “2. A new theory of style 

would take into account the wide range of psychological operations that go into the 

making of stylistic decisions”; and “3. A new theory of style would be grounded in sound 

and consistent philosophical/epistemological assumptions about the nature of language 

and reality” (p. 247, italics in original). Related to her first criterion, an adequate theory 

should be “specific enough to distinguish stylistic considerations from other concerns of 

the writing process, such as content and formal matters.” Yet, it should be “broad and 

inclusive enough to account for overlap between style and invention . . . or stylistic 

decisions and audience adaptive techniques” (p. 247). Related to her second criterion on 

the “psychological operations” behind stylistic decisions, Rankin is concerned with the 

“conscious, rational decisions” that authors make in terms of style as well as the “murkier 

                                                      
16 For instance, neither Loewe (2005) nor Olinger (20116) mention Rankin’s criteria for a stylistic theory in 
their own stylistic theory building. 
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matter of the formation of stores of unconscious ‘stylistic options’” (p. 247). Finally, 

Rankin gestures toward the more contextualized, constructed nature of linguistic theories 

emerging in her era as a better foundation for stylistic theorizing by favorably citing John 

T. Gage’s (1980) suggestion of the concept of “rhetorical community” as a starting point 

for a philosophy of style (p. 248). 

 Though not explicitly addressing Rankin’s criteria, Olinger’s theory seems to 

address Rankin’s concerns effectively. Related to Rankin’s first criterion, Olinger’s 

theory seems fairly broad since it focuses on audiences, authors, and contexts, while also 

considering multisemiotic aspects of texts and at least one construct for how typified 

indexical meanings get created: “participants’ language ideologies.” In this regard, 

Olinger’s theory needs further expansion since she offers only one construct for how 

typified indexical meanings, or personal representations of stylistic choices, get 

constructed. On Rankin’s second criterion related to understanding psychological 

operations related to style, Olinger seems focused most specifically on authors’ and 

audiences’ conscious stylistic choices and representations. She cites perception of signs 

as a central part of her theory and seems to suggest that these perceptions are conscious 

for the most part, though in her dissertation research, her videotaping of participants and 

exegesis of their actions suggests that she is also interested in the unconscious forces at 

work in their stylistic decision-making. Her theory may need more specification on this 

point. 

Finally, Olinger’s theory fares well on Rankin’s (1985/2010) third criterion 

related to “sound and consistent philosophical/epistemological assumptions about the 

nature of language and reality” (p. 247). Indeed, Olinger builds her stylistic theory around 
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current theories of language that see it as co-constructed, contextual, multisemiotic, 

embodied, and ideologically charged. The multisemiotic nature of linguistic signs that is 

a centerpiece of her theory draws heavily from theorists such as Mikhail Bahktin. In 

Discourse of the Novel, for instance, he puts forward one of his most succinct statements 

about the dialogic interaction between words, contexts, and agents, a passage worth 

quoting in full: 

Directed toward its object, a word enters a dialogically agitated and tense 

environment of alien words, evaluations and accents, is woven into their complex 

interrelationships, merges with some, recoils from others, intersects with yet a 

third group: and all this may in an essential manner shape the word, may leave a 

trace in all its semantic layers, may complicate its expression and influence its 

entire stylistic profile. . . . The living utterance, having taken meaning and shape 

at a particular historical moment in a socially specific environment, cannot fail to 

brush up against thousands of living dialogic threads, woven by socio-ideological 

consciousness around the given object of the utterance; it cannot fail to become an 

active participant in social dialogue. (Bahktin, 1981, pp. 276–77) 

This passage seems to presage each aspect of Olinger’s theory (typification of indexed 

meanings, multisemioticity, the full participation of author and audience, the influence of 

context and language itself) except for her construct of participants’ language ideologies, 

which is an aspect of linguistic theory that has seen more development in recent decades. 

Just one example is a recent dissertation on style by L. K. Lisabeth (2017) which 

discusses the “white linguistic habitus” of academic prose encoded by handbooks such as 
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The Elements of Style. The ideological nature of language is a standard part of linguistic 

philosophy in the current era.  

Regarding multisemioticity, current scholarly work in areas as diverse as 

multimodal composition17, neo-expressivism18, New Media19, and embodied 

discourses20, among others, have shown the power of a composition pedagogy that makes 

use of and centralizes a myriad of multisemiotic resources. Olinger’s theory explicitly 

addresses multisemioticity in ways explored below. Overall, the advancements in style 

theory offered by Loewe and Olinger are worth further deliberation and vetting since they 

proceed on credible theories of language and valuable knowledge from other fields. I 

focus on Olinger’s theory mainly because of the need to validate and extend one aspect of 

her theory, which I think is especially promising—the identification of constructs such as 

language ideology that impact stylistic production and reception. On Rankin’s criteria of 

current, well-supported philosophical grounding for theory, Olinger’s theory stands 

strong. 

Finally, related to the criteria of adequate evidential support from a variety of 

research studies utilizing various methodologies, Olinger’s theory being a newer theory, 

currently has limited evidential support. In her dissertation research, Olinger herself did 

literacy-history and discourse-based interviews with twenty participants in twelve 

academic fields, though not every participant took part in each part of her research 

design. Some interviews she recorded and videotaped when permitted (Olinger, 2014, pp. 

                                                      
17 Shipka’s (2011) book, Toward a Composition Made Whole, is a representative example of this approach. 
18 Hawk’s (2007) book, A Counter-History of Composition: Toward Methodologies of Complexity, pictures 

a composition pedagogy that uses many semiotic materials over time and distance. 
19 Gifford Brooke’s (2014) article, “New Media Pedagogy,” lays out an array of semiotic materials 

available to students in the information age.  
20 Payne’s (2000), Bodily Discourses, shows the role of embodiment in semiotic participation with the act 

of writing about abuse and eating disorders.  
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61-62). This qualitative research, along with textual analysis she undertook with the texts 

provided by her participants, is the only research currently supporting Olinger’s theory 

directly. 

Problem Statement 

Olinger’s contributions lay out an ambitious plan of inquiry for style researchers 

whose attention heretofore has focused on authors and contexts. Two main areas of 

research are needed to further examine and refine her theory. First, more development is 

needed in the theory of the multitudinous forces at work as writers and readers approach 

style. Her research, valuable as it is, does not explain comprehensively why authors chose 

this word, that phrase, this image, that metaphor—and how readers approach those same 

constructions. On this point, Olinger (2016) offers one construct: “participants’ language 

ideologies” (p. 125). Other possible constructs are currently unresearched in rhetoric-

composition. This research study examines Olinger’s “language ideologies” construct as 

well as constructs that shape communication emerging from other fields such as social 

psychology, interactional sociolinguistics, applied linguistics, rhetoric, and 

communication. Research in those fields has advanced constructs that affect 

communication such as appropriateness (Veselý, 2015; Krupka and Weber, 2013), 

familiarity/distance (Tannen, 1994; Holcomb & Killingsworth, 2010), kairos (Loewe, 

2005); codemeshing/identity representation (Zhao, 2014), and genre (Heller & Morek, 

2015). These constructs, among others, in addition to Olinger’s (2016) “language 

ideologies” construct, ground this research study. 

Second, to ground style pedagogies on a firmer theoretical basis, a clearer picture 

of the elements of stylistic production and reception, whether conscious or unconscious, 
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needs to emerge. Neither Olinger nor other theorists have explored this area to any 

significant degree, though Olinger did make a significant contribution to style research 

methodology in this direction when she looked at body language and paralinguistic cues 

with the writers she researched by videotaping and exegeting the often unconscious 

aspects of the production processes of writers. However, adding further support to the 

theory and the total picture of what is known about the felt and latent aspects of roles, 

positionings, and identities that impinge on stylistic production and reception would be a 

significant contribution to the field. To address this issue, one goal of this study is to 

examine the constructs researched in this study in terms of conscious and/or unconscious 

instantiations of language use. In other words, when an author creates or characterizes a 

particular instance of linguistic style, to what extent is that author conscious of the 

choices made? For instance, to what extent do considerations of genre play a role in 

stylistic creation and representation as opposed to appropriateness or topic? Are there 

consistent findings related to how style is consciously approached among writers? The 

answer to that question could have important implications for compositionists. 

Finally, a note on the term, “construct,” one of the key terms in this research 

study. Olinger does not use this term, nor does any other style theorist for that matter. I 

employ this term for a few reasons. First, a term is needed to identify forces that more or 

less impact writers and readers in the act of sending and receiving the language and 

messages of writing. Research and theory may cohere around such a term, offering new 

expanses for study and theorizing. The lack of such a term reduces the depth with which 

style scholars can look at the motivational forces, both conscious and unconscious, that 

affect style. The term “force” seems vague and Star Wars-esque, and it implies lack of 
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agency. “Index” is a technical term within Olinger’s (2016) theory that “points to aspects 

of the context and thus acquires meaning from it” (p. 125), so that term is taken and 

cannot be re-purposed. “Construct” is employed since it implies that the construct in 

question is only that, a construct, not a feature of fixed, immutable reality. So for 

instance, appropriateness may be a construct at work that impacts a chosen stylistic 

diction for a writer creating a letter requesting a raise. Appropriateness in this sense is an 

agreed-upon code that has been socially constructed and may be variously interpreted by 

both employer and employee. It is truly a “construct.” For these reasons, the term 

construct is employed and applied in this study. 

Statement of Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this research study is to explore the constructs that impact writing 

style and represent them as conscious and unconscious. Olinger’s sociocultural theory of 

style offers new ways to understand the dynamic relationships among writer, text, 

audience, genre, and context. Currently, except in broad outline, little is known about 

how these relationships intertwine and interact. Armed with a deeper knowledge of the 

forces impacting writing style, researchers, teachers, and writers themselves can 

understand better how style is created and received. 

To explore this area, the following research questions are addressed:  

1. What descriptive power does a sociocultural theory of style bring to the 

production and reception of written style? 

2. What constructs are operant as writers and audiences approach the task of 

encoding and decoding literary style? 
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o How do these constructs relate to one another in terms of priority, 

symbiotic relation, and negotiation? 

3. How do the constructs under examination relate to one another in terms of 

conscious and unconscious use by writers and audiences? 

Research Approach 

To answer the above questions, using an ethnography of communication-inspired 

approach, I conducted case studies of a purposefully-selected population of educated, 

professional technical writers by using literacy history interviews, discourse-based 

interviews on two texts I provided, transcription and coding of the interviews for the 

constructs under consideration in the study, and reporting of findings. I also provided 

each participant an opportunity to read and comment on the study in order to co-construct 

the meanings and applications of the data. Finally, I discuss and evaluate the findings of 

the study and draw conclusions and make recommendations. Of course, as a researcher 

and reader in the study, I am also a participant, so I examine and offer my own 

impressions, assumptions, constructions, and positionality in the reporting of the study. 

Assumptions 

 Based on my experience and training in both literature and theology as well as my 

coursework in rhetoric-composition, I make three primary assumptions in this study. 

First, a poststructural theory of language is more descriptive than structuralist theories of 

language for grounding theories of language-in-use such as theories of style since such 

theories better describe the social construction of language as well as the impulses that 

drive its production and reception. Second, I assume that style is dynamic and fluid, 

encoding, reacting to, conflating, and challenging identities that writers and audiences 
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both consciously and latently enact. It is seen best metaphorically as a living body rather 

than as a cadaver whose inarticulate features might be tabulated, logged, and fully 

described. This seems a failing of earlier approaches to style, often linguistic in 

orientation, that characterized texts in fixed terms. One notable example is Walker 

Gibson’s (1966) “Style Machine” that categorized style as “tough,” “sweet” and “stuffy.”  

This reduction of textual features to three basic archetypal styles overlooks the 

differences inherent in discrete units of text that lie beneath the chosen unit of analysis of 

the researcher while also ignoring the myriad ways that writers and readers approach 

texts, all while characterizing terms such as “tough,” “sweet,” and “stuffy” as universally 

agreed-upon descriptors for the literary qualities of texts. Style researchers have largely 

rejected such an approach to texts, preferring to see texts not as static artifacts but as sites 

of activity—as “artifacts in action” (Prior, Hengst, Roozen, & Shipka, 2006, p. 761; 

Olinger, 2016, p. 2). I too hold this view. Finally, I apply a constructivist approach in this 

study. Constructivist approaches are inductive and are committed to several key ideas: 

that individuals form their own mental representations of reality; that individual 

perspectives matter; that the values, orientation, and approach of the researcher are part 

of any research study and should be reflected on and communicated; and that the 

researcher should use participants’ views and contributions to build the major themes and 

findings of the study (Creswell, 2016, p. 42). 

Rationale and Significance 

  This study is needed since, as Butler (2008) noted, the loss of interest in style 

within rhetoric-composition in the 1970s until around 2000 created gaps in scholarly 

knowledge of stylistic production and reception (p. 13). The whys of stylistic production 
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are little theorized and researched, making this study valuable for style scholars within 

rhetoric-composition. Identification and research on constructs impacting production and 

reception of literary style is needed in rhetoric-composition to offer clarification on which 

theoretical approach(es) to style reflect best how these processes occur. Currently, much 

knowledge about how stylistic decisions are made and how roles and positions are 

assumed in texts is spread across various fields. Bringing those findings into rhetoric-

composition and relating them to current theory on style is a valuable contribution to 

current style scholarship in rhetoric-composition. 

 Also, building more scholarly awareness in relation to unconscious and conscious 

constructs impinging on production and reception of literary style is a needed area of 

study. The constructs researched in this study are explored in terms of conscious and 

unconscious instantiations of linguistic choice and involvement by authors and readers, 

keeping in mind, in Rankin’s (1985/2010) words, that there is no “clear line of 

demarcation between conscious and unconscious choices” (p. 247). In many ways, the 

various approaches to style can be viewed as versions of the “conscious/unconscious” 

dichotomy that has formed the backdrop for much scholarly discussion on style. 

Knowledge of the types of metacognitively-aware forces and considerations as well as 

the subconsciously-active forces at work within a writer’s process resulting in stylistic 

choices can offer benefit for compositionists since “it would provide some means of 

distinguishing when such operations are acquired, when they are learned, and if/when 

they might be effectively taught” (Rankin, 1985/2010, p. 247, italics in original). In my 

estimation, the acquired/learned disjunction is at the heart of controversies surrounding 

stylistic pedagogy, so offering some clarity on this issue can help the field ascertain 
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pedagogical approaches for style that recognize what is latent and active as students 

encode and decode writing.  

 Finally, this study advances stylistic research with new methods. To this point, an 

ethnography of communication study of this type on writers’ and readers’ approaches to 

style has not been undertaken and, given the direction that stylistic theory with rhetoric-

composition has charted going forward, such approaches to research will need to be 

implemented in rhetoric-composition research in stylistics to vet, nuance, and extend 

theory. In communication, applied linguistics, and linguistic anthropology as well as 

other areas, such research methods have offered corroboration of sociocultural 

assumptions about communication, discourse, and language, though these methods have 

not been used in rhetoric-composition in relation to style. This study is thus at least 

partially an effort to extend the methodological range with which rhetoric-composition’s 

stylistic theories are explored. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Overview 

In the first chapter, I noted the rise and fall of stylistic study in rhetoric-

composition and explicated the criteria for a successful theory of stylistics within 

rhetoric-composition. After exegeting Olinger’s (2016) sociocultural theory and finding it 

a promising theory of style, I suggested a gap within the theory related to constructs 

informing writer’s production of style and another gap in terms of the amount and type of 

research supporting the theory itself. This chapter develops a discussion related to the 

first gap related to stylistic constructs. To be clear, the constructs identified by Olinger 

and in this chapter are descriptions of the type of considerations and forces that impinge 

on a writer’s process resulting in specific choices related to the “signs of cluster of signs” 

that characterize a writer’s style. The third chapter on methods will explore the second 

gap concerning the amount and type of research needed to explore, ground, modify, and 

extend Olinger’s sociocultural theory of style. 

This critical literature review spans literature from a variety of fields that offers 

insight into communication concepts that affect communicators in communication 

situations. A goal of this literature review is to bring diverse discussions in rhetoric, 

composition, linguistics, and communication to bear on the issue of the production and 

reception of writing style. In relating these disparate concepts, I seek to provide a 

conceptual framework that informs and shapes this study. I call this framework the 

“Construct Model of the Sociocultural Theory of Style.” Some of the literature that 

shapes and informs this theory emerges from communication and sociolinguistics, 
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especially interactional sociolinguistics, which looks mainly at interpersonal, live, dyadic 

communications. Some of these concepts may impact writing style both in terms of 

production and reception as the main differences lie in the communication situations 

(writing versus interpersonal) and in instantiations of language use (written versus 

verbal). Much has been written about the differences and similarities between oral versus 

written language21, but not much is known about how various media affect style22. Some 

of the literature surveyed in this section emerges from other fields like applied linguistics 

and rhetoric. 

In the years during which style took a back seat to other concerns in rhetoric-

composition, other fields did important work on how communication is shaped. So 

possible constructs that shape “typified indexical meanings” might be drawn from those 

fields. Olinger (2016) herself notes that “cross-disciplinary discussions can inform a 

research agenda that highlights the co-constructed and dynamic nature of style” (p. 132).  

Since rhetoric-composition has undertheorized and under researched this area, the field is 

somewhat uninformed about how and why stylistic decisions and representations are 

made. Rankin (1985/2010) stresses that “a complete definition of style will recognize that 

some [stylistic] choices are more indirect than others: they are influenced by social 

background, by linguistic experience, and by intellectual capacity; by deep psychological 

factors and momentary situational constraints.” She adds, “In short, they are complex and 

fascinating—a fertile subject for further research” (p. 247). Rankin’s exhortation to 

                                                      
21 See Ong (1982); Elbow (2014). 
22 Neil Postman’s (1985) insight in Chapter 2 of Amusing Ourselves to Death that media proceed on 
epistemologies that are inherent to their mode of delivery and form of signification is a similar concept, 
though he did not focus on stylistic aspects of language use. 
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explore this area has not as yet been heeded in any sustained or comprehensive way23, 

leading to the present study. 

Overviewing this chapter, I explicate the Construct Model of the Sociocultural 

Theory of Style. Then, I explore its component parts with special attention on the 

constructs that are the focus of this study. I also explain the use of traditional rhetorical 

concepts like kairos, footing, rhetorical distance, stance, and voice within the model 

before attending to the issue of consciousness and unconsciousness as it relates to the 

                                                      
23 A survey of style-focused dissertations within rhetoric-composition since 2000, the date Butler 
mentioned as marking revival in interest in the topic of style within rhetoric-composition, shows a steadily-
increasing level of scholarly interest in style with large gaps in the theory and particulars of stylistic 
production and reception still evident. Carpenter’s (2000) dissertation is important in its attempt to advance 
a new theory of style. Carpenter categorized style as solidly within the rhetorical dualist camp since style 
for him is a function of a writer’s available resources, self-aware purposes, and the constraints of the 
writing context and situation. Carpenter did case studies to support this theory, though his findings 
ultimately retrenched previous notions of style. Cautrell (2002) intersected the rhetorical canon of style 
with post-process approaches to writing. His proto-sociocultural approach applied the paralogic rhetoric of 
Thomas Kent to the teaching of style in the composition classroom, though his theoretical approach did not 
involve gathering evidence to support his theory. Pace’s important dissertation (2003) signaled a newer 
direction in scholarly research of style in his perceptive critique of critical pedagogies that focus on the 
social circumstances of linguistic acts and not those acts themselves. He compared this to the over-
emphasis on style rather than rhetorical awareness evident in early modern England. Ultimately, he mapped 
a way forward with pedagogies such as those espoused by Ann Berthoff and Peter Elbow where writers are 
encouraged to see style as rhetorical resources used to encode or resist discourses. Butler (2004) surveyed 
the history of style pedagogy from its “golden age” when the current-traditional model held sway through 
the process approaches that came after to the eventual demise of style since the 1980s. He complicates the 
view that stylistic study and teaching only applies within a current-traditional view of style, even as he 
challenges the notion that style is opposed to invention. He further shows that even though style may have 
seemed to become invisible it was actually “ubiquitous” in the field, but it had become subsumed under 
other approaches to writing that had to do with rhetorical analysis, genre theory, theories of race, gender, 
and class, and all of the concerns of the New Rhetoric that stood in for older discussions about style alone. 
Medzerian (2010) expanded notions of what counts as style pedagogy by researching how assessment is 
often a form of implicit style pedagogy. The result is sometimes a conflict between how writing is assessed 
and how it is taught. Vorhies (2013) approached style instrumentally, as that canon that facilitates 
cognition. Based on studies of early American spiritual writings, Vorhies argued that style shows that 
rhetoric is a form of episteme rather than mere techne. Dietz (2017) argued that the teaching of style can 
mend fractures that have occurred historically between the teaching of poetics and rhetoric and that 
compositionists should recover the use of not only poetics but visual rhetoric in the teaching of style. She 
argued for altered assessment practices in some cases and creative approaches to the teaching of style 
beyond customary disciplinary limits. Adding Olinger’s (2014) dissertation to this synopsis, it is evident 
that the work of style scholars has not sustained itself in any one area but has examined issues of theory, 
pedagogy, definition, history, and assessment. 
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constructs operant in the model. Finally, I discuss the issue of salience and its impact on 

readers’ and writers’ relation to textual style. 

The Construct Model of the Sociocultural Theory of Style 

Introduction  

 Explicating and relating the constructs that affect stylistic production and 

reception is the central aim of this literature review. Olinger’s (2016) definition of style 

in mind, “the dynamic co-construction of typified indexical meanings (types of people, 

practices, situations, texts) perceived in a single sign or a cluster of signs and influenced 

by participants’ language ideologies” (p. 125, italics in original), I offer a model of how 

the constructs under consideration affect readers and writers, leading to dynamic co-

construction of literary style. The model includes terms from rhetorical theory that 

describe writers’ and readers’ relationships to one another, words like footing, stance, and 

voice.  By incorporating these terms into the model, I show how style comes into its 

multitudinous forms, forms that occasion construction of the various perceptions that 

readers have of writers and their texts and purpose(s), and the constructions of writers in 

terms of their audience(s) and need(s). The goal of this literature review is the 

presentation of a model that incorporates rhetorical theory and findings on constructs 

affecting stylistic and production that reflects and extends Olinger’s important work. 

Explication of the Model 

Seeking to explicate the wide-ranging, conscious and unconscious, and more or 

less salient forces that impact writers and readers as they approach texts, forces that I am 

calling constructs in this study, is a monumental task for any theorist of writing style. 

Though it is a task fraught with perils of omission, reductionism, and mischaracterization 
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since one cannot hope to capture everything that impacts style, I do not think it a fool’s 

errand. Valuable work on what occasions and impacts language use has been done and 

needs brought to bear on discussions of style within rhetoric-composition if the field is to 

build valuably informative theory. The first draft of the Construct Model of the 

Sociocultural Theory of Style (see Figure 1; the final draft is viewable in Chapter 5) 

shows the constructs discussed in this chapter as they impact writers, readers, and texts. 
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Figure 1. The construct model of the sociocultural theory of style, first draft. 

The constructs labeled at the top of the figure are positioned in a funneling 

manner to show that they operate in a prevenient manner as writers relate their purposes 

to their audiences, and they are ultimately expressed through a writer’s stance, footing, 
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rhetorical distance, and voice as a writer creates the stylistic characteristics of a text. The 

prevenient aspect of the constructs is similar to Drew Loewe’s (2005) term “feedforward 

loops,” elements of a system adjusted prior to entering that system including rhetorical 

situation, kairos, and embodiment but also textual aspects such as diction, format, and 

genre. In the Construct Model, I alter this concept by keeping its prevenient aspect but I 

differentiate the various elements within the feedforward loop by calling them constructs 

and designating the entire feedforward looping process as kairos, which I define as the 

way a specific context calls for a specific type or tone or amount of communication at a 

specific point in time. 

Kairos affects both writers and readers in this model. James L. Kinneavy’s (2002) 

treatment of the history and development of the concept of kairos shows that the twin 

principles of right timing and right measure (p. 60) are dominant throughout its 

development, though he notes that the term also has ethical, educational, epistemological, 

and aesthetic dimensions, all of which warrant consideration as one constructs 

communication. Current scholarship and theoretical interaction with the term centers on 

the aspect of kairos as right moment or right timing. Nelson (2016) emphasizes kairos as 

a method to capitalize on moments of opportunity within classroom writing pedagogy 

while Drabinski (2017) uses the term to teach criticality and resistance to dominant social 

narratives. However, Kinneavy’s (2002) wider vision of the applicability of the term, 

both right timing and right measure, is more persuasive for several reasons. The term 

καίρὀς in Classical Greek does indeed feature the notion of right or appropriate measure, 

as noted in Liddell and Scott’s, A Greek-English Lexicon, where “due measure, 

proportion, fitness” is listed as a primary meaning even prior to right timing or moment. 
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The connection of style to kairos is evident in classical authors including Aristotle who 

treated kairos under the heading of style in Rhetoric, Book 1. Crowley and Hawhee 

(2011) claim that the situational propriety that beckons for a specific style, rather than 

rigid rules, is a central element of understanding style in its classical formulation from the 

Greek Sophists even to Cicero and Quintilian (pp. 254-254). Kairos in the Construct 

Model is pictured as an organizing term creating a “kairotic funnel” whereby writers and 

readers connect the various constructs impacting them both preveniently and recursively 

as they create and characterize style dynamically in their production and interaction with 

the written text. 

Kinneavy’s claim that kairos has ethical, educational, epistemological, and 

aesthetic dimensions is of special import in constructing the role of kairos within the 

Construct Model of the Sociocultural Theory of Style. In terms of ethics, Kinneavy 

(2002) notes that “Plato used the concept of proper measure and right time—the two 

fundamental components of the concept of kairos—to construct the doctrine of virtue as 

the mean between two extremes” (p. 62). The term was also important in constructing 

models of justice—the right measure at the right time—in Greek philosophy. 

Epistemologically, Kinneavy suggests that from early Greek poets like Pindar and 

Bacchylides, writing poetry in the fifth century BCE, all the way to the Pythagoreans, 

Gorgias, and Plato, kairos carried epistemological weight as a concept for bringing 

timeless ideas into human contexts within historical time (p. 62). Poets, philosophers, and 

ideologues of every stripe attempted to relate the timeless to the finite using this concept 

of appropriateness in both time and measure. The truths relayed by writers could only 

become effective and active at the crossroads of time and rhetorical measure implied in 
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the term kairos. Educationally, the Greeks famously developed educational models that 

aimed to connect content and concepts to pupils’ developmental levels that carried all the 

way into the medieval era with the development of the Trivium. The development of the 

pupil’s virtue could only be accomplished at the right developmental moment and only 

with the right measure and method (Kinneavy, 2002, p. 62). With the connection of 

kairos to aesthetic considerations, style comes to the fore. Kairos is evident within the 

theory of style that emerged classically with the four chief virtues of style: correctness, 

clarity, appropriateness, and ornament. As T.R. Johnson (2003/2010) notes, both James 

Kinneavy and Charles Bazerman contend that “kairos imbued nearly all early thinking 

about rhetoric” (p. 351). Johnson (2003/2010) adds, 

Although kairos is most often used to refer to rhetorical situations as located in 

time, the concept clearly has implications of making local decisions within a 

particular text, how to sequence, arrange, and time the specific effects one seeks 

to achieve, to make them . . . “come alive.” (p. 351) 

This is the application of kairos used in the Construct Model where, like Johnson, I argue 

that the term should return to prominence in rhetorical theory and find wider application 

in stylistic theorizing. The evaluative element of kairos, adjusting communication to 

elements of time, context, and exigency, is integral to the Construct Model. The 

constructs at the top and bottom of the model in the “kairotic funnel” are of various types, 

evidencing the many aspects of that term. For instance, self-concept and biography can 

have ethical, educational, and epistemological dimensions while language itself can have 

aesthetic aspects. 
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In the Construct Model, the loops from the TEXT back into the kairotic funnel for 

writers, going up, and for readers, going down, picture that kairotic elements work 

recursively in addition to preveniently for both writers and readers. In other words, texts 

as they take form are shaped not only by the constructs in the funnel but also feed into the 

constructs there recursively as writers and readers create and interact with texts. This 

aspect of the model reflects the dynamism of Olinger’s theory. In addition, STYLE 

overlaps and runs through the TEXT but also the space between writer and reader and is 

constantly being shaped and reimagined by both readers and writers, which is a nod 

toward Olinger’s “dynamic co-construction” notion. 

My use of kairos within the Construct Model differs from its previous use. I relate 

kairos in the model to readers as well as writers, arguing that the constructs that affect 

writers also affect readers, though differently in some ways. Nonetheless, on the account 

of style offered in the sociocultural theory of style, it is less seen as a characteristic of 

texts and more seen as a perceptual characterization in a negotiated space between writers 

and readers. The theory is as much interested in readers as writers and brings their 

contributions to notions of style to the fore in a way that has not been true of other 

stylistic theories. Kairos impacts their perceptions as much as writers’ constructions, 

which is why kairos is found at the bottom of the model, impacting readers, just as it is 

located at the top of model, impacting writers. 

Looking at the two blue columns running through the TEXT, I locate several 

rhetorical terms there that bear explanation. Since the reader encounters the writer in the 

style of text, I listed it as a construct in the reader’s kairotic funnel, just as the writer 

encounters the audience by adjusting style, which is why audience is in the writer’s 
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kairotic funnel. The writer expresses the constructs in the kairotic funnel through footing, 

stance, rhetorical distance, and voice—all well-known and -defined rhetorical concepts 

placed on the model’s left side with an arrow to show that those concepts root the writer’s 

approach to the audience. The reader experiences the stylistic aspects of a writer’s text as 

voice and the writer’s presence or absence, and those concepts appear on the right side of 

the model, the reader’s side, to show how readers come to characterize writers and their 

personas in texts. Voice is used for both readers and writers since in my usage of that 

term, it applies equally to readers and writers, as something that writers encode to 

address/invoke audiences stylistically and as something that readers encounter, a stylistic 

emanation of a writer’s persona in texts. 

Constructs 

The constructs affecting style are depicted in the kairotic funnel at the top and 

bottom of the Construct Model and are depicted as impacting writers and readers both 

preveniently and recursively. No claim is made here that the constructs presented in the 

Construct Model are exhaustive in cataloguing of every possible conscious and 

subconscious source of impact on writers and readers in terms of style. Rather, the 

constructs in the first draft of the Construct Model represent a starting point in reflection 

and research on the forces impacting style and include well-known discussions within 

rhetoric-composition and allied fields on these topics. 

Biography. As a starting point in thinking about what impacts style, biography is 

a construct powerfully affecting both writers and readers. Even as far back as the 1940s, 

at least one scholar was interested in how personality impacted writing style (Barton, 

1946). At that time, personality was considered as mostly fixed and invariable, but more 
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recent work has shown that the social self arises in a multitude of ways in response to a 

myriad of variables. Work done in the field of interactional sociolinguistics, specifically 

in the area of positioning theory, shows the communicating self enacting many variations 

of the self, often with stylistic variables as a key aspect of one’s positioning. Developed 

initially by Bronwyn Davies and Rom Harré, positioning theory presents “positioning” as 

the discursive process in which conversational participants subjectively produce selves in 

joint ways. In conversation, an individual takes up a socially-produced position and 

constructs other participants in socially-determinate ways as well. These various 

relations, which Raggatt (2015) calls “I-positions” (p. 779), are undertaken using 

linguistic resources among other interpersonal resources. Davies and Harré (1990) 

developed positioning theory in response to problems with the concept of role in 

interpersonal communication, mainly in terms of the fluidity inherent in the notion of 

positioning as opposed to the “static, formal, and ritualistic aspects” of role (p. 44). They 

developed the concept beyond conversational dyads alone by moving it to the level of 

discourse, which they defined as “an institutionalised use of language and language-like 

sign systems” (p. 45). Positioning oneself in discourses results in the “discursive 

production of a diversity of selves” (p. 45). 

One theorist of positioning, Nikki Slocum-Bradley (2010), offers a “positioning 

diamond” as a “trans-disciplinary framework for discourse analysis” (p. 79), and it does 

indeed suggest lines of inquiry for style researchers, mainly in terms of its description of 

the dialogic self at play in a matrix of sometimes contradictory social forces, identities, 

and rights (see Figure 2). Slocum-Bradley’s model is helpful in its simplicity, though it is 

unclear how applicable the concept of “Rights” is in certain communication situations 
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such as personal or journal writing, and it seems unrepresentative in terms of opposing 

“Social forces” and “Rights” since individuals can assert rights in convergence with or 

divergence from social forces. 

 

Figure 2. Screenshot of Slocum-Bradley’s (2010) “positioning diamond” (p. 92). 

Still, Slocum-Bradley’s model is interesting for stylistic study in terms of her 

elucidation of “Storylines” as a means of expressing and modifying one’s rights, 

identities, and social positions. Slocum-Bradley teases out implications of the idea that 

one’s participation and integration with social forces is enacted through discourse. James 

Paul Gee (2012) expressed this notion effectively in his “Discourse/discourse” dichotomy 

(p.2), yet Slocum-Bradley adds in the narratological insights of the storied creation of 

selves and others as a central part in how one’s rights and identities are created and 

enacted. Slocum-Bradley, for instance, depicts anthropomorphosis, categorization, and 

choice of diction as some ways that language is manipulated stylistically to humanize, 

dehumanize, and label in- and out-groups (pp. 94-95). 
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Raggatt (2015) develops this concept with a focus on Bakhtin’s “multi-voiced 

heteroglossia” and a specific focus on linguistic resources that are marshalled as part of 

taking up “I-positions.” He notes that the relation of self to self and self to other is always 

dynamic, which is similar to Olinger’s “co-construction” concept. Drawing on Bakhtin’s 

(1981, 1984, 1986) work, he avers that the “dialogic self” is caught in a perpetually 

recursive matrix of self, “semiotic and material resources,” and “social resources” (p. 

788), an argument that could have been made by Olinger. These semiotic, material, and 

social resources include such disparate concepts as physical setting, canonical story lines 

within cultures, and personal ethics (p. 788) (see Figure 3). Raggatt suggests that self-

concept, self-esteem, and personal biography constitute an important part of the 

positioning process in communication (Raggatt, 2015, p. 788).  

 

Figure 3. Raggatt’s (2015) “positioning processes in a dialogic self” model (p. 788). 
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Digging deeper into Raggatt’s theory, in terms of “Setting,” or what he terms 

“Symbolic order,” he lists “Semiotic and Material Resources” from a cross section of 

discussion and research in a variety of fields. These elements refer to the semiotic 

materials available to one for social representation from self-aware “I” positioning in 

relation to social identities and ethical codes all the way to aspects of physical setting and 

embodiment. In Raggatt’s theory, one takes up positions in relation to and through these 

various, sometimes contradictory factors through “Key positioning processes” that 

include intentional meaning construction all the way to meta-derived uses of language 

that offer a myriad of ambiguous, even ironic, positions. These positioning processes, 

using the semiotic and material resources available, are impacted by “Social resources” 

that include real and imagined versions of the self and others by which a communicator 

can assume a seemingly infinite variety of positions. 

Positioning theory, valuable as it is, remains underdeveloped in terms of its 

applicability to writing, as evidenced by the fact that the literature surrounding 

positioning theory often utilizes constructed narratives, thought experiments, and 

conversation analyses to examine its own assumptions even in Davies and Harré’s (1990) 

first exposition of its core concepts. Research on how writing style is adapted and 

manipulated based on aspects of personal biography can contribute to what is known 

about how personal communication style responds to and expresses those concepts in 

other communication modes. 

Similarly, social identity theory focuses on understanding how one expresses 

oneself as allied to or individuating from group identities such as in crowd behavior 

(Reicher, Spears, & Postmes, 1995), adolescent youth behavior (Abrams & Emler, 1992), 
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moral rule-making (Stets & Carter, 2011), and the justification of group beliefs (Jost & 

Kramer, 2002). Communication plays a significant role in convergence and divergence 

from group identities, according to the mainstream of this research (Bratu, 2013). 

Development of how writing style is affected by one’s commitment to or divergence 

from social groups is a potentially interesting outcome of this study.  

Appropriateness. Another construct related to how one’s chosen social 

positioning impacts communication is appropriateness. The notion that appropriateness 

impacts style goes back to the classical rhetorical tradition with many classical 

rhetoricians noting its importance (Aristotle, On Rhetoric, 3.2), likely because of its 

inherent audience focus. Appropriateness has also been a topic of recent research in 

social psychology, which links it to normative behaviors that come from “shared social 

norms” (Veselý, 2015; Krupka and Weber, 2013). The powerful effects of 

appropriateness as a shared social norm are such that it can even overcome low amounts 

of incentivization such as cash payouts to cheat in a game (Veselý, 2015, p. 195). 

Interestingly enough, Olinger (2014) found that appropriateness came into play in 

reception of style in qualitative research for her dissertation (p. 135) though she did not 

label it as an indexer of stylistic production or reception. Selzer (2004) hinted at 

appropriateness as a guide to understanding style by suggesting that rather than style 

being thought of as a static phenomenon, it should be seen “as characteristic of a 

particular occasion for writing, as something that is as appropriate to reader and subject 

and genre as it is to a particular author” (p. 289). In the Construct Model of the 

Sociocultural Theory of Style, appropriateness impacts a writer’s style as a kairotic 

consideration that preveniently and recursively impacts writers. 
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Language ideology. Language ideology is another construct affecting style in the 

Construct Model. Olinger (2014) notes the importance of language ideology in her 

explication of the sociocultural theory of style: 

I define style as the dynamic co-construction of typified indexical meanings (types 

of people, practices, situations, texts) performed and/or perceived in a single sign 

or a stretch of co-occurring signs; this process, engaging 

writers/speakers/producers and readers/interlocutors/receivers, is influenced by 

participants’ language ideologies.” (p. 45, italics in original) 

In her 2016 article, “A Sociocultural Approach to Style,” she alters the wording slightly. 

There, style is “the dynamic co-construction of typified indexical meanings (types of 

people, practices, situations, texts) perceived in a single sign or a cluster of signs and 

influenced by participants’ language ideologies” (p. 45). In both expositions of the 

theory, “participants’ language ideologies” take a central role. In the article, Olinger 

carefully exegetes each phrase within the theory including the phrase, “participants’ 

language ideologies.” She notes that language ideologies emerged as a field of study 

within linguistic anthropology in the late 1970s, and such ideologies can function both 

consciously and unconsciously for writers and audiences (Olinger, 2016, p. 126). 

Language ideology shapes a writer’s production of style in the forms of language offered 

to the writer and impacts reception of style in terms of the indexical meanings that 

readers attribute to a writer’s style. Typified indexical meanings are shaped by, or in 

Olinger’s phrase are “fed by” (2016, p. 129) participants’ language ideologies. 

Language ideology can take several forms. It can be the representations of author 

and content that readers construct through style, beliefs about how language works (it can 
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be perfectly clear or always convoluted and so forth), or beliefs about what is 

permissible, valued, and endorsed (Olinger, 2014, p. 49). For instance, though it has been 

challenged as the ideal of effective style by rhetoricians24, clarity has often been offered 

as a defining characteristic of effective style, whether in handbooks or in classrooms and 

boardrooms. A recent fairly large (n=614) study by Campbell, Amare, Kane, Manning, 

and Naidoo (2017) found that clarity is the number one characteristic of writing desired 

by United States professionals who are native speakers. This is especially true in relation 

to word choice and conciseness, in that order. This valuing is a form of language 

ideology at work. Olinger (2014) offers an example of language ideology at play in her 

dissertation research. One college student she interviewed mentioned avoiding the 

passive voice in academic writing since since she believes the active more direct and 

desired by professors (p. 49). Language ideology even has metalinguistic and 

metapragmatic dimensions (p. 50) playing out through paralinguistic cues including 

emphasis, volume, tone, and gesture.  

Language/style. Language or style itself can be a construct affecting stylistic 

variation. This concept differs from language ideology in important ways. Writers may 

write just for reasons of eloquence and word play. Lanham (1974/2007) asserts, “A writer 

may write for her own pleasure, less from zeal to communicate than from love of words. 

Furthermore, style will influence what a writer ‘wants’ to say” (p. 57). The same might 

be said of readers. They may pursue or seek to avoid a specific style or linguistic 

experience in their reading. Jargon, as Lanham notes (1974/2007, p. 105), may serve as a 

communicative end in itself, a marker of in- and out-groups that can become a “delight” 

                                                      
24 Richard Lanham’s provocative Style: An Anti-Textbook (1974) may be the most well-known screed 
against clarity as the defining value of good style. 
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in itself. Terms such as register, code-mixing and –meshing, dialect, diction, and 

metadiscourse emphasize various aspects of this idea. 

Audience. The audience has seen a great deal of treatment as a force impacting a 

writer’s style in rhetoric-composition and can be seen as a construct affecting style. 

Walter Ong’s (1975) seminal article on the fictional construction of the audience by the 

author is a notable example of the direction that rhetoric-composition has taken in 

thinking about audience. Ede and Lunsford (1984) moved the discussion on audience in 

new directions with their “audience addressed/audience invoked” model in which they 

note problems with only seeing audiences as addressed. The idea of invoking audiences 

moved the discussion on audience away from the traditional notion of audience 

expectations and needs controlling the author’s discourse while empowering writers to 

create styles, use diction, and imagine worlds based on their purposes; however, Ede and 

Lunsford (1984) note the limitations of this view if it is used in all writing situations since 

it can disempower readers (p. 165). Audience as a construct can mean audience in both 

its addressed and invoked aspects. 

Rhetoric-composition is not alone in noting how audiences impact 

communication, however. Sociolinguists have noticed this connection as well in verbal 

discourse. According to accommodation theory, “intraspeaker variation arises because 

speakers are paying attention to who they are addressing or who might be listening to or 

overhearing them and modify their speech accordingly.” They do this for a variety of 

reasons, face-saving and politeness included (Meyerhoff, 2007, p. 29). Whether in speech 

or writing, the audience’s impact on communicators has been well-researched and –

documented in several fields. 
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The converse of this concept is the notion of the writer as affecting the reader in 

terms of the reader’s expectations of writers and their roles within texts. Expectations of 

authors may impact reception of texts just as notions of the audience may impact 

construction of texts. The writer is thus located as a construct in the kairotic funnel for 

readers. Michel Foucalt’s (1969/2010) notion of the “author-function” is one of the 

aspects of this idea. In his formulation, the author takes up a familiar social role in texts 

that readers expect and respond to in socially-constructed ways. This construction affects 

their expectations and thus their experiences with and interpretations of texts. Wayne 

Booth’s (1983) “implied author” is a similar idea in which the reader creates the author as 

a literary, stylized version of a real person; this characterization affects the reader’s 

reception of the author’s text (p. 75). Writers and readers meet in texts, which is why the 

writer, in addition to the audience, finds a place in the Construct Model. 

Genre. Genre impacts style in significant ways as well. However, as Zach 

Lancaster (2013) laments, not much is known about how “genre acts as a superordinate 

constraint on the array of grammatical choices speakers/writers can make in a given 

rhetorical context” (p. 196). The fact that writers and readers orient to genre through 

stylistic means is known, but it is less clear to what degree this orientation occurs in a 

given genre. For instance, to what extent does genre, whether through attempts to realize, 

modify, or parody it, play a role in authorial production and readers’ reception of style? 

Does it do any of these things more in some genres than others? The discussion around 

genre and its relation to style and diction has often emerged from within linguistics25, 

                                                      
25 Biber and Conrad’s (2009) Register, Genre, and Style is a book-length example of this type of 
scholarship emerging from linguistics. 
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though Butler (2007) argued that style was never exiled from composition but insinuated 

itself in discussions within sub-fields including genre theory (p. 5). 

Butler’s contention may be accurate, though if style has indeed find interest 

within genre studies, its impact has been minimal. As just one example shows, the 

situation has come to such a pass that Australian zoologist and science writer Danielle 

Clode wrote a clever article (2014) entitled, “This essay mixes styles: Is personal and 

scholarly,” which seeks to provoke discussions around the relation of style to genre 

within science writing in particular. Clode’s metalinguistic, metacognitive argument 

demonstrates an issue within Rhetorical Genre Studies (RGS)—the relation of style to 

genre is not as thoroughly discussed or examined as it might be outside of a few 

discussions of disciplinary style including articles on the genre of research article 

introductions (Ling, 2014), valued and penalized first-word selection in academic writing 

(Makkonen-Craig, 2017), and plain style preferences among US business professionals 

(Campbell et al., 2017)26. In fact, in an interview conducted by Rinard and Masiel (2016) 

with Carolyn Miller, widely-acknowledged founder of RGS, no mention is made of style 

and its relation to genre either by the interviewers or by Miller herself. Interestingly, on 

this point Laura Aull (2015) admitted that within RGS research, “linguistic attention [is] 

often absent.” She added that “the social action of genre is always to some degree 

realized in linguistic action, (a point to which we [RGS theorists and researchers] have 

been inattentive in keeping our attention on whole-text enactments in contexts).” The 

editors of Composition Forum commented on Aull’s claims in an editorial piece looking 

                                                      
26 A sampling of recent articles within Rhetorical Genre Studies shows that it is currently focused on areas 
such as materiality (Reiff, 2011); the socio-emotional wellsprings of generic structures (Kurtyka, 2015); 
and multimodality and translingualism (Gonzales, 2015; Bawarshi, 2016), among other concerns. 
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at the thirty-year past, the present, and the future of RGS. They averred that the relation 

of genre to style is an area that needs further development and research in order to 

understand both topics more clearly (Wiesser, Reiff, & Dryer, 2015). 

Drew Loewe (2005) argues that both genre and “other texts” play a significant role in the 

creation of style (see Figure 4). Loewe suggests that (1) the writer’s orientation to the 

text, (2) to the context, which includes the audience, and (3) to self impact stylistic 

decision-making. Loewe’s theory suggests that “other texts” impact writers’ stylistic 

choices both in terms of the self and the audience’s expectations of the text. The text 

finds a place in Loewe’s theory as writers seek to converge with and diverge from other 

texts. Even within a text, stylistic decisions are made constantly to relate the text to itself 

(intratextuality). The writer must deal with these intratextual considerations while 

attending to the audience and his or her own purposes. 

 

Figure 4. Screenshot of Loewe’s (2005) “cybernetic model of prose style” (p. 249). 
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At the same time, since at least the time of Northrop Frye’s (1957) claim that texts 

do not exist in a vacuum contra the New Critics but instead exist in dialogue with other 

texts in terms of genres, a claim that he lamented was undeveloped in his time (p. 246), 

both literary critics and rhetoricians have realized the impact that intertextuality plays in 

genre construction. The afore-mentioned Carolyn Miller (1984) brought this idea and the 

notion of genres as sites of social action to rhetoric-composition. Both within texts 

(intratextuality) and across texts (intertextuality), genre is an important construct 

affecting style for both readers and writers. 

Topic. Topic is another construct affecting construction and reception of literary 

style. William Labov’s famed research (1966) on stylistic variation in dialect and diction 

in urban settings showed that formality or informality of style corresponds to a chosen 

topic or the attention or inattention that a speaker gives to specific language settings and 

acts. Echoing Labov, Meyerhoff (2007) states, “It seems that when people are getting a 

bit preachy (about any topic) or when they are talking about ‘language’ itself, you elicit 

more careful styles that you do when a person is talking about, say, childhood memories” 

(p. 36). Sociolinguist John Rickford (2014), reflecting on recent decades of research on 

the impact of social factors on style, places the impact of topic on style under the heading 

of metaphorical factors impacting style as opposed to situational factors such as the 

differences between interlocutors and contexts. He argues that topic is a significant factor 

that affects stylistic variation and thus should be coded for as researchers continue their 

investigations into the sociolinguistic factors affecting communication (p. 601). 

Embodiment/materiality. Finally, issues of embodiment and materiality affect 

writers and readers as a construct related to style and find a place in the Construct Model. 



 

66 
 

In Ellis’ (2019) definition: “Embodied cognition is the recognition that much of cognition 

is shaped by this body we inhabit” (p. 41). Ellis then connects this form of cognition to 

language explicitly: “Language is the quintessence of distributed cognition. Language is 

ever situated, either in the moment and the concrete context or by various means of 

mental extension to reflect prior or imaginary moments” (p. 45). He makes a connection 

to social and enculturation aspects of embodied cognition and language use (pp. 45-46). 

Materiality, on the other hand, may be seen as the larger term, speaking to a wide range 

of experience and being, encompassing the thing-ness of objects, spaces, locales, and 

milieus. 

Recognition of the importance of embodiment and materiality issues is a key 

contribution by Loewe (2005) to stylistic theory, as discussed above. This same 

recognition has occurred in other areas as well including sociolinguistics (Raggatt, 2015) 

and Rhetorical Genre Studies (Reiff, 2011) and across the fields of rhetoric, composition, 

writing centers, and allied fields.  For instance, Pigg (2014) found that writing in 

networked public spaces, an emplaced, material, and embodied action, allows students to 

manage social availability and access to resources, though she notes that research on the 

effects of mobile and technologically-advanced social realities on writing is currently 

lacking (p. 271). This research follows in a new stream of research into the role of 

materiality, embodiment, emplacement, and environment, in a variety of settings, genres, 

modes, and realities. McNely (2014) discusses material space and spiritual writing; Davis 

and Yancey (2014) examine the effects of materiality on composition and review of 

multimodal texts; Blewett, Morris, and Rule (2016) examine the effects of material 

environment on reading and writing. Taylor (2014) discusses the impacts of materiality 
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on collaborative writing workshop environments. This list of research is not 

comprehensive but is cited in order to show the widening range of examination of these 

issues within rhetoric-composition, though accordant focus has not been shown on the 

issue of the role of materiality and embodiment in relation to stylistic production and 

reception. 

Rhetorical Concepts 

 In the Construct Model, writers craft language according to the constructs operant 

as they approach a writing task. The field of rhetoric-composition has used the terms 

footing, rhetorical distance, voice, and stance to indicate something similar to the 

positioning language used in other fields. Just as sociolinguists and communication 

theorists have researched ways in which the self relates to others in interpersonal 

communication through available discourses, much work has been done in rhetoric-

composition on how writers relate to audiences. Star Medzerian’s (2010) dissertation 

From impressions to expectations: Assessment as a form of style pedagogy features a 

chapter titled, “Removed from reality: Rhetorical distance as a measure of stylistic 

effectiveness.” In the chapter, she says that rhetorical distance is “typically defined as the 

perceived metaphorical distance that exists between rhetor and audience” (p. 63). This 

“distance” is based on strategic choices in terms of the relationship between author and 

audience and between author and topic. As such, it plays a significant role in the 

construction of a writer’s ethos. Medzerian (2010) also specifies that “like all rhetorical 

elements, rhetorical distance is determined by genre and purpose” (p. 64). 

In defining this term, Medzerian (2010) draws on older work of speech 

communication scholars David Hunsaker and Craig Smith (1973) who defined rhetorical 
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distance as a measure of a person’s “rhetorical involvement” with his or her own 

discourse (p. 65). In Sharon Crowley and Debra Hawhee’s (2004) Ancient Rhetorics for 

Contemporary Students, an entire section is devoted to this topic under the heading 

“Voice and Rhetorical Distance.” In the Glossary, they define rhetorical distance: 

“metaphor for the degree of physical and social distance created between a rhetor and an 

audience by creation of an ethos” (p. 437). They note further, “rhetors can widen or 

narrow the rhetorical distance between themselves and their audiences by means of 

stylistic choice” (Crowley & Hawhee, 2004, p. 182). They claim that “The prominent 

features of style that affect voice and distance are grammatical person, verb tense and 

voice, word size, qualifiers, and—in written discourse—punctuation” (p. 183). Further, 

they aver that “Word size seems to affect voice and distance” (Crowley & Hawhee, 2004, 

193). The point is that the stylistic features of texts create ethos, a commonplace among 

writing teachers. 

The somewhat parallel concept of “footing” is developed by style scholars Chris 

Holcomb and Jimmie Killingsworth in their textbook Performing Prose: The Study and 

Practice of Style in Composition (2010). Basing their ideas on the work of 

communication theorist Erving Goffman’s Forms of Talk, they describe footing as “the 

‘alignment’ or attitude (which literally means the way a person faces something, a 

position of the body, a stance) a speaker takes up with respect to his or her listener and 

the circumstances of their interaction” (p. 7). Bringing this concept into writing, they say, 

Footing describes not only social position and distance (superior to subordinate, 

for instance, or friend to friend), but also emotional distance—that is, how writers 
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make their readers feel about their interaction and how they orchestrate their 

emotional experiences as they read a text. (p. 7) 

They opine that authors and readers construct texts along the axis of interpersonal 

distance and familiarity and also along the axis of superiority and inferiority (Holcomb & 

Killingsworth, 2010, pp. 32-33), a concept that is derived from Deborah Tannen’s (1994) 

work on “framing” where she characterizes gendered discourse as working at poles of 

“hierarchy and closeness” (p. 28).  They developed a schema to picture these axes in 

operation with and against each other (see Figure 5).  

 

Figure 5. Recreation of Holcomb and Killingsworth’s (2010) revision of Tannen’s gender 

and discourse model (p.33). 

Vertically on the spectrum, they ask writers to consider whether they feel superior, equal, 

or inferior to their intended audience, and horizontally, whether the writer feels close or 

distant to their intended audience. They cite business communication as an example of 

formal discourse that operates at different levels of distance and familiarity depending on 

Superior 

Inferior 

Familiar Distant 
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the complex relationships of superiors and subordinates (pp. 32-33). They describe 

stylistic footing as the “performative repertoire [of] stylistic resources to hit the right 

mark” on the x- and y-axes of hierarchy and closeness (p. 33). Specific features of texts 

can relate the audience to the writer in dramatically different ways.  

Though she does not make it part of her model, Tannen (1994) depicts other 

continua that impact social relationships such as similarity versus distance and symmetry 

versus asymmetry (p. 27). Of course, we might add other elements, especially having to 

do with cross-cultural communication such as openness versus privacy and orality versus 

literacy. These aspects all impact stylistic footings that writers take up in texts. For 

instance, a native writer might prefer to use narrative for a hortatory purpose, which 

might invoke a formal stance in an indigenous rhetoric, but it might be seen as informal 

and personal in a Western literate culture. 

What Tannen (1994) and Holcomb and Killingsworth (2010) describe is aspects 

of presence, or voice, of authors in texts. Though helpful, readings of distance and 

familiarity and superiority and inferiority alone yield only part of the picture of how 

authors and readers index meanings in texts. The concept of voice can help with 

understanding the how of authors’ production and readers’ reception of texts. Since the 

“social turn” in rhetoric-composition, the social aspects of voice have received much 

attention, such that “tensions between voice as a feature of the individual or a reflection 

of the social are significant” (Hanauer, 2015, p. 69). This need not be an intractable 

problem if voice is considered as offering “a provisional, linguistically-directed 

performance of identity at a given time and place and within a specific social and cultural 

context” (Hanauer, 2015, p. 69). Voice is what authors enact and what readers encounter. 
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Thus, its creation is relevant to this study in that it shows how authors are relatively 

present or absent in texts. This axis, presence and absence, may also be an axis to 

consider along which style is enacted to create voice. The picture of presence or absence 

alone seems reductive though, since for instance, a personal memoir may rate as highly 

present on the presence/absence axis, but it may be indexed along a particular linguistic 

ideological axis as well based on what counts for self-reflective, confessional, 

autobiographical writing in a given culture. An environmentalist’s screed against fracking 

may move on an axis between the present and the absent (an impersonal, evidential, 

coldly reasoning voice) yet also index meaning for authors and readers through 

appropriateness and genre. The various stylistic constructs at work in a single piece of 

writing offer a dizzying variety of options. 

Conscious and Unconscious Factors in Style 

 Building an understanding of how the constructs affecting stylistic production and 

reception relate to one another is an important aspect of this research study, and placing 

those constructs in relation to one another in the context of conscious awareness or 

unconscious expression is especially paramount. Milic (1971) asserted that “no stylistic 

analysis can properly take place” until the conscious and unconscious aspects of a 

writer’s process are known (p. 77). He termed the conscious aspects of a writer’s style 

“rhetorical choices,” and he used the term “stylistic options” to describe those aspects 

that impact style unconsciously. He argued that unconscious “stylistic options” are larger 

in number and more impactful for writers than conscious “rhetorical choices” (p. 85). 

Building knowledge about what conscious and unconscious constructs are at work as 
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readers and writers approach style has important implications in supporting and 

complicating theory and shaping pedagogical practice. 

On the issue of theory, a theory that does not account for the implicit attitudes, 

identity factors, and community values and norms that shape stylistic reception and 

production is a reductionist theory since it valorizes the conscious aspects of style to the 

exclusion of implicit factors deriving from identity and social roles, contexts, and norms. 

Likewise, theories that collapse stylistic reception and production into expressions of 

identity and attitudes alone rather than understanding the malleability and conscious play 

within style lose the conscious elements of style and render sentence-level pedagogies 

and rhetorical practice irrelevant. Olinger’s theory has promise as a theory that 

encompasses both ends of this continuum. 

Much like Milic, Rankin (1985/2010) argued that knowledge of the conscious and 

unconscious aspects of style has important implications for pedagogy: “Is it enough to 

concentrate on those aspects of style [in the classroom] that are most accessible to 

conscious control—or are there ways of reaching and shaping the less conscious 

processes too?” (p. 248). Clarity on which and where stylistic features are acquired and 

where and when they are learned (Rankin, 1985/2010, p. 247) could offer guidance to 

pedagogy by showing what constructs are live and salient for writers as they encounter 

specific writing tasks and as they write to different purposes and audiences. For instance, 

if it is known that a student writing a business letter tends to focus on genre and 

appropriateness as they seek to enact the style of business writing, teachers could focus 

on those aspects of the writing task by asking students to reflect on their perceptions of 
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what is appropriate and inappropriate in terms of diction, topic selection, detail, and 

appeals while also covering the rhetorical and formal aspects of the business letter genre. 

Psycholinguists and second language researchers Ronald Leow, Ellen Johnson, 

and German Zarate-Sandez (2010) urge researchers to carefully define terms such as 

awareness, consciousness, and unconsciousness in their research programs. They note the 

conflation of the terms consciousness with awareness in much second language 

acquisition (SLA) research. Arguing that Tomlin and Villa (1994)’s definition of 

awareness is virtually synonymous with consciousness, they suggest that it underlies 

much SLA research: “a particular state of mind in which an individual has undergone a 

specific subjective experience of some cognitive content or external stimulus” (Leow, 

Johnson, & Zarate-Sandez, 2010, p. 62). This is the definition of consciousness in 

operation in this study since it captures elements of consciousness relevant to this study 

including the notion of subjective experience, internal cognition, and external stimulus. 

As a dearth of internal cognitive experience given any type or set of external stimuli, 

unconsciousness is the absence or lack of these factors.  

One challenge in researching issues of consciousness is that, while conscious 

aspects of style are researchable using the typical research methods employed in rhetoric-

composition such as interviews, think-aloud protocols, and so forth, implicit attitudes and 

the role that unconscious, identity-driven factors play in terms of stylistic reception and 

production are very hard to identify and research. Techniques for this study have not yet 

even been devised in stylistic research, though other fields have developed some methods 

in this area. Greene and Carpenter (2011) note that “Current social psychological 

research has devoted substantial attention to the concept of implicit attitudes, evaluations 
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that may occur outside of conscious awareness, and without control or intention from the 

individual (e.g., Nosek, 2007)” (p. 117). Indeed, research has been done that shows the 

impact of narratives on implicit attitudes (Dal Cin, Gibson, Zanna, Shumate, & Fong, 

2007) and self-reporting versus implicit attitudes in accessing media (Payne & Dal Cin, 

2015), though the techniques used typically involve reaction time studies, retinal scans, 

and comparative designs that look at actions versus self-descriptions. 

Greene and Carpenter (2011) suggest that research on implicit attitudes will 

necessarily require the development of advanced research techniques (p. 117). They have 

researched implicit attitudes cleverly by combining explicit and implicit techniques 

within interviews and written narratives. For instance, they asked research participants to 

identify their favorite characters from film clips and found that these individuals 

incorporated aspects of those characters into their own written self-descriptions, asked for 

later. Greene and Carpenter (2011) also note that reaction time studies and brain imaging 

have been used in researching implicit attitudes toward literary texts (pp. 117-118). 

A limited amount of research on implicit attitudes affecting style has been done in 

rhetoric-composition. Olinger (2016b) analyzed nonverbal aspects of discussions she had 

with writers on their texts as a way to explore latent aspects of those writers’ processes. 

This multimodal analysis of embodied factors such as gestures and paralinguistic cues 

from a person’s speech compared to written text exposes the action/description 

dichotomy that other research methods on implicit attitudes exposes. This advance in 

researching style is important, but the fact that no other research of this type can be cited 

in this connection shows that further development of methods geared toward 



 

75 
 

identification and measurement of the impact of implicit and explicit factors affecting 

readers and writers is needed. 

This study addresses some of this lack by bringing more methods to bear on 

stylistic study. A distinction regarding methods for researching implicit and explicit 

awareness is important to make at this juncture, however. Leow, Johnson, and Zarate-

Sandez (2010) helpfully distinguish between methods focusing on construction or 

reconstruction of mental processes as a way to investigate implicit and explicit 

awareness. A construction-aimed method may look at awareness in the moment or act of 

creation or testing (i.e., eye tracking, reaction time studies, live reporting) whereas 

reconstruction methods are reflective, after-the-fact methods (i.e., questionnaires, 

embedded word recall/questioning, interviews, grammaticality judgment tasks, 

recognition and memory tests, cued recalls) (p. 67). This study incorporates both 

construction and reconstruction methods.  

Finally, developing research on the conscious and unconscious aspects of style is 

important in my estimation since it can offer insight into the processes at work in 

production and reception of style, which in turn may support pedagogy. Rankin 

(1985/2010) asks, “Is it enough to concentrate on those aspects of style that are most 

accessible to conscious control—or are there ways of reaching and shaping the less 

conscious processes too?” (p. 248). Many of the historic controversies around the 

teaching of style seem to come down to this issue of what can be taught, what should be 

taught, and how style is imbibed, reproduced, and altered. Donald Murray’s well-known 

“read to write” approach suggests something known about much stylistically-interesting 
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writing—it often derives from and can reflect the reading that an author is doing27. This 

is the basic lesson of imitation—the writer’s use of language begins to mirror the models 

put in place for imitation. However, much sentence-level pedagogy operates under 

dualistic assumptions that facility with style is achieved through conscious learning 

processes that expose the parts of compositions to analysis and ultimately integration into 

students’ compositions. Clarifying when, where, why, how, and to what extent style 

proceeds on implicit or explicit factors for writers and readers will help in augmenting the 

methods for use in style pedagogy. 

The Importance of Salience 

An important way to analyze and present the findings of this study in terms of the 

impact of conscious and subconscious constructs on issues of production and reception is 

by ordering those items in terms of salience, a standard term used in sociolinguistics for 

the identity, whether personal or group, “activated and oriented to by the immediate 

context of [an] interaction” for a communicator in a communication situation (Meyerhoff, 

2007, p. 71). According to social identity theory, communicators test boundaries and 

enact identities in communication situations through a complicated set of verbal and 

paralinguistic cues that show convergence and divergence from/with groups and chosen 

identities. Communicators often enact these identities with linguistic and other social 

cues that they take to be salient for invoking a chosen identity and stance. 

The notions of attunement and accommodation are central concepts within 

sociolinguistics that relate speakers, contexts, and audiences through the lens of salience. 

                                                      
27 One current first year composition textbook, for instance, Jean Wyrick’s (2017) Steps to Writing Well, 
features a chapter entitled, “The Reading-Writing Connection,” and invites fledgling college writers to 
become readers since, as the chapter’s first line states, “It’s hardly surprising that good readers often 
become good writers themselves” (p. 183). 
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Noted sociolinguist Howard Giles brought these ideas to awareness within 

sociolinguistics when he complicated Labov’s findings on the effects of topic on style by 

suggesting that speakers actually orient to the most salient aspects of any communication 

context in constructing their communication style (Christian, Gadfield, Giles, & Taylor, 

1976, p. 281) rather than just topic or any other single factor. The idea that no one 

construct affecting communication is always most dominant but is instead context- and 

person-dependent is a valuable insight for this study. By relating the constructs in the 

study in terms of salience, the study of style within rhetoric-composition can begin to 

construct a finer-grained understanding of style and its impulses. 

Sociolinguist Peter Kortmann Rácz (2013) has contributed to clarifying the idea 

of salience within sociolinguistics by distinguishing between two types: cognitive and 

social: “Cognitive salience is the objective property of linguistic variation that makes it 

noticeable to the speaker. Social salience is the whole bundle of the variation along with 

the attitudes, cultural stereotypes, and social values associated with it” (p. 1). For 

purposes of research, a researcher might ask communicators about aspects of cognitive 

salience as well as the socially salient attitudes, stereotypes, values, and roles that the 

cognitively salient linguistic variation aims at. Looking at salience in this way is useful 

for exploring conscious aspects of stylistic variation in writing since it sees salience both 

in terms of linguistic choice (i.e., style) and social settings and roles, and it attempts to 

link the two. This dovetails effectively with seeing writing as social performance. The 

identification of what specific style markers emerge from and trigger for writers and 

readers in a way that shows their relationships and ordering would be an important area 

of advancement for rhetoric-composition in relation to style. 
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Conclusion 

 The Construct Model of the Sociocultural Theory of Style offers a way to relate 

the sociocultural theory of style to traditional terms within rhetoric-composition (kairos, 

footing, voice, rhetorical distance, etc.), integrating past and present discussions on style 

into a model that reflects current understandings of style as co-constructed and dynamic 

rather than a fixed feature of texts. In this model, writers, readers, texts, language, and 

contexts all find treatment rather than the traditional focus on writers, texts, and language 

alone. The eight constructs under consideration in this study (biography, 

appropriateness, language ideology, language/style, genre, audience, topic, and 

embodiment/materiality) are drawn from current and ongoing discussions in rhetoric-

composition and allied fields. Though they do not represent all that is discussed in 

scholarship related to implicit and explicit forces that affect language use, they do 

represent a relevant cross-section of important discussions on issues related prominently 

to stylistic variation. My hope is that the Construct Model relates these various terms and 

discussions in a way that honors and faithfully reflects these ideas within an emergent 

theory of style. The validity of the model can only be ascertained through research and 

critical reflection to which this discussion now turns.   
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this research study is to explore the constructs that impact 

production and reception of writing style. Olinger’s sociocultural theory of style depicts 

writer, text, audience, genre, and context as dynamically related. Yet currently, except in 

broad outline, little is known about how these relationships intertwine and interact. 

Armed with a deeper knowledge of the forces impacting writing style, researchers, 

teachers, and writers themselves can understand better how style is created and received. 

The Construct Model of the Sociocultural Theory of Style is an attempt to relate the core 

concepts of the sociocultural theory of style to one another, connect the theory to terms 

and concepts within rhetoric-composition related to production and reception of style, 

and expand on the theory itself by developing the constructs that impact the production 

and reception of style.   

To explore this model, the following research questions are addressed:  

1. What descriptive power does a sociocultural theory of style bring to the 

production and reception of written style? 

2. What constructs are operant as writers and audiences approach the task of 

encoding and decoding literary style? 

o How do these constructs relate to one another in terms of priority, 

symbiotic relation, and negotiation? 

3. How do the constructs under examination relate to one another in terms of 

conscious and unconscious use by writers and audiences? 
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In this chapter, I explain and support the methods I used to answer these questions. I 

reiterate the research questions and then detail the research sample of this study, outline 

the study’s research design, survey data collection methods, cover ethical considerations 

that this research study raises, comment on my position as researcher in this study, 

comment on issues of trustworthiness, note limitations, and summarize key points from 

this chapter. 

Research Design Rationale 

This study employs a qualitative methodology for several key reasons. Remler 

and Van Ryzin (2015) note that much social science research investigates “intangible 

constructs such as perceptions, emotions, and attitudes—constructs that are essentially 

qualitative in lived experience” (p. 83). As a type of “lived experience,” perceptions of 

style from the perspectives of authors (production) and readers (reception) call for this 

approach. Also, as Olinger argues (2014), the methods of qualitative research are created 

with a recognition that “human behavior that seems uniform is actually a complex and 

perspectival human construction” (p. 58). This is especially true of a theory of style that 

recognizes and centralizes the qualitative aspect of the creation and reception of style. 

Olinger’s theory, if descriptive, will effectively account for change, contradiction, and an 

array of seemingly conflicting accounts of style. A qualitative methodology can capture 

and express these contradictions without imposing an external order upon them. In fact, if 

the sociocultural theory of style is sound, the researcher may even expect to find change 

in the representation of style by the same person with the same document over a period of 

time since the person is essentially different selves of the same person. 
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Qualitative research also fits this research study since it is “particularly useful and 

well-suited to discovering important variables and relationships, to generating theory and 

models, particularly uncovering possible causes and causal mechanisms” (Remler & Van 

Ryzin, 2015, p. 60). The search for constructs affecting stylistic production and reception 

is the search for what qualitative research is geared to find. In comparison to quantitative 

research that often seeks to isolate single causes and measure their effects across a 

spectrum of individuals, groups, situations, or iterations, qualitative research “often aims 

to come up with a unique configuration of diverse influences or causes at work in a 

particular setting (Ragin, 2008)” (Remler & Van Ryzin, 2015, p. 62). The result is an 

“ideographic explanation” that arranges and prioritizes the factors that affect particular 

behavior or phenomena (Remler & Van Ryzin, 2015, p. 62). Since creation of a better 

understanding of the constructs of literary style and their relationships is the goal of this 

study, this research tradition fits this study well. 

Within the broad scope of qualitative methods, there are many schools of thought 

(ethnography, grounded theory, hermeneutics, narratology, phenomenology, semiotics) 

and methodologies (case studies, focus groups, participant observation, interviews). This 

research study, based on a social constructionist model, employs an ethnography of 

communication-inspired approach using case studies. With each case study, interviews 

and document review are implemented. Developed by linguistic anthropologist Dell 

Hymes, the ethnography of communication approach aims at language use and 

understandings “conventionally associated with sociocultural events and activities typical 

of particular sociocultural groups and contexts” (Hall, 2012, p. 229). One such group, or 

what Bishop (1999) calls in this context, a “convened culture” (p. 3), is writers and 
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readers, and their construction of and responses to the idiosyncratic qualities of specific 

written texts are the centerpiece of this study. This approach fits this study in the way it 

sees communication as representative of social contexts and constitutive of many social 

realities—a viewpoint in line with Olinger’s sociocultural theory. 

This study, however, is “inspired” by an ethnology of communication approach 

and is not an ethnographic study in itself. I am not a “participant-observer” in that I am 

not embedded in the workplace and am not working directly with technical writers, the 

chosen participant pool of this study, as a technical writer myself. So the “ethnographic” 

terminology I employ in this study might confuse the reader since my purpose is not a 

more accurate or wide-ranging understanding of the literate practices of technical writers 

as a group. I am not seeking a fuller description of technical writers as stylists. Rather, 

my goal is to generalize from findings of the participant pool of technical writers in this 

study to the larger population of readers and writers since the sociocultural theory of style 

speaks to this wider range of style as a phenomenon. In this ethnographically-inspired 

design, I examine the production and reception of writing style among technical writers, a 

“convened culture” (Walsh, 2004, p. 233) of readers/writers, to see if and to what extent 

the sociocultural theory of style pictures their reading/writing perceptions in relation to 

style. 

I chose technical writers in part because of the communication values and 

practices that cohere around that profession as a whole, values and practices that are 

easier to identify and isolate than some other communities of readers and writers that one 

could name. I describe the literate practices and values of modern business and technical 

writing in its corporate and organizational milieu later in this study (see this discussion in 
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Chapter 5) and compare this characterization to how technical writers read and construct 

writing style in this study. I use this model to comment on the applicability of the 

sociocultural theory of style. 

Finally, since this study begins with a theory in mind, it necessitates a 

methodological approach that accounts for that pre-existing theory. In a grounded theory 

approach, the researcher lets the data suggest the theory rather than using data to prove an 

a priori theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  An ethnography of communication approach, 

on the other hand, does not militate against holding a theory in mind as one approaches 

data collection. Moss (1992) suggests that an ethnographic researcher in composition 

should consider and embrace the theoretical perspective brought into the study by the 

researcher, it being impossible to deny having a theoretical orientation, while also 

seeking the open-mindedness and flexibility with data and data collection that are 

hallmarks of good research practices (pp. 157-158).  

The design of ethnographic research is of particular importance to ensure 

reliability and validity. Wendy Bishop was a strong proponent and practitioner of 

ethnographic approaches in writing research, and her comments on ethnographic research 

and data analysis seem particularly apropos and are worth quoting at length: 

Ethnographic inquiry can be misapplied and misconceived. Too often, research 

using a single ethnographic technique (case study, life history interviewing, 

participant observation, and so on) is claimed as ethnography, resulting in what 

Ray Rist called “blitzkrieg ethnography.” To avoid misapplication, ethnographic 

data analysis must derive its reliability and validity from a fully developed 

scheme of data collection, data reduction, data display, and conclusion 
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drawing/verification which takes place recursively, with steps being repeated and 

refined until conclusions may safely be presented. Additionally, data is collected 

by more than one method (interviews, direct observation, artifacts) in order to 

assure triangulation, verification from multiple sources, while research reports 

rely on the “thick description” described and utilized by Geertz. (Bishop, 1999, p. 

13) 

Following Bishop’s injunction to triangulate data sources, this study uses case studies 

where interviews and document review are implemented, followed by analysis and 

presentation of findings. Triangulation is critical in this approach since analysis is to be 

“rich in the context of the case or setting in which the case presents itself” (Bloomberg & 

Volpe, 2016, p. 46). Case studies look at “bounded social phenomena” through extensive 

engagement with participants using document review, observation, and interviews, and 

member checks, among other methods (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016, p. 46). I employ 

member checks to cast study participants as equal participants with me as the researcher 

(Adriansen & Madsen, 2014; Bell, 2013). I discuss each of the elements related to this 

study’s research design below. 

Overview of Research Design 

With the approval of Indiana University of Pennsylvania’s Institutional Review 

Board (IRB), I studied a population of technical writers through a qualitative 

methodology of case studies. Brian Ray (2015) calls for a research program in stylistic 

research that asks “to what extent writers’ own attitudes and behaviors confirm, 

contradict, or question our current theories and pedagogies [of style]” (p. 154). Indeed, 

we must go to the writers themselves to ground our theories. Remler and Van Ryzin 
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(2015) note that since case studies are often small-n studies, the research participants 

must be chosen for careful reasons, one of which may be for reasons of “theoretically 

interesting variation” (p. 63). In this method of choice, the researcher selects participants 

to represent the various aspects of the research questions under examination. In this 

study, I chose to interview technical writers as a distinct group. Their idiosyncratic 

approach to writing style, which I discuss in Chapter 5, evidenced a deep well of 

understandings, ideals, and practices related to writing style from which to draw 

discussion and conclusions. One of my dissertation committee members, Dr. Gian 

Pagnucci, himself a former technical writer, suggested this group of writers to study on 

the topic of writing style, a trenchant suggestion since I found in technical writers a group 

of writers with clear and definite practices and ideas related to writing style. 

Research Sample 

The participants in this study were identified through convenience sampling with 

a personal acquaintance (one participant), through snowball sampling as the news of the 

study spread to some extent among professional technical writers (two participants), and 

through their participation (seventeen participants) in the Academic Special Interest 

Group (SIG) in the Society for Technical Communication (STC), an organization and 

sub-group to which I belong. The Society for Technical Communication is the largest 

organization in the field of English-language professional communication, offering 

educational opportunities, networking opportunities both online and at regional and 

national conferences, and certification. In addition, the STC offers “special interest 

groups” in a variety of areas, one of which is the “Academic” special interest group. All 

participants were selectively sampled by the fact that they hold a minimum bachelor’s 
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degree, often in the humanities. Such individuals have familiarity with writing and its 

conventions and often have a fairly rich metacognitive awareness of their own writing 

process. Given the long discussions and thorough interaction needed to grasp the impacts 

of the various constructs on the construction of style among the writers and the fact that I 

conducted two interviews per participant, I aimed for a lower number of participants, 

ultimately ending with an N of twenty participants. For purposes of comparison, in her 

dissertation, Olinger (2014) worked with twenty participants (pp. 61-62) in her research 

on academic writing styles. Some of her participants only participated in small parts of 

her study, however. She had eight focal groups with 18 primary and secondary 

participants representing the various academic disciplines she researched (p. 64). 

Warren (2002) notes that in ethnographic studies, participants may be chosen for 

a variety of reasons, their access to information, their membership in a targeted 

population, or their “communicative competence,” among other reasons (p. 88). Such is 

the case in this study where participants are chosen for their already-demonstrated writing 

skill and awareness. The aim in identifying this participant population is to limit readings 

of style that are constructed due to inaccurate reading rather than the constructs under 

investigation. Another aim is to capture a variety of demographic difference in 

participants including differences in age, gender, role, experience, 

organizational/business type, and region of the United States and world, as much as is 

possible with a research sample of twenty participants.  

 In Table 2, I list the participants’ names, each writer’s current professional role, 

the type of writing each person specializes in, the writer’s experience level in that genre 

or mode of writing, and how I met each person. See the bottom of the table for 
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abbreviation conventions. In recruitment of participants, the need to attend at least two 

recorded interviews, review written samples I provided, and the offer to communicate in 

writing in response to my analysis of their texts and interviews (member checks) was 

communicated. Writing participants were also notified of benefits that might accrue 

through participation in this study including dialogue on their writing style with a 

professional style researcher and monetary compensation for their time, which consisted 

of a $25 Visa gift card for each of the two interviews (see Appendix A: Informed Consent 

Form for Research Participants). 

Table 2  

List of Research Participants 

Participant Profession/Current 
Role(s) 

Education/Professional 
Experience 

How We Met 

Jim Wilson* Department Head of 
Technical Publications 
at a mid-size 
manufacturing facility 
in the Midwest 

BA, journalism; 
twenty-seven years in 
TC 

Met through a mutual 
acquaintance, a part-
time faculty member at 
the institution where I 
teach 

Sue Ann 
Hartmann* 

Senior Technical 
Writer for a large 
academic hospital 
system in the Midwest 

BA in 
communications-
journalism; technical 
communication 
business owner for 
nineteen years; 
occasional faculty 
member teaching 
writing; twenty-three 
years in TC 
 

 

 

 

Discussion forum of 
STC Academic SIG 
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Participant Profession/Current 
Role(s) 

Education/Professional 
Experience 

How We Met 

McKenzie 
Williams* 

Analyst; professional 
writer and researcher 
in a consulting firm 
for the aerospace 
industry in the eastern 
US 

BA in English: Writing 
and Rhetoric; master’s 
degree in professional 
writing and rhetoric 
from a university in the 
eastern US; two and 
one-half years in TC 
 

Discussion forum of 
STC Academic SIG 
 

Eva Miranda Technical Writer in 
the software industry 
in the western US 

BA in technical 
communication at a 
university in the 
western US; one year 
in TC  

Discussion forum of 
STC Academic SIG 

Phyllis Walsh* Freelance technical 
writer in the 
southeastern US 

BSBA from a 
university in the 
southeastern US; 
CPTC; 40+ years in TC 

Discussion forum of 
STC Academic SIG 
 

William Loy 
Pearce 

Quality Manager in 
the energy industry in 
the southwestern US 

BS in industrial 
technology; MS in 
quality and engineering 
management student; 
thirteen tears in TC 

Discussion forum of 
STC Academic SIG 

Cynthia Vann* Technical 
Communicator at an 
architecture, 
engineering, and 
construction 
consulting firm in the 
Midwest 

BS in education from a 
private Midwestern 
college; nine years in 
TC 

Discussion forum of 
STC Academic SIG 

Marcy Sager* Technical 
Writer/Business 
Analyst at a software 
manufacturer in the 
Midwest  

BS in linguistics; MS 
in linguistics; twenty-
three years in TC 

Discussion forum of 
STC Academic SIG 

Dina Lopez Graduate Assistant for 
the Texas Tech K-12 
Unit; MS candidate in 
Technical 
Communication at 
Texas Tech University 

BA in Spanish and 
French; ARGO Data 
Research Corporation 
Technical Writer intern 

Discussion forum of 
STC Academic SIG 
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Participant Profession/Current 
Role(s) 

Education/Professional 
Experience 

How We Met 

Vincent 

Tomaino 

DWSRF Branch Head, 
Division of Water 
Infrastructure, 
Department of 
Environmental 
Quality, North 
Carolina 

BS in physics; MS in 
meteorology; twenty-
six years in 
environmental 
engineering 

Heard about the study 
from a friend; 
volunteered via email 

Amruta Ranade Senior Technical 
Writer at a startup 
firm in the eastern US  

BA in electronics 
engineering; MS in 
technical 
communication from a 
Midwestern university; 
eight years in TC 

Discussion forum of 
STC Academic SIG 
 

Amira Patel* Senior Analyst I/ 
Documentation Editor 
at a healthcare 
software company in 
the eastern US 

BA in English, ESL; 
MS in professional 
writing from a 
university in the 
Midwest; two years in 
TC 

Heard about the study 
from a friend; 
volunteered via email 

Nick Peterman* Technical Writer II in 
engineering technical 
writing at a company 
in the American South 

BA in English 
Literature; MA in 
English in technical 
and professional 
writing; eight years in 
TC 

Discussion forum of 
STC Academic SIG 
 

Marsha 
Patterson* 

Technical Writer at a 
startup software 
company in a 
metropolitan area in 
the eastern US 

BS in engineering; MS 
in technical 
communication from a 
university in the eastern 
US; four years in TC 

Discussion forum of 
STC Academic SIG 

Kelly Smith Senior Technical 
Writer at a 
manufacturer in the 
upper Midwest 

BA in English; MS in 
information 
technology; MS in 
technical 
communication 
management student; 
twenty years in TC 

Discussion forum of 
STC Academic SIG 

Ashley Fields  Senior Technical 
Writer at a 
manufacturing facility 
in the southern US 

Bachelor’s degrees in 
English/creative 
writing and TESL; 
CPTC; five years in TC 

Discussion forum of 
STC Academic SIG 
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Participant Profession/Current 
Role(s) 

Education/Professional 
Experience 

How We Met 

Deborah 
Hemstreet 

English Editor and 
Writer to the 
Administration for an 
Israeli medical journal  

LPN; BA in special 
education; MS in 
technical 
communication from a 
British university; 30 
years in TC 

Discussion forum of 
STC Academic SIG 
 

Jerry Grohovsky Technical writer and 
technical 
communication 
business owner 

BA in journalism and 
mass communication; 
40+ years in TC 

Discussion forum of 
STC Academic SIG 

Susan Davis* Technical Editor in the 
aerospace industry in 
the western US 

Bachelor’s in English 
literature from a 
university in the 
western US; MS in 
communication from a 
university in the eastern 
US; twenty-three years 
in TC 

Discussion forum of 
STC Academic SIG 

Paula Robertson Technical Editor in the 
curriculum publishing 
field; formerly 
Freelance Technical 
Editor, Writer, 
Designer in the 
southwestern US 

BA in fine arts; STC 
Associate Fellow; 
twenty-three years in 
TC 

Discussion forum of 
STC Academic SIG 

*indicates a pseudonym 

**BA, Bachelor of Arts; BS, Bachelor of Science; MS, Master of Science; BSBA, 

Bachelor of Science in Business Administration; CPTC, Certified Professional Technical 

Communicator; ESL, English as a Second Language; LPN, Licensed Practical Nurse; 

SIG, Special Interest Group; STC, Society for Technical Communication; TC, Technical 

Communication; TESL, Teaching English as a Second Language; US, United States 

Interviews 

I conducted two interviews with each participant using two interview approaches: 

“literacy history” and “discourse-based” interviews, the same ones used by Olinger 
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(2014) in her dissertation on academic writing style. For all interviews, I used sound 

technology to capture the interview with the permission of the interviewee. Specifically, I 

used the ACR Pro cell phone app to record calls and then exported the phone calls to the 

Otter transcription app from which I exported the text files to my email where I 

downloaded each file and began the process of transcribing each interview using a 

transcription pedal. 

The literacy history interview is important in order to understand each 

participant’s experiences with language, reading, and writing (Vieira, 2016; Brandt, 

2001; Barton & Hamilton, 1998). See Appendix C: Literacy History Interview Questions 

for the types of questions asked in this interview. This interview established background 

knowledge of each writer’s literacy history and general approach to writing style in the 

workplace. This interview type is geared toward ascertaining aspects of each writer’s 

identity, history, and circumstances that impinge on their creation and reception of 

writing style. The constructs especially under consideration in this interview included 

biography, language ideology, and embodiment/materiality.  

To examine constructs such as audience, genre, language/style, appropriateness, 

topic, and embodiment/materiality, I needed an interview mode that focused on the 

textual level. Discourse-based interviewing excels at centering discussion around texts. 

Table 3 shows the constructs most under consideration in the two interviewing modes. 

Some constructs such as language ideology and embodiment/materiality embed 

themselves in almost any discussion of writing and thus are under consideration in each 

interview mode. One might argue that much the same could be said for any of the other 

constructs as well. For instance, a writer does not leave ideas of appropriateness and 
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genre behind when talking about writing in general (literacy history) or in particular 

(discourse-based). However, the questions I asked reflected focus on the various 

constructs noted below in each interview as a matter of degree or emphasis. My concern 

ultimately was adequate coverage of the various constructs over the course of the two-

interview sequence given the documents I chose to review and the questions I raised. 

Table 3  

Interview Modes and Constructs 

Literacy history interview Discourse-based interview 

biography  
language ideology language ideology 

 audience 
embodiment/materiality embodiment/materiality 

 genre 
 language/style 
 appropriateness 
 topic 

At the end of the literacy history interview, I asked each participant to agree to the 

planned second, discourse-based interview for which I provided the texts to review. 

In the initial planning stages of this study, I hoped to review documents created 

by the participants themselves, but even with my offer to sign non-disclosure agreements 

and offer full rights of editing and revision to the participant for whatever documents 

would be used in the study, no one that I contacted over a three-month period in the 

summer of 2018 would agree to provide documents to me or participate in the study. One 

potential participant notified me that this was the real sticking point to participation in the 

study. Due to workplace prohibitions related to sharing documents, requirements very 

familiar to technical writers, potential participants demurred when offered the chance to 
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participate in the study. This fact forced me to re-design the study to offer documents for 

the participants to review rather than gathering participant-created documents. 

This design does not allow for the same dynamism and fresh, personal writer’s 

perspective in the discourse-based interview yet, on reflection, it did position each 

participant as a reader (rather than a writer) of the provided texts, which is apropos for a 

study looking at Olinger’s sociocultural theory since it covers both production and 

reception of writing style. Research on readers’ approaches to style has already been 

undertaken in applied linguistics (Egbert, 2014), yet not with this particular method or 

design, so I felt this design was warranted. However, even though the participants in the 

study are positioned mainly as readers and not writers, I felt I could elicit responses on 

each writer’s approach to specific sentence- and word-level decisions given the “What 

would you do with this sentence?” approach of discourse-based interviewing, thus 

capturing responses to the texts from participants as writers as well as readers. 

Since there was a time gap between interviews, I was often able to transcribe the 

first interview in the interim, allowing for a “reconstruction” aspect in the study design, 

in Leow, Johnson, and Zarate-Sandez’s terms (2010). Some participants enunciated 

unique perspectives, and I was able to tailor the questions in the discourse-based 

interview given those responses as the findings in Chapter 4 show where I asked 

questions of some participants and not others. 

Discourse-based interviewing, developed by Odell, Goswami, & Herrington 

(1983) explores conscious and sometimes latent aspects of writers’ relations to texts. In 

Prior’s (2004) formulation, the researcher “(1) present[s] one or more alternatives for 

some passage(s) of a text to the writer (or possibly someone else), (2) asking if she would 
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accept the alternative(s), and (3) asking her to explain why or why not” (p. 189). This 

method is tailor-made for stylistic study in its fitness for looking at linguistic deviation 

and dialogue on why changes are made or not made. Questions related to the constructs 

under investigation elucidate the what and why that are the focus of stylistic investigation 

in this study. Warren (2002) notes that in qualitative interviewing, the purpose is to 

derive interpretations rather than facts or absolutes (p. 83). This reminder is pertinent 

since as interviewer/reader/researcher, my own participation can be viewed as a weakness 

of the research design if unaccounted for, though in an ethnography of communication-

inspired approach, the researcher is assured a place since the aim is not to access a pure 

perception of the reader or writer, but rather for the perceptions of all participants to be 

shared, making for richer qualitative accounting of perspectives.  

In the discourse-based interview, I employed two texts. The first is an owner’s 

manual/instructional document from the Thule Sweden corporation for a product called 

the Thule Stacker 830, a detachable rack that holds canoes and kayaks atop a vehicle (see 

Appendix D). The second document I employed is a governmental report from the 

Federal Aviation Administration’s Office of Aerospace Medicine. That document details 

findings and trends from a decade-long study on the cannabinoid concentrations found in 

blood and tissue extracted postmortem from pilots involved in aviation fatalities (see 

Appendix E). 

These two documents were chosen for a couple reasons. First, in regard to the 

Thule Stacker 830 instructions, an instructional document is a standard technical writing 

genre and thus, even if some of the technical writers I interviewed worked mostly with 

other genres, I could be assured that they were familiar with this genre and its style, thus 
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grounding our conversation in their experience as a technical communicator. Also, the 

fact of its having been produced by a Swedish company and offering translation within 

the document into English, French, and Spanish, the document afforded opportunity to 

discuss issues of international audiences, translation, and presentation of languages that 

allowed me to drill down to issues of language ideology. Further, the document features a 

mix of customary practices in writing instructional documents in an American setting 

such as verbal imperatives for steps and presentation of warranty, use, and limitation 

sections familiar to most technical writers. Yet, at the same time, the document violates 

category distinctions between notes, cautions, dangers, and warnings, all standard fare in 

technical documentation, that would concern most technical writers familiar with the 

litigious American market, a fact compounded by the observation that the document 

provides no clear safety warnings on the use of the product and confuses a warning with a 

product caution on page five. These facts, coupled with my own familiarity with the 

product since I own it personally, gave me ample assurance that I would be able to 

sustain meaningful and specific dialogue with professional writers on it. 

I chose the FAA report for different reasons. Mainly, I chose it as a site of 

discussion because of its unfamiliarity in genre to many technical writers. The document 

is written in a standard IMRAD form familiar to academic writers and researchers, so I 

felt its genre would provoke discussion on issues of audience, appropriateness, 

language/style, genre, and topic, partly due to its separation in genre, style, and tone from 

technical documentation. With these two documents, I was able to examine every 

construct in the study that I theorized in Chapter 2, which is ultimately the main reason I 
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chose them. I conducted all of the interviews for this study in the summer and fall of 

2018.  

Analytic Memos 

After interviewing and the transcription of those interviews was complete, I wrote 

analytic memos. In this analytic memo stage, I followed Saldana’s (2016) advice on 

analytic memo writing methodology: 

The purposes of analytic memo writing are to document and reflect on: your 

coding processes and coding choices; how the process of inquiry is taking shape; 

and the emergent patterns, categories, and sub-categories, themes, and concepts in 

your data—all possibly leading toward theory. (p. 41) 

The process of analytic memo writing resulted in forty memos, one for each interview for 

each participant. I wrote reflections in each memo at least twice: once after I had 

transcribed each interview and once after first cycle coding of each interview. My goal 

was to create a bank where I could deposit my reflections on each interview throughout 

the research and analysis phases of the study. After I had transcribed each interview, I 

listened to it again while I recorded reflections in the memo. I wanted to hear the 

interview with all of its tonal nuance and conversational flow on full display in order to 

ground my comments rather than reading the transcript to create those thoughts and 

impressions. Also, separating out the times and locations where I went back to each 

analytic memo allowed me to capture ideas and impressions from various places within 

the study and gave me a site to examine and compare my own growing impressions of 

each participant’s ideas. I found this a valuable method for capturing the qualitative 

emphases of each interview. 
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I felt it was important to capture these qualitative aspects of the interviews since 

Olinger’s own research has made strides in this direction. In my view, she made a 

significant contribution to style research methodology in her dissertation (Olinger, 

2014b) by videotaping some of her participant interviews and then offering and 

interpreting still images from selected portions in order to analyze nonverbal and 

paralinguistic aspects of writers’ discussions surrounding style, including what she terms 

“gestural representations of style metaphors” (p. 83). Though I did not video-record 

participants in this study and exegete their actions, I still sought to capture and reflect on 

paralinguistic and other nonverbal aspects of the interviews by drilling down to a level of 

analysis that captures those elements by writing analytic memos in a manner that 

recognizes and is sensitive to qualitative aspects of each participant’s responses. 

First Cycle Coding 

I faced challenges immediately when embarking on the coding process for this 

study since I had to assume a specific orientation to the data since the sociocultural 

theory of style is an emergent theory with a unique approach to texts, one that is less 

focused on texts themselves rather than representations and perceptions of those texts. 

Coding in this mode is fraught with challenges given the set of research methods 

currently available for stylistic research. For instance, discourse-based interviewing, for 

all of its virtues, can easily treat the text as an artifact and the conversation surrounding it 

as unaffected by the norms of social interaction with its expectations of convergence, 

turntaking, and social positioning. But style in a sociocultural model is seen not in terms 

of its textual or linguistic properties alone but mainly in terms of the writer’s and reader’s 
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self-in-becoming, a cipher by which all participants create, express, modify, and nuance 

various social positionings. 

This study, reflecting the theory that inspires it, focuses on the writer/reader 

whose perceptions are of more interest in the study than the text itself. In this connection, 

Olinger (2014b), when discussing her own dissertation research methods, noted, “I had to 

remind myself . . . that my study was not a linguistic analysis of disciplinary styles (e.g., 

Biber, 2006; Hyland, 2004) but an investigation of writers’ understandings of style” (p. 

77, italics in original). The promise of this form of analysis is the uncovering of an emic 

perspective that aligns the researcher more closely to the mindset, orientation, values, and 

goals of participants. As such, in my identification, classification, and representation of 

the codes in the study, I attempted to use descriptive codes for participants’ 

considerations, thoughts, reflections, ideas, contentions, and perceptions rather than 

linguistic categories and terms. Thus, I coded for “concision” rather than “sentence of 

less than ten words,” for example. 

I coded all interviews using NVivo 12 coding software. In the first cycle, I used 

descriptive coding in which the researcher uses a simple word or phrase to capture the 

phenomena observed in interviews (Saldana, 2013, pp. 87-91). I built on this pre-existent 

list of codes identified in Chapter 2 by being open to coding for new constructs affecting 

writing style. In this dissertation, I italicize the constructs discussed in this study as a 

means to clarify to the reader where I am referring to the code under consideration as a 

code rather than as a topic of discussion in some other context. For instance, I italicize 

co-construction when I refer to it as a coded item in this study but not when discussing 

Olinger’s use of that term in her theory. 
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After identifying new codes that did not easily fit into my pre-existent eight 

codes, I went back and re-coded previously coded interviews where I had not coded for 

the new code, attempting to ensure that I had coded each previous interview accurately 

for all of the first cycle codes. For instance, this happened with the code of technology, 

which I had not coded for initially. During our first interview, Amira Patel introduced me 

to DITA data structuring and informed me of its widespread impact in technical writing. 

After that interview, I researched DITA and attended a DITA webinar through the 

Society for Technical Communication on November 13, 2018 (Pryatz-Nadworny, 2018), 

where I learned about how DITA data structuring affects the style of technical 

documentation today (see the discussion about DITA in Chapter 4). Having learned of 

technology’s impact on technical writing style as I coded Patel’s interview, I added the 

code for technology and re-coded all previous interviews for the new code. 

This same process happened with several codes, resulting in a beneficial, iterative 

process that, though time-consuming, familiarized me deeply with the interviews and 

codes in the study. Other emergent codes during first cycle coding included accuracy, 

clarity, concision, correctness, fluency, simplicity, tone, purpose, time-deadline, time-

shelf life, legal/regulatory considerations, cost, co-construction, audience invoked, 

purpose, international/translation considerations, reader’s state of mind, writer, and 

safety. See Appendix F: Codebook for descriptions of each code, which I exported from 

NVivo 12 when coding was complete. The initial list of eight constructs had expanded 

significantly, though I followed Creswell & Poth’s (2018) admonition to practice “lean 

coding” wherein I coded for a new code only when it became apparent that not to do so 

would constrict the descriptive power of the codes within the study. I began with eight 
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codes, a little more than Creswell & Poth’s (2018) recommended five to six to begin a 

study (p. 190), and I ended with twenty-eight codes, within the range of Creswell & 

Poth’s (2018) recommended twenty-five to thirty for a single qualitative study (p. 190). 

Figure 6 shows the expansion of codes from before and after first cycle coding. 

Before first cycle coding                            After first cycle coding 

audience* 

genre* 

biography* 

language ideology* 

language/style* 

topic* 

embodiment/materiality* 

appropriateness* 

    audience*    accuracy  legal/regulatory considerations 

      demographic factors             clarity                    cost 

    biography*            concision              co-construction 

      language ideology*    correctness    audience invoked  

language/style*  international/translation considerations 

       genre*            fluency          simplicity            writer 

   topic*     reader’s state of mind        tone         purpose 

       embodiment/materiality*       safety      time-deadline 

     appropriateness*         time-shelf life         technology 

*one of the original eight constructs theorized in Chapter 2 

Figure 6. First cycle coding, before and after. 

Themeing the Data 

After identifying the final list of codes, I began the process of “themeing” the data, 

using Saldana’s (2013) term. A “theme” is an “outcome of coding, categorization, and 

analytic reflection” in Saldana’s terms (p. 175, italics in original). Creswell and Poth 
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(2018) define themes as “broad units of information that consist of several codes 

aggregated to form a common idea” (p. 194). This process of themeing (which involved 

some second cycle coding as I explain below) crystallized the list of twenty-eight codes I 

had identified through first cycle coding to the six findings of this study. Saldana (2013) 

depicts heuristic methods for the researcher to categorize qualitative data by identifying 

relationships among codes, including superordinate and subordinate relationships, 

taxonomic relationships, hierarchical relationships, overlapping relationships, 

sequentially-ordered and concurrent relationships, domino effect relationships, and 

network relationships (pp. 250-252). I employed a mix of these methods. 

I began themeing by reviewing the analytic memos I had constructed for each 

interview comparing those with a frequency list of codes in NVivo, looking for 

relationships among the codes. Both Creswell and Poth (2018, p. 186) and Saldana (2013, 

p. 252) recommend reviewing analytic memos as an important source of reflection as one 

makes analytic decisions about codes. When looking at specific codes, I pulled up the 

memos for the interviews where that code was featured as an item of discussion (see 

Table 3). So I reviewed the first interview memo for each participant when considering 

biography, for instance. 

In the process of themeing the data, I wanted to think “abductively” in 

Brinkmann’s (2014) terms, meaning I wanted to think about the data in the study in 

inductive ways but also through unique frames of references, applying heuristics that 

provoked insights and connections not readily apparent in typical reasoning modes (p. 

724). In an abductive mode, the reasoner allows for the slipperiness of the data and the 

sometimes contradictory, misaligned, and confusing aspects of the data that can leak 
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outside the confines the researcher might impose. Bloomberg and Volpe (2016) suggest 

that an abductive mode positions the researcher as a “bricoleur or craftsperson” (p. 191), 

a fitting metaphor for the qualitative researcher. 

I began by looking for superordinate and subordinate relationships, one of 

Saldana’s (2013) heuristics (p. 250), among the codes in order to reduce the codes into a 

smaller number of themes. Under audience addressed, I grouped demographic factors, 

reader’s state of mind, international/translation considerations, safety, and 

legal/regulatory considerations (I discuss this grouping in Finding 1). These five sub-

codes seemed to fit mostly clearly under the audience addressed code, especially in terms 

of demographic factors, reader’s state of mind, and safety. International/translation 

considerations and legal/regulatory considerations could be taken in several ways, 

however—as expressions of corporate needs and concerns rather than pure audience 

considerations. No doubt, in some cases companies seek to communicate with wider 

markets and navigate litigious environments. To adjudicate this hunch, I reviewed the 

codes in second cycle coding using “focused coding” (Saldana, 2013, pp. 213-217) for 

international/translation considerations and legal/regulatory considerations. As an area 

of focus, I looked at “audience versus corporate orientation” and found an audience 

orientation more dominant for the technical writers in the study, thus prompting me to 

move these two constructs as sub-codes under audience addressed. 

I also placed genre under audience addressed in a connection that I had not 

anticipated. However, through some focused coding looking at the question of whether 

genre stood alone as a construct or whether it embedded itself in discussions of audience 
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mainly, an observation I had made in analytic memos, I determined it to be a sub-code of 

audience addressed. I explain the relationship between genre and audience in Finding 1. 

I identified another superordinate/subordinate relationship in the data set and 

brought appropriateness, accuracy, clarity, concision, fluency, tone, correctness, and 

simplicity as subordinate codes under a new superordinate code I call Writing ideals to 

reflect their key quality as mental representations of values that inform writing style. In 

turn, I located Writing ideals as a subordinate code under the superordinate code of 

Language ideology. Also, I located language/style, one of the original eight constructs 

theorized in the study, under language ideology since language/style never appeared as 

an independent construct such as when an author self-consciously plays with language 

and style for a fun or dramatic purpose, but rather I found it always tied to an ideological 

purpose in ways I discuss in Finding 3.  

I identified another subordinate and superordinate relationship based in exigent, 

local factors implicit in the acts of writing and reception. Codes like topic, purpose, time-

deadline, time-shelf life, co-construction, and cost I brought under a new heading called 

Exigent factors (Finding 6). These factors came up in the study as local, context-

dependent considerations, prompting me to group them together. I encountered difficulty 

with the purpose code, questioning whether I should bring it under Writing ideals or 

Exigent factors, ultimately deciding on the latter after a round of focused coding where I 

asked whether purpose was a general consideration or whether writers tended to link it to 

local, specific conditions. That round of coding revealed the latter to be true in the 

preponderance of cases, prompting me to locate purpose under Exigent factors. 
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A word on the subordinate/superordinate language used for codes. My usage of 

those terms is not meant to imply hierarchy in terms of importance, value, degree, or 

presence. Rather, I use those terms for grouping purposes to “theme” a wide range of 

disparate data. With a subordinate/superordinate grouping, I sought to characterize the 

most salient qualities of related codes and by doing so I identified Finding 1 (on 

audience), Finding 3 (on language ideology), and Finding 6 (on exigent factors). 

I arrived at the other findings in the study through other adbuctive forms of 

reasoning, in a few cases noting overlapping relationships, another of Saldana’s (2013) 

heuristic reasoning modes. In overlapping relationships, “Some categories share 

particular features with others while retaining their unique properties” (p. 251). I noted 

this especially with the audience invoked construct which I treat along with audience 

addressed in Finding 1. The overlap between those two codes is too significant to treat 

audience invoked separately. Also, with the writer, a code that affects the reception of 

texts, I noted an overlap with purpose, so I treat that discussion under purpose, though, as 

I discuss in Finding 6 related to Exigent factors under purpose, I did not see the writer as 

always relating to purpose, its overlap present but not insistent enough for me to 

categorize it as a subordinate construct under Exigent factors, though it gets treated in 

that section. I explain my reasoning in more detail in Finding 6. 

The only other heuristic I applied to the data at this stage of analysis is taxonomic 

reasoning. According to Saldana (2013), in taxonomic categorization, “Categories and 

their subcategories are grouped but without any inferred hierarchy; each category seems 

to have equal weight” (p. 251). I found biography to play such an important part in 

stylistic perception and production that I present it as a finding on its own (Finding 2). 
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Yet, issues of embodiment/materiality seem as pervasive, in ways that both came to 

awareness on my part but also in ways I no doubt missed, provoking me to identify a 

finding related to embodiment/materiality as well (Finding 5). Technology has become no 

less ubiquitous as a construct affecting technical writing style as biography and 

embodiment/materiality, prompting me to identify it as a discrete finding as well (Finding 

4). I considered whether technology is itself a sub-code of embodiment/materiality, but I 

decided against that categorization due to reasons I present later in the study. All told, I 

 identified three taxonomic relationships, each waxing and waning in relevance for any 

single event of reading or writing but not existing in any direct relationship to one 

another. See Figure 7 for the final list of themed codes. 
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*one of the original eight constructs theorized in Chapter 2 

Figure 7. Final list of themed codes. 

 

After first cycle coding Final list of themed codes 

 

audience addressed*         accuracy           

genre*           clarity               cost 

legal/regulatory considerations 

biography*          simplicity        

concision              co-construction 

language ideology*      correctness        

language/style*                  tone 

 international/translation considerations 

topic*          audience invoked           

fluency                      safety 

embodiment/materiality*        purpose 

appropriateness*  time-deadline   

technology       reader’s state of mind          

time-shelf life                   writer            

demographic factors 

• audience addressed (Finding 1) 
o demographic factors 
o reader’s state of mind 
o international/translation 

considerations  
o safety 
o legal/regulatory 

considerations 
o audience invoked 
o genre 

• biography (Finding 2) 
• embodiment/materiality (Finding 5) 
• exigent considerations (Finding 6) 

o topic 
o purpose 
o time-deadline 
o time-shelf life 
o co-construction 
o cost 

• language ideology (Finding 4) 
o language/style 
o writing ideals 

 accuracy 
 appropriateness 
 clarity 
 concision 
 correctness 
 fluency 
 simplicity 
 tone            

• technology (Finding 5) 
• writer (discussed in Finding 6) 
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Member Checks 

As a final step in the research process, I offered the nearly-final dissertation draft 

to each participant in order to gather each person’s reflection on their own contribution to 

the data in the study. I did this for a couple of reasons: first, to avoid “psychologizing” 

each participant in ways that I have not shared with that person, which constitutes the 

participant as a site of study. Many researchers have questioned such research 

relationships wherein the participant is cast in such a role and instead call for 

democratized research relationships where power distance is lessened and both researcher 

and participant(s) are cast as equal participants and co-constructors of knowledge 

(Adriansen & Madsen, 2014; Bell, 2013). Second, I use this design to offer an 

opportunity to co-construct the contribution of each participant since this is a central 

aspect of Olinger’s sociocultural theory of style. My own analysis is only a part of this 

study, not necessarily more or less valuable, accurate, insightful, or suggestive to readers 

than the perspectives of the research participants themselves. 

Consequently, I offer each participant’s reflections in unedited form and make no 

attempt to reconcile their views with my own or challenge them. In the weeks before 

submitting the final draft of this dissertation, I emailed each participant and offered the 

chance to respond in any way they chose, or not (see Appendix G: Member Check 

Email). In the email, I noted that all comments under a line I had drawn in the email 

would be copied and pasted into an Appendix in the dissertation. See Appendix H: 

Participants’ Responses (Member Checks). The only changes I made in the dissertation 

itself pertained to factual information that I had either recorded or transcribed incorrectly 

as pointed out by each participant. 
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Research Timeline 

See Figure 8 for a graphic of the research timeline. After second cycle coding, I 

began writing Chapter 4 on the study findings after which I completed Chapter 5. 

Figure 8. Research timeline. 

Research Questions and Data Types 

All told, given the research questions in this study and its design, I was able to 

cover each research question with at least two data types, thus allowing for a measure of 

triangulation. Ultimately, my goal was a rich, triangulated data set from which a recursive 

analysis might draw sound, valid, and reliable conclusions based on my research 

questions. Table 4 shows the research questions with the data types addressing each in 

the study. 

1. Participant 
recruitment

2. Literacy 
history intervew

3. Literacy 
history intervew 

transcription
4. Analytic 

Memo creation

5. Discourse-
based interview

6. Discourse-
based interview 

transcription
7. Analytic 

Memo revisited
8. First cycle 

coding

9. Analytic 
Memo revisited

10. Second cycle 
coding

11. Findings 
identified and 
final chapters 

written

12. Member 
checks
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Table 4  

Research Questions, Data Collection, and Analysis 

Research Question Data Collected Analysis 

1. What descriptive power 
does a sociocultural 
theory of style bring to 
the production and 
reception of written 
style? 

Literacy history interviews 
Discourse-based interviews 
Member checks 

Thematic coding 
Member checks 

2. What constructs are 
operant as writers and 
audiences approach the 
task of encoding and 
decoding literary style? 

o How do these constructs 
relate to one another in 
terms of priority, 
symbiotic relation, and 
negotiation? 

Discourse-based interviews Thematic coding 
Member checks 

3. How do the constructs 
under examination 
relate to one another in 
terms of conscious and 
unconscious use by 
writers and audiences? 
 

Literacy history interviews 
Discourse-based interviews 
Member checks 

Thematic coding 
Member checks 

The Researcher 

As I conducted this study, I was and am employed as a faculty member at a two-

year college in the Upper Midwest. This fact makes the findings of this study very real to 

me since I work with basic writers, business writers, technical writers, and academic 

writers in basic writing courses, in the first-year composition two-course sequence, and in 

technical and business writing courses. This wide range of work with writers, often in the 

same semester, has shown me the relevance of asking questions of style, both of 

audiences and writers. Much of what we as writing instructors, or more generally as 

consumers of writing, are looking for is the right note, the right tone, the apropos or 
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complicating sound and voice. As a teacher of writing, I think that we often lack 

understanding of the voices of student writers, or maybe more accurately, of novice 

writers, as they enact the styles that we teach, which are learned and thus artificial. Thus, 

I acknowledge that my role as a stylistic researcher might be seen as compromised, since 

as a teacher I value and validate, and even ward off and to an extent punish, specific 

linguistic styles. In my estimation, a richer understanding of style and its genesis can 

benefit teachers in both their teaching and also in their assessment and guidance of 

student writers, and as such, a deepened understanding of style is a worthy area of 

exploration and development for rhetoric-composition. 

In this research study, I was also a participant through my interaction with the 

data and my part in producing and analyzing that data, especially in the document review, 

interview, and analysis phases of this study. Many researchers, especially from a feminist 

perspective, have challenged the notion and reality of a supposedly value-free, purely 

observational research design (Cook & Fonow, 1986; Reinharz, 1992). I take this to be a 

valid contention and, this in mind, I aimed to implement an ethical, open research design 

in which I acknowledged, reflected on, and reported on my role in the construction, 

manipulation, and reporting of the data, along with biases and limitations in the analysis 

and reporting of the research. An ethnography of communication-inspired model 

provokes the researcher to reflect on and disclose carefully how the knowledge and data 

in the study was produced. In short, since the knowledge comes from the interactions 

with other participants and data that are part of the study (Kaplan-Weinger & Ullman, 

2015, p. 48), it is incumbent on the researcher to portray the data set compiled in the 

research study, a task I sought to undertake faithfully in Chapter 4. 
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Interviews in particular are a good example of this participatory model since they 

are collaborative and creative communication events that evolve their own rules and data 

(Ellis & Berger, 2002, p. 851). My goal was an ethically-constructed and -reported 

interview design wherein I participated fully and actively as a participant, not just as an 

interviewer seeking to initiate interviewees’ responses, but as a means to share the 

responsibility of discussion rather than placing the onus on the interviewee to divulge and 

offer insights during the interview. This “reflexive dyadic interviewing” model (Ellis & 

Berger, 2002, pp. 853-854) informed my shaping of both the literacy history and 

discourse-based interviews, bringing me as a full participant into this study while also 

hopefully provoking me to instantiate an ethical approach toward the participants in the 

study. 

Ethical Considerations 

A key aspect of ethical research design is informed consent. Another key aspect is 

control of one’s own information and knowledge of all risks incurred through 

participation in research. To address these issues, I constructed an informed consent form 

for all research participants using a model informed consent form from IUP’s Thesis and 

Dissertation Manual (rev. 02/19/15) and Olinger’s informed consent form for a similar 

study she undertook in her dissertation research (2014b, Appendix B). This document is 

provided in Appendix A: Informed Consent Form for Research Participants.  The “What 

is involved” section of this document lays out the expectations of participants. It notes the 

expectation of two interviews. Also, all participants are notified of the right of their 

response in writing to my analysis of their contribution to the data in the study (member 

checks). Finally, I offered compensation to each participant (a couple participants could 
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not receive compensation due to workplace or organizational policies or did not want to 

receive compensation) of a $25 Visa gift card for each interview as a token of 

appreciation and recognition of the valuable time and insight that the participants offered 

within the study. 

I also included a section entitled “Publication and identifiability” to clarify rights 

to the data created in the study and to offer the option of reducing identifiability by using 

pseudonyms for participants. I also noted precautions I have taken in regard to data 

security. Later in the document, I asked for permission/preferences related to each of 

these elements: preference related to usage of each participant’s name and organization or 

business name(s) and the permission to quote and paraphrase each participant directly. 

Another key aspect of the research design related to ethics has to do with how 

participants are treated and how their voices and the data derived from each person are 

represented. To design this aspect of the study ethically, I provided participants the 

opportunity to read my analysis of their part in the study and to respond to it in writing, 

which I present unedited in the study (see Appendix H). With this design, I assured each 

participant an equal platform to be heard in this study as the researcher. Finally, I 

respected each participant’s voice by making no attempt to reconcile conflicting 

interpretations. I feel no need to have the “last word” and am content to leave it to the 

reader to evaluate my research design, findings, analysis, and conclusions as well as all 

participant views and construct their own interpretations. 

Issues of Trustworthiness 

 This study builds a rich data set from a small-n of participants, which offers both 

strengths and limitations. Since triangulation of data and a rich data set is more important 
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to getting at the actual perceptions of the readers and writers in the study, this design 

makes sense for this study, but it also invites the pertinent question of the extent of the 

reliability and validity of this study’s findings. Further development of stylistic research 

will clarify to what extent the findings of this study are trustworthy, valid, reliable, and 

representative, more so than an initial characterization of them by myself. 

 The methods of the study themselves also raise issues of trustworthiness since in 

qualitative research, the ability of the researcher to acknowledge, restrict, bracket, inject, 

and clarify personal positionality as researcher is a key aspect of the trustworthiness of 

any study so designed. My hope is that through carefully-chosen samples of participants, 

well-designed and -executed interviews, strategic triangulation, participant involvement 

through member checks, carefully-modulated data analysis, democratic offering of the 

views and voices of all participants, and clear data presentation, this study will meet the 

standards of research designed in this way. All research can likely be charged with gaps, 

omissions, oversights, and design flaws, but my hope is that the data especially will be 

presented here faithfully so that, this researcher’s limitations being noted, others will be 

able to understand, interpret and build on what is here presented. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

 As a qualitative study, this research study has some of the limitations inherent in 

that methodology. In Remler and Van Ryzin’s (2015) words, “[Qualitative research] is 

not good for producing precise measurements of variables, estimating characteristics of a 

large population, calculating the magnitude of relationships between variables, or 

providing statistical evidence of a cause-effect relationship” (p. 65). As such, this study is 

not meant or can serve as a representation of all writers or readers. Further, the research 
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methods of this study, while triangulated and reflected on recursively in the data analysis 

portion of the study, offer a limitation as well since the analysis portions are geared more 

toward conversation than the perceptions of readers and writers based on texts directly. 

That is, the research design places a layer of distance between the writers’ and readers’ 

direct perception of the stylistic aspects of the texts in the study, the layer of conversation 

with the researcher, which removes the analysis from its source to a degree. To address 

this limitation, I supply transcribed conversation to seek to limit the effects of this 

intervention. 

Another limitation arises due to the interviewing model in the study. As noted 

above, I employed a “reflexive dyadic interviewing” model as depicted by Ellis and 

Berger (2002, pp. 853-854). As such, I saw myself as a full participant in this study, I did 

not rely on the interviewee alone to provide the data in the study but participated in a 

conversational give-and-take wherein I asserted, prompted, questioned, reflected, agreed, 

disagreed, and practiced all of the typical behaviors of a conversation between equals. 

Interestingly, only one participant, Vincent Tomaino, questioned this approach. I offer 

that interview segment below. At this point in our conversation, we were discussing the 

banners at the top of the steps of the Thule Stacker 830 instructional document: 

JO:  If you jump down to maybe step nine here, maybe I'll suggest something 

here. It says step nine, and so this actually just has the nine there at the top 

left. It doesn't . . . I, I would feel more comfortable if it had like some 

wording there maybe in a banner across the top that says “Tighten straps”, 

which is what this step is about. They actually do have a banner on step 

six and on step one, but they didn't carry that through the rest of the 
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document. So, so maybe on step nine, you know, “Tighten ropes” I mean, 

and then you can see here. I mean, take a look at those. I mean, I don’t 

know how you feel about that. 

VT:  I think that having a title for this step in addition to the number, a subject 

line would be helpful. I think I would find that helpful. I . . . having said 

this, the fact that you're leading me to say . . . I’m going to say that this is 

by no means a poorly described . . . I’m gonna step out of the interviewee 

position and say . . . this is a reasonably well-written technical document 

that I would have been, that I would be able to, I would expect myself to 

be able to follow. 

JO:  Sure 

VT:  I mean, yeah, I’m a moderately competent mechanic, and you could be 

leading me into things. Now, they are all things I agree with so far, but the 

power of suggestion, people’s tendency to agree with each other . . .  

JO:  Now, of course, I understand . . .  

VT:  [unclear] married to a psychologist. I don’t know how that’s a thing. 

JO:  ((chuckles)) I understand that but this . . . and you're exactly right. This is 

a different type of interviewing where, where I consider myself a 

conversational participant. So we're, we're, we're kind of equal 

participants. Like, I'm not relying on you only. I'm just tossing out my 

ideas, getting your reaction, hearing what you have to say, right? It's not a 

typical interview. So I, that is a very good point, but I want to make sure 

you understand I'm not relying on you to provide all of the information in 
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the interview. I just kind of want to bounce ideas back and forth with you, 

that's all. 

VT:  Okay 

Tomaino’s percipient comments show a potential flaw in the study design since, in his 

words, I could lead study participants to make statements they would not have made 

unprompted due to the conversational pressure of convergence. However, I was willing to 

take this risk to create a participatory, ethical study design wherein I relied on the 

experience and frankness of participants to state their real and definite views, a practice I 

viewed as central to recognizing the agency and will of others. Working with educated, 

experienced, and thoughtful professionals, I felt this potential flaw would be alleviated, a 

belief that I think was verified since various participants checked my statements, 

disagreed at times, offered alternate ideas, and asserted their own views freely, which the 

presentation of the findings in Chapter 4 will hopefully show. 

 In terms of delimitations, I did not bring to bear the well-documented and well-

researched findings of linguists and the panoply of literary terms used in describing the 

stylistic features of texts since such a practice would remove the focus from the writers 

and readers and their perceptions of style in this study to the texts themselves. Rather, I 

employed terms in use in technical writing and rhetoric-composition to discuss texts. 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, in the Introduction and Overview section, I clarified why I chose a 

qualitative design based on an ethnography of communication school of thought and why 

I chose the triangulated design of case studies, interviews, document review, 

transcription, coding, and analysis. I discussed my positionality as researcher and the 
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research design of this study. I clarified how I chose and came to work with the 

participants in this study and how I sought to design this research ethically to protect their 

rights, identities, preferences, right to be informed, and right to participate fully and have 

their voice heard in this study. I also discussed the data analysis aspect of this study as 

well as issues of trustworthiness and limitations and delimitations of the study. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this study is to vet and possibly extend the sociocultural theory of 

style by examining the constructs that impact writing style. In Chapter 2, I discussed the 

main construct affecting style offered by Olinger (2014b) in the sociocultural theory of 

style, language ideology, while theorizing a non-exhaustive list of seven other constructs 

affecting the production and reception of writing style: biography, appropriateness, 

language/style, audience, genre, topic, and embodiment/materiality. Questions asked in 

the study elicited responses on each of these constructs, which after coding and analysis, 

yielded the six major findings I detail below: 

1. Technical writers prioritize audience above all other constructs consciously 

affecting their perceptions of writing style, and they think of the audience as both 

addressed and invoked in subtle ways. 

2. Personal biography has a powerful impact on technical writers’ production and 

reception of writing style. 

3. Language ideology shapes writing style both consciously and unconsciously, and 

it impacts technical writers through reflections on dominant language ideology, 

choices related to language/style, and decisions about language and presentation 

style based on writing ideals. 

4. Technology impacts technical writing style in multiple ways. 

5. Issues of embodiment and materiality factor into multiple constructs as technical 

writers encode and decode writing style. 
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6. The exigencies of one’s specific writing situation foreground various constructs 

above others in the construction and reception of writing style for technical 

writers. 

Representation of Findings 

In this chapter, I define and survey each finding with examples from the participants’ 

interviews. I employ a version of the model for presenting findings proposed in 

Bloomberg and Volpe (2016, p. 213). In their formulation, findings are first presented 

individually on a macro level in a tabular format with each key finding stated, an 

overview of that finding offered, and a brief general overview of representative 

participant perspectives, among other things (2016, p. 213). I employ a similar format. 

Also, since “the overall goal [of presenting findings] is to convey the story line” of the 

research “in an engaging, meaningful, and credible manner” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016, 

p. 212), I supplement the tabular macro-level presentation noted above with a narrative 

explanation of each finding with quotes and paraphrases from participants with my own 

summaries and comments. I deleted paralinguistic conversational markers such as mmm 

hmm, uh, hmm, and the like while also cutting out small verbal markers such as “Right” 

and “Oh” and “Yes” in many cases except where they are needed. My hope is to present 

each finding as concisely and as accurately as possible given the space limitations of a 

single dissertation chapter. 
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Findings 

Finding 1 

Table 5  

Finding 1 Overview and Perspectives 

Finding 1 

Technical writers prioritize audience above all other constructs consciously affecting 

their perceptions of writing style, and they think of the audience as both addressed and 

invoked in subtle ways. 

General Overview 

Technical writers centralize audiences when producing/receiving writing style in both 

addressed and invoked ways. When addressing audiences, they consider issues of 

demographics, the reader’s state of mind, international/translation considerations, 

safety, and legal/regulatory considerations. They prioritize audience over genre 

concerns generally. 

Representative Participant Perspectives 

My, my top consideration is always the audience. (Marsha Patterson) 

So, so audience dictates everything that I do. (Amruta Ranade) 

[A]udience, audience all the time, I mean, that is the primary . . . am I reaching my 

audience? You know, are they using it? Are they finding it usable? (Marcy Sager) 

 Technical writers centralize audience in their construction and reception of style, 

and they think of audiences in often subtle ways, anticipating their needs, states of mind, 

safety, and likely reactions to technical documents. In addition to the more traditional 

aspects of the concept of audience wherein writers address anticipated audiences, 
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sometimes technical writers show the willingness to “invoke” audiences. Ede and 

Lunsford’s (1984) “audience addressed/audience invoked” model is evident as technical 

writers sometimes create styles that derive strongly from their own purposes and the 

exigencies of genres, audience needs, and particular circumstances and contexts. Both 

concepts of audience (addressed and invoked) are evident in this study while the audience 

as addressed is more common in typical technical writing practice. I review each of these 

aspects in turn. 

 First, technical writers centralize audience as addressed in their approach to 

writing almost to a fault. One question I asked in the discourse-based interview centered 

on what each participant felt was top of mind as they encoded their writing style. I asked 

this question to get a sense of comparison from each writer as to what they were most 

conscious of as factors affecting technical writing style. Their answers are seen below in 

Table 6, which is the data summary table model I employ in presenting findings in this 

chapter. It is modeled on the one offered in Bloomberg and Volpe (2016, Appendix T) as 

a model for dissertations. 

Table 6  

Most Impactful Factors Affecting Technical Writing Style 

Most Impactful Factors Affecting Technical Writing Style? 
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Most Impactful Factors Affecting Technical Writing Style? 
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3 Phyllis Walsh X X       
4 William Loy 

Pearce 
 X X      

5 Cynthia Vann X        
6 Marcy Sager X       X 
7 Dina Lopez X        
8 Vincent Tomaino   X      
9 Amruta Ranade X        
10 Amira Patel X   X     
11 Nick Peterman     X    
12 Marsha Patterson X        
13 Ashley Fields  X        
14 Deborah 

Hemstreet 
X X       

15 Jerry Grohovsky  X    X X  

Total 15 11 4 2 1 1 1 1 1 

I did not ask every participant every question, but rather I consulted a list of possible 

questions that I had written on the various constructs under consideration which I chose 

depending on the flow of each interview and the comments of each participant. Out of the 

twenty participants, I asked this question of fifteen. Eleven out of fifteen participants 

(73%) responded that audience considerations are paramount in technical 

communication, though one response on globalization could also be coded as an audience 

concern bringing that total to 80%. However, in this study, I implement the practice of 

quoting participants’ exact words rather than collapsing them into existing categories 

unless I explain my reason for doing so. 
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Examples of the conversations on this issue follow. Marsha Patterson, a technical 

writer at a startup software company, responded: 

JO:  Yeah, so, you know, as you're sitting down, you're thinking, you're, you're 

hashing out kind of your edits and your revision, what is kind of top of 

mind as, you know, you're kind of encoding a style here. I mean, is it, is it 

the genre you think that's pushing the most? Or is that the audience? Or is 

it legal? Or, you know, what kind of considerations are you really . . .  

 MP:  My, my top consideration is always the audience. That's who I always 

start with, and then the genre, I'm not sure how that would play into it. I 

mean, I would consider, I start with the audience and then legal stuff. 

Patterson’s response shows her definite sense of the centrality of the audience. Consistent 

with most other writers in the study, she did not think genre was nearly as significant a 

factor as the audience in her writing style. 

Amruta Ranade answered in a similar vein: 

JO:  [W]hat is really kind of pushing you to write in a certain way, do you 

think?  

AR:  The audience 

JO:  Okay, right ((chuckles)) 

AR:   Like let me elaborate. So, especially at work, I write for multiple 

audiences. So for each document, I need to remember which of those 

audiences I'm writing for so that I can provide them the information that 

they need. So all the decisions like how to structure the document, how 

long it should be, what information to put in, what information to leave 
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out, all those things are like driven by who's going to read the document. 

So, so audience dictates everything that I do.  

Ranade’s thorough response shows just how important audience is to technical writers. 

As one might expect, technical writers demonstrate a nuanced approach to audience in 

order to meet the demands of technical communication. Even Ranade’s discussion of 

genre choices (“how to structure the document, how long it should be, what information 

to put in, what information to leave out”) relates back to audience considerations.  

Mary Sager, an experienced technical writer with a strong background in 

linguistics, responded to the question as follows:  

MS:  Audience very much so and documentation legacy. It's, we've got a, we, 

you know, we do have, have a big legacy of stuff, and which I have to say, 

I am slowly modernizing but, but, you know, you have to kind of, you 

have to sort of approach that delicately. And then, but audience, audience 

all the time, I mean, that is the primary, am I reaching my audience? Uh, 

you know, are they using it? Are they finding it usable? 

Sager argues that audience concerns must be the primary concern of technical 

communicators. She notes the issue of documentation legacy as well, which is more or 

less significant to writers as it is more or less important at the companies or organizations 

where they work. A company’s “documentation legacy” may be seen as itself a form of 

audience address as organizations seek to standardize their approach to readers both 

internal and external. Marcy Sager and Jim Wilson made much of this documentation 

legacy as well. 

All of the writers in the study, whether I asked them the question about the primary 
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impactor of technical writing style or not, centered their conversations around readers 

consistently across both interviews and showed an awareness of the audience’s impact on 

their style of writing in subtle ways. For instance, I found that when asked this question 

about the factors most impacting style, some writers, even if they answered the question 

with some other construct rather than audience, they would often center their discussion 

around that other construct on audience anyhow. Phyllis Walsh’s following comments are 

an example: 

PW:  I've always worked in regulated industries, banking and insurance and one 

of the audiences we have to please is Audit. Internal, external, 

government, from local player to federal and there are certain things 

they've already said, “You will put this in there.” There’s a style guide for 

every one of those parameters. 

Walsh focuses not on the style of legal and auditory language itself but on auditory and 

regulatory considerations as another audience for her writing. These considerations led to 

the recognition that addressing audiences is indeed the central and most compelling 

construct affecting technical writing style. 

 Demographic factors. The technical writers in the study took the concept of 

addressing the audience and developed it in some nuanced ways. Some reflected on the 

question philosophically by thinking about the needs, preferences, and expectations of 

various audience demographics. Sue Ann Hartmann described the audience in terms of 

age, commenting on how younger audiences want to access content. I asked her a 

different but related question about what she saw as most impactful on technical writing 

style going forward. 
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SAH:  I think it's going to be a variety. I think you're right. I think generations, 

not genre. Not genres because I think that when I'm writing for an 

audience that is more now and, you know, the, you know, I'm, I'm a baby 

boomer, so you know, but I have given birth to millennials. So I feel like a 

big part of it is audience, and I think that the challenge and [unclear] But I 

think the challenge is how to produce communication that, and content 

that is adequate technically, but still going to be read by this generation 

that only wants to scan things and, and I’m not saying, I’m not saying it 

can’t be pictures. It has to be words. But whatever we use, and however 

we go forward, we've got to recognize as I'm sure my parents’ generation 

had to do at some point, we have to recognize that the audience has 

changed and they're not they're not willing to work for information. They 

are, they are assessing whether they're going to put an effort forward based 

. . . and I don't mean to make this sound horrible . . . but I do think that 

they're assessing whether they're going to put an effort, put forth effort 

based on how, how many pages they’ve just been handed you know, and 

websites, do they have to scroll it or how many click throughs do they 

have to do, you know. I just think that, I think they too have maturing to 

do to understand that, you know, they do sometimes have to put forth that 

effort. But likewise, I think the, the authors have to recognize that they 

need to get information out as concisely, as visually as, as they can. 

Hartmann sees this issue in terms of dual responsibilities on the part of younger 

audiences and writers both making an effort to meet so that communication can happen—
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younger audiences with the recognition of the cognitive effort that technical 

documentation often demands and writers in terms of presenting information in ways that 

are both accessible and palatable to those same younger audiences. This approach shows 

issues of reception as well as production meeting at the contact point of style.  

Jerry Grohovsky, a technical communication business owner who also serves on 

advisory committees for technical writing programs at two institutions of higher learning 

in his area, also related the discussion of audience to the needs of a younger generation of 

readers: 

JG:  Yes, yeah, we talked about that at advisory meetings at . . . there’s a 

different generation of users that have been brought up on video games 

and so forth, and, and motivating people to read documentation has always 

been a, a half, half-century old challenge, and, and I think between where I 

came from and what it is now, there's much more visualization, there’s 

much more stimulation and engagement for people to motivate them to 

read, and to become, become engaged, you know, with the documentation. 

I think, I think that is, I think that is more common now than it used to be. 

Grohovsky’s response shows a common thread in how technical writers tend to consider 

deeply whether a piece of writing will be read or not and how to entice readers to engage 

with content, a consideration that changes as the impacts of technology and society tell 

upon the preferences of the anticipated consumers of technical documentation.  

 Reader’s state of mind. Technical writers connect to their audience not just at 

the demographic, macro level, but they also try to anticipate readers’ states of mind as 

they engage technical documentation. Marcy Sager talked about this issue in detail when 
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we discussed step one from the Thule Stacker 830 instructions. She brought up a 

potential problem with the order of information: 

MS:  Yeah, you know in any case. It's like, “Gee, when should I actually . . .” 

The other thing is, when should I be learning that? It’s like, how far along 

do I get along this path before I go, “Oh crap, the load bar has . . . my load 

bar is not 24 inches! It’s 20 inches! Oh crap, what do I do now?” You 

know? 

Technical writers consistently consider when audiences need information, any confusion, 

disinterest, or other emotions they may be feeling when encountering technical 

documentation, as well as issues of visual appeal. In some cases, they reflect on the 

memorability and “stickiness” of the information they present. Marcy Sager, in an 

unexpected turn in our discussion, noted how she sometimes uses humor to engage her 

readers: 

MS:  When it’s, you know, I don't know, it's, it's kind of fun. I, you know, I’ve 

got both, both internal and external audiences for, for what I write. So my 

stuff tends to get used on the one hand by, internally by support, and by 

the programmers themselves, and externally by, you know, by our, by our 

customers, our end user customers, and you know, so if there are a few 

little Easter eggs drifting around in online help, well, it will maybe help 

them remember. “Oh, yeah, I saw this really funny explanation of, you 

know, something that's really arcane but useful.” You know, it can help. It 

can give things a little more glue, a little more stickiness. 

Sager noted that she avoids humor when addressing international audiences, however. 
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 After Sager discussed this use of humor with me, I asked some other writers 

about the use of humor in technical documentation. Those comments were mixed. Kelly 

Smith noted that she might use more “funny videos” when I asked her about how her 

writing might change if she had freer rein to encode her own style at work, though she 

related her comments back to age demographics and the expectations of younger readers 

affecting content and style. William Loy Pearce was the only other person in the study 

who noted the use of humor in his workplace writing (Paula Robertson mentioned the use 

of humor and poignancy in her personal blogging but not in the workplace). Pearce 

brought up the topic of the uses for humor when we were discussing writing ideals like 

clarity, conciseness, fluency, and tone: “For me, if they laugh, they’re gonna remember it 

better.” The only other participants I asked about humor did not see humor in this light, 

however. Nick Peterman and Jerry Grohovsky panned the idea and stated that technical 

communication is not the place for humor. Regardless of whether writers use humor or 

not, they tie that decision to the audience’s state of mind in most cases as a means of 

“stickiness” to aid memory and comprehension or alternatively not using it because of 

issues of appropriateness for readers in technical documentation. 

 Technical writers anticipate readers’ states of mind in other ways as well. Some 

writers (Amruta Ranade, Paula Robertson, Kelly Smith, Nick Peterman) noted the use of 

audience profiles or “personas” or usability testing to get to the specifics of readers’ 

states of mind, which is a common practice in technical communication. However, I 

asked a question in the discourse-based interview to provoke discussion on manners of 

address to the reader specifically. The question, on whether the Thule Stacker 830 

instructional document might be improved with an introduction on the first page (the 
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actual document does not include an introduction), was aimed at eliciting comments on 

both genre considerations as well as anticipating audience reception of that genre 

element. Reactions to the question were mixed. Seven participants (Sue Ann Hartmann, 

William Loy Pearce, Vincent Tomaino, Deborah Hemstreet, Jerry Grohovsky, Susan 

Davis, Paula Robertson) agreed with including that genre element, though most noted 

that it would need to be succinct. Three participants (Eva Miranda, Amruta Ranade, 

Amira Patel) opposed its inclusion, each noting that it would not be read. Eight 

participants had mixed reactions (Jim Wilson, McKenzie Williams, Marcy Sager, Dina 

Lopez, Nick Peterman, Marsha Patterson, Kelly Smith, Ashley Fields), variously 

commenting on such considerations as management of reader expectations, the cost and 

complexity of the product, and tools and materials needed. One example of conversation 

on this issue shows the considerations that drove responses on the question. Dina Lopez 

offered a mixed response: 

JO:  Well, what if I, what if I did kind of something different here on page one, 

instead of just kind of jumping into Warnings and Limitations after the 

Product Registration. I instead, I do a little introduction, and I thank the 

reader for buying a Thule product, and I say, this will, should probably 

take you this amount of time to finish this, and you need this level of 

technical expertise to get it done. You know, in other words, trying to 

manage their expectations a little bit, do you think that's good, bad, 

unnecessary? 

DL:  Good if it’s in like a bullet point? If it's like, a, a paragraph kind of form, 

most people probably go, “Aaah.” You know, “You're welcome. Let me 
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move on.” But if I see a bullet point list that says, you know, one line, 

thank you for purchasing this product now, kind of expectations, that 

difficulty, this level, and so on, then yeah, I think that's useful.  

The key point is that the reader’s anticipated state of mind guides the writers’ reactions 

rather than pure genre considerations, regardless of how a specific writer answered the 

question. Some felt readers would want to get right into the process, some thought the 

reader would appreciate a thank you, and some felt the reader would value some 

communication of the anticipated time and tools needed to complete the project. Only 

one person, Kelly Smith, mentioned a pure genre consideration when discussing the 

possible inclusion of an introduction: “I don't think that's how things are written any 

more, although it might depend on the kind of product.” In practice, technical writers 

placed audience considerations above genre considerations consistently when looking at 

actual documents in this study. 

Another piece of evidence showing the attunement of technical writers to their 

audience’s anticipated states of mind is the consistent imaginary quoting of readers, as in 

Lopez’ response above (“Aaah. You're welcome. Let me move on”). At least once in our 

two interviews, eleven participants imagined a response to a text or situation as if the 

reader was talking (Dina Lopez, Sue Ann Hartmann, Eva Miranda, Amruta Ranade, 

Amira Patel, Phyllis Walsh, Cynthia Vann, Marcy Sager, Marsha Patterson, Deborah 

Hemstreet, Paula Robertson). For instance, Deborah Hemstreet suggested breaking step 

nine apart in the Thule Stacker 830 instructional document due to an imagined audience 

response: 
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DH:  When I do multi-step things, when I used to do multi-step things, I would 

break them down into components like, like what you said, tightening the 

rope, fastening the rope, inserting the rope, so that you know, “In this step, 

I'm only going to do this.” “In this step, I'm only going to do this.” Just so 

that I don't try to tighten the rope. 

The justification for altering the presentation style of the steps here is a state of mind 

consideration, a step-by-step mode beneficial for constructing an instructional document. 

Technical writers anticipate not only their readers’ needs and states of minds but 

also their emotional reactions in some cases. Eva Miranda considered the reader’s state of 

mind in terms of avoiding confusion, which is a common theme in the study: 

EM:  So I'm very deliberate, you know, anytime that I'm listing features, I 

present them with, I preface them with including, you know, this list. So 

that way, whenever it expands, the user is still oriented, right? And they're 

not confused, because they're like, “Well, they said that there's this list of 

these four things, but I see eight things.” 

In the same way, Phyllis Walsh, in the IT sector, writes to avoid causing confusion for 

the reader: 

PW: And I, I try for minimalism, transparency and, and I write, I've always 

written for IT procedures. So I’m always writing to make sure if they look 

at the screen and have I told them to do X, Y won't come popping up when 

I leave them wondering, “What did I do wrong?” Because when people 

feel they’ve done something wrong, they tend to freeze up and stop 

working. 
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Technical writers write in this way consistently, becoming the reader so they can 

communicate effectively with the reader. Their anticipation of readers’ states of mind 

extends to thinking about their needs, their anticipated reactions to texts, and even their 

emotional reactions. 

International and translation considerations. Technical writers show the 

importance of addressing audience when they consider the effects of writing to 

international audiences. Amruta Ranade is an example of a writer who works across 

cultural and linguistic divides, evidencing a subtle understanding not only of language 

preferences but also style and presentation preferences. I asked her about the approach 

she uses when addressing international audiences. 

AR:  Right, so when I write to my Indian, like colleagues, or say [unclear] 

audience, I am more polite and more indirect. I’m more descriptive. And 

like I have to be very detailed, the explanation. Whereas when I write for 

an American audience, it is very concise; it is very to the point. It is very 

go-find-this-out-for-yourself-if-you-want-to. Like, this is, like give them 

pointers, because they are like, in my experience, they want to figure 

things out for themselves. 

Ranade’s comments show awareness of the needs of international audiences and her 

willingness to adjust writing and presentation style to meet their expectations of technical 

documentation. Kelly Smith talked about this issue in terms of high versus low context 

culture communication preferences. Dina Lopez discussed this same issue in terms of 

how she expands communication in the documentation she produces for high context 

audiences. 
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 Deborah Hemstreet, who works for an English language Israeli medical journal, 

answered a question about internationalization in terms of intelligibility and levels of 

competence in the target language: 

DH:  I mean, I think it's primarily and, like, do they, are they going to 

understand this word, you know. If I need to look it up in the dictionary 

because I forgot what it means, then for sure they're going to need to look 

it up in the dictionary. If I have to read the sentence twice, for sure, they're 

going to read it three or four times. 

Eva Miranda mentioned how considerations of translation even drill down into 

presentation issues like word translation: “In software, anytime we think about, about a 

name, we think, ‘Well, how will that look in German? How big will the button be in a 

different language?’” In this case, even something as simple as word length can impact 

word choice. 

Regarding translation, I asked about the presentation of three languages in the 

Thule Stacker 830 document. In that document, the Warnings/Limitations section on 

page one is presented in English, French and, Spanish in three columns but with different 

weights and styles of font (see Figure 9). 



 

135 
 

 

Figure 9. Screenshot of Thule Stacker 830 warnings/limitations section (p.1). 

This methodology of consistent weight and style of font is carried throughout the 

remaining document, though the languages are stacked (see Figure 10). 

 

Figure 10. Screenshot of Thule Stacker 830 language presentation from step 1 (p.2). 

The writers in the study had varied reactions to this presentation. Fourteen participants 

liked this method (Jim Wilson, Sue Ann Hartmann, McKenzie Williams, Eva Miranda, 

Phyllis Walsh, Marcy Sager, Dina Lopez, Vincent Tomaino, Amruta Ranade, Amira 

Patel, Nick Peterman, Deborah Hemstreet, Jerry Grohovsky, Paula Robertson), two 

thought the document should be offered in each language separately (Cynthia Vann, 

Marsha Patterson), and two participants (Kelly Smith, Ashley Fields) did not like the 

presentation since they saw it as cluttered and confusing. Five participants (McKenzie 
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Williams, William Loy Pearce, Nick Peterman, Kelly Smith, Susan Davis) mentioned the 

seeming privileging of English as bold and to the left (in Figure 9) and on top (in Figure 

10), though one participant claimed it did not privilege English (Amruta Ranade). 

Finally, a few noted that English is probably the main reading demographic, implying 

that the privileging is warranted (McKenzie Williams, William Loy Pearce). 

The responses above show a mix of concerns with how languages are presented, 

though those concerns almost always center on audience use and readability with issues 

such as cost (Nick Peterman, Kelly Smith, Susan Davis) and genre (Deborah Hemstreet, 

Jerry Grohovsky, Susan Davis, Paula Robertson) only getting a few mentions. The key 

takeaway is that the participants showed a willingness to alter style and presentation to 

meet international and translation needs and they considered the text from the perspective 

of those reading it in various translations and not just in English. 

 Quality of translation is another concern for a few writers in the study. Paula 

Robertson brought up this issue. Speaking of her managers, she noted, 

PR: But, you know, and they've asked me, “How do you judge the quality of 

translation?” I said, “You have a native speaker to read it”, and they didn't 

seem to, they wanted the, a tool, you know. There's just no substitute for a 

native speaker. 

JO:  Yeah, so, usability testing. They're not familiar with that concept sounds 

like.  

PR:  No, you know, I don't know what kind of crazy path they're going down. 

But I told them if you don't write it for translation, if you translate this 

content word for word, it’s going to be a miserable failure. 
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Her comments show that translation factors into stylistic perceptions at the level of 

quality, meaning technical writers think of translation into a target language with the 

same matrices of intelligibility and usability that they apply to documents written in their 

home languages. Robertson later used the term “localization” to refer to this authentic 

quality in a translation. 

 The writers in this study showed an awareness of globalization, translation, and 

the needs of diverse audiences. All of these considerations come under the heading of 

forms of audience address as writers in the study showed how they think of diverse 

audiences as having the same needs and states of mind as audiences in their home 

languages. As such, international/translation considerations form a construct that affects 

stylistic perceptions for the writers in this study. 

 Safety. Technical writers also consider audience in terms of the safety and well-

being of their readers. A number of the comments related to safety arose in the discourse-

based interview when discussing the Thule Stacker 830 instructional document.  Safety 

considerations factored prominently in discussions of the order of presentation of 

information. Amruta Ranade commented on this aspect: 

AR:  And this warning thing in the bottom, Do not exceed load whatever-

whatever because it will probably harm the product, and then you tell me 

to avoid sharp edges. Tell me that I'll get hurt first and then let me care 

about my product. 

Marcy Sager mentioned how she reiterates warnings: 

MS:  A lot of times with the stuff I do the, the warnings are pretty much, you 

know, feature you’ve turned off the power because if you don't turn off the 
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power, you're screwed. You’re gonna fry a board you know, you're going 

to shock yourself, you're going to do something and that's kind of it, right? 

But that doesn't mean that, I don't know, repeat that if it's a long 

document. I might say, “Oh remember,” you know, “have you turned off 

the power? Turn off the power now.” 

Several participants thought of safety in terms of the actions related to specific 

steps but also in terms of product use. When discussing the Thule Stacker 830 document, 

several writers (Jim Wilson, Phyllis Walsh, Cynthia Vann, Marcy Sager, Marsha 

Patterson, Nick Peterman, William Loy Pearce) talked about the potential of the attached 

kayak or canoe detaching from the rack and flying off a vehicle while in transit. 

 In the technical communication field, writers often make distinctions between 

cautions, dangers, and warnings with different symbols and language attached to each. In 

the Thule Stacker 830 document, these distinctions are not always observed, which 

provided an opportunity to get a sense of how important such pre-existing genre 

considerations are in determining the style of a document on these issues. Step nine 

features the only Warning in the document, though most technical writers would consider 

this a Caution since it relates to product failure and not personal harm: “Warning: Do not 

exceed 150lb. limit of QuickDraw. Inspect rope and ratchet before each use. Do NOT use 

if damaged. Avoid sharp edges, pinch points, abrasive or hot surfaces” (Appendix D, p. 

5). 

Susan Davis identified the presentational issues right away and felt that such 

confusion posed a safety risk to the reader. In this connection, she related, 
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SD:   We’re really strict about those, warnings are about people, cautions are 

about hardware and [unclear] information, yeah. If you want people to pay 

attention if they see the word or the symbol for warning, they need to 

know that's dangerous, like personally dangerous, yeah.  

I asked a few writers about the general approach that a company like Thule should take in 

writing an instructional document. Cynthia Vann stated that “a combination of 

instructional and cautionary” is the appropriate mode for instructional documents. Vann’s 

instructional and cautionary values speak to the ways that technical writers consider an 

instructional document in terms of its effectiveness in delivering the communication 

needed to accomplish processes safely and efficiently.  

 Legal/regulatory considerations. Another aspect of addressing audiences relates 

to the legal and regulatory considerations that companies and organizations face 

depending on the markets they are in and the products and/or services they offer. 

Deborah Hemstreet noted the importance of this fact when we discussed the Guidelines 

section of the Thule Stacker 830 document which contains some language related to risk: 

DH:  But you see, this, this, this is the driver here. When I used to work in high 

tech, that's what they wanted. The only thing they, they, they cared that I 

spent a lot of time on was the regulatory. Regulatory stuff, I could spend 

all day on it. But if it was a simple procedure, they would get upset if I 

wanted, if it took me more time. 

Clearly, regulatory and legal matters concern companies, and technical writers as official 

communicators representing products and services offered by companies feel this concern 

strongly. Later, Hemstreet added that as a technical writer “you have no choice” but to 
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spend time on this issue to make sure risk and regulatory language are thoroughly 

communicated. 

 Marsha Patterson noted the non-optional nature of the communication of risk and 

regulations in much the same terms as Hemstreet. When discussing her process when 

thinking about a document, she noted: 

MP:  I start with the audience, and then legal stuff. I mean, we do have some 

fine lines with that, like, around, you know, with, like, for example, with 

number porting, you have to get permission, you have to get certain 

documents, you have to get, you know, it's, it's regulated by the FCC is the 

bottom line. 

Patterson’s comments show how that style is somewhat circumscribed by legal and 

regulatory considerations at times with companies not able to ignore, reduce, or alter 

some forms of communication that reside in the legal realm. 

 Nick Peterman talked about this issue in terms of competing agendas and needs 

that are part of the total context in which a document is constructed and where it operates. 

NP:  . . . in tech writing like you, you sacrifice your way of writing instructions 

because you know, so and so wants it their way and you go, “Well, alright 

. . .” You gotta know when, how to choose your battles in the writing 

game. Like, you know, sometimes marketing does have a say when, you 

know, maybe patient safety or whoever should have the say, but as long as 

we're covered from, from all . . . you know, as long as we meet the overall 

needs, then we kind of approach it from that standpoint. 

 



 

141 
 

Peterman notes the different constituencies invested in technical documentation 

(marketing, legal issues, audience safety, technical writers themselves) and plays those 

considerations against one another to produce a document that meets both company and 

audience needs from legal and document effectiveness standpoints. 

 Some writers in the study (Marcy Sager, Ashley Fields, Marsha Patterson, Jim 

Wilson, Susan Davis, Nick Peterman) talked about including regulatory or legal language 

in templates used for various documents, enough so that I asked a question about 

“boilerplate” of a few writers to see how prevalent the practice of using standardized 

writing is in the field since this speaks to the style of technical documents as highly 

managed. Susan Davis’ comments are typical of what I found: 

SD:  Well, there, yeah, there's plenty of regulatory language. Well, if you're 

looking at like, I don't know, governing documents that describe how you 

perform some business or engineering functions, a lot of that [unclear] was 

on regulatory language. Specifications use a lot of boilerplate. I mean why 

reinvent the wheel, right? 

Davis suggests that some of the items found in the Guidelines of the Thule Stacker 830 

document were placed there “so that if they do sue you, you can hold this paper up and 

say, ‘We did tell you.’” The writers in the study, however, seemed sensitive to overtly 

unnecessary and boilerplated risk language divorced from the actual reading needs of 

audiences. Susan Davis noted the Guidelines in the Thule document as a place where the 

reader might “throw it in the trash” due to this kind of language. 

 Legal and regulatory demands do not affect all the writers in the study in the same 

way, however. In some cases, a legal reading of company documentation is a step in the 
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process of completing technical documentation, essentially taking on a role as another 

audience, which is true in Nick Peterman’s workplace: “Yep, we have a group called 

Regulatory, and they look at everything.” Jim Wilson stated much the same as a separate 

step in the document review process at his workplace. 

 The technical writers in the study find themselves between the needs of readers, 

the legal and regulatory demands placed on them by various agencies and legislative 

bodies, and the financial interests of the companies and organizations where they work. 

Legal/regulatory considerations affect the style of technical documents in various ways, 

forcing writers to manage these competing considerations and incorporate such language 

as needed for the protection of audiences and corporate interests. 

Audience invoked. Unexpectedly, I found that some writers in the study were 

willing to invoke their audiences at times. I found this especially as technical writers 

work with managers or other stakeholders in a document to educate those individuals 

about the needs of audiences and genres. This usually occurred when writers were in 

senior roles or were consulting or freelancing. Thus, the “invocation” taking place was 

often at the managerial or ownership level and not at the level of the end user. Kelly 

Smith, a Senior Technical Writer, depicts this role of invoking audience well: 

 KS:  I get to do a lot of different things in my job besides technical writing. I 

get to work with some of the business people to help them design their 

websites, for example, because I kind of act as a liaison between the 

[unclear] develop them and, and the people who they know they need 

something, but they don't know what. So I try to focus on who their 

audience is. And it's not always them individually. They might disagree, 
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and in fact, have disagreed really strongly with some of my suggestions 

about how to write an FAQ, for example, but in the end, they did it my 

way. And we're still friends, and we still get along, and she's very happy 

with her website now that it's all done. But it's trying to convince people 

that well, I know that's how you wrote in school, but that was forty years 

ago and things aren’t written that way any more, you know, so just trying 

to convince people that progress has happened. 

In this exchange, Smith shows that her role as a writing professional also has an 

educative aspect as she invokes the manager or decision-maker to read a technical 

document in new ways. Jerry Grohovsky, a technical communication business owner 

who consults with companies and organizations, facilitates this kind of learning as well. 

Susan Davis, a Technical Editor, invokes internal audiences by educating engineers and 

others she works with on the needs of audiences when encountering technical 

documentation. 

 Sue Ann Hartmann responded to a question on how to address the reader in a 

similar mode: “I have to work with my clients to buy into my style.” She followed up this 

comment with a reflection on her approach to style at a new workplace: 

SAH:  Sure I had to adapt tone somewhat, depending on the client, but more I 

had to bring them around to my way. I know that sounds very selfish, but I 

had to bring them onto my way of writing because I really believe after all 

these years that I've learned enough to be able to present to them the best, 

the best writing style. 
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These considerations are especially important for Hartmann who works in a health 

system attached to a university, so she switches between academic and business/technical 

writing styles, at times educating academic writers she works with on the stylistic 

demands of business/technical writing. Similarly, Paula Robertson, in the curriculum 

publishing industry, faces challenges working with educators writing curriculum that she 

edits for publication: 

PR:  What, what I'm trying to do is get these writers who come from education 

and academia to stop writing like they come from education and academia. 

Because, because, it, they don't consider their audience. It is, you know, 

elementary, middle school, or high school and, and it's like, they write the 

same no matter what. And it's all way too complicated. 

Style is a central part of her role as a technical editor. She takes on the role of the end 

user herself as a means to encode the style called for in the publications that her company 

produces. 

Finally, in an exchange on the FAA report regarding its language, Marcy Sager 

discussed how writers use language to invoke convergent identities in how that 

document’s style shows competence, membership, and a wish to proceed on the agreed-

upon terms of a discipline: 

MS:  I don't do medical technical writing, obviously, but, you know, they're 

using to me, it's like, yeah, this is appropriate jargon. I mean, is it, this is, 

this is for a technical audience, I would, I would assume from this you 

know, this is a, they're talking to a technical audience, and they need to 
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use the technical lingo for a lot of reasons, some of which is to show that 

they too are technical. 

Sager’s comments show that technical writers sometimes use the invocational ability of 

language to create the reader necessary for a particular document or genre. This type of 

audience address is not the customary mode for technical writers and seems to emerge 

most commonly in situations with multiple audiences, in cases where a reader 

misunderstands the genre and purpose of documents, and in cases where writers need to 

show linguistic convergence with identified audiences. 

 Genre and audience. The technical writers in this study consistently related 

genre to audience needs and depicted it in dynamic terms rather than as staid and fixed. 

However, a few participants did respond to specifics within documents based purely on 

genre considerations. For instance, on the aforementioned presentation of the three 

languages in the Thule Stacker 830 document, some writers reacted by referring to genre 

standards: Paula Robertson: “That’s pretty much how you see it done;” Jerry Grohovsky: 

“That’s common;” Debbie Hemstreet: “Apparently the industry standard is to make the 

font consistent and different for each language so that the language speaker knows 

immediately where to go.” This, however, was not the norm in the data set. McKenzie 

Williams argued that genre is integral to style, but she made that point in a way that 

showed she meant this consideration primarily in terms of audience expectations: “Umm, 

I would say genre is extremely important when you consider style  . . . and that that is 

deeply intertwined with client expectations because often your client expectations are 

derived from their experience with a particular genre.” This was a consistent finding in 

the data set: genre and audience are connected. 
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 Eva Miranda commented on audience and genre considerations when discussing 

the possible inclusion of an introduction in the Thule Stacker 830 document. She seemed 

to oppose the writer’s understanding of a genre norm to the reader’s needs: 

EM:  I don’t, I don't think anyone would read it. I think it would be helpful, you 

know, but I don't think that they need it. You know, I think just because if 

you were to take up an entire page with that, users are looking, you know, 

when they go to the next page, they're expecting you to tell them how to 

do something. And so I think to put in the introduction, like a whole page 

of introduction with safety warnings, would pander more to your 

expectations of documentation rather than your user’s expectations. 

Miranda gave priority to users and their needs rather than a genre element, an 

introduction.  

 I asked several participants another question on this issue of genre in an effort to 

get a sense of how strongly considerations of genre insinuate themselves in discussions 

of style. I referred to a piece of camping equipment I had bought that did not include a 

typical set of instructions but rather included a business card-size piece of paper with a 

QR code on it directing the end user to a website for the instructions needed to use the 

product. I asked about this in order to get a sense of how focused the writers in the study 

were on typical generic practices such as providing written instructions. McKenzie 

Williams linked the decision to use this genre and form of deliverable as an audience 

consideration. She saw this as a strategic move on the company’s part by thinking about 

demographic considerations of the type of purchaser and the type of product: 
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MW:  Yeah, people who, you know, the kind of people who are camping are 

probably, you know, families, you know, who can watch a video just as 

easily as read something; in fact, more easily. Yeah, and they won't mind 

getting a laugh out of it because they’re about to go on vacation. Yeah, 

versus like, you know, your vacuum cleaner, where you're just sort of like, 

just tell me . . .  

Dina Lopez responded to the same question with a discussion of genre, audience 

demographics, the involvement of marketing in the process, and the documentation needs 

of a specific product: 

DL:  Yes, there are times when you just want for things to be a very 

straightforward genre, because you're working with something that just 

needs lists—one, two, three. There are other times when you don't mind to 

have, having something be a little bit more entertaining, as in addition to 

how to put the thing together, so I think it just depends on . . . Sometimes, 

it depends on your situation. You know, if I'm in a really big hurry, please 

don't sit down and try to entertain me. It's not going to go well. 

Lopez went on to add marketing and demographic considerations into the discussion on 

genre: 

DL: You have to put the content together first, and then send it to marketing. 

But marketing’s gotta work with that content as it's going to accomplish 

the mission and vision of the company. If the mission and vision of the 

company is to speak to millennials, you know, the sky's the limit. But if 

the mission and vision of the company is to reach across age levels, then 
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they shouldn't do that. They should come to a little bit more of a middle 

ground because older people are just not going to care for that. We're not 

going to care to be entertained like that. 

Lopez was willing to entertain the possibility of using an atypical genre, but only if 

audience demographics and the mission and vision of the company allowed. 

 Looking carefully into how technical writers think of genre and style was an 

important part of this study as I designed the study and selected texts to review with 

participants. It was a leading factor in my choice of the FAA report as a site of discussion 

since that report is written in technical, specialized language in an IMRAD-ish genre that 

is not typically used in the technical communication field. I wanted to get a sense of how 

technical writers would react to that document since its style is constructed more in 

alliance with its genre than with the demands of communication to a wide audience. 

 To provoke discussion on this issue, I asked a question about the Conclusion of 

the FAA report, which is very short, hard to understand, and not very thorough in 

reporting the findings of the study it summarizes (see Figure 11). I wanted to see how the 

participants in the study would handle those problems, through techniques that might 

violate genre but would prioritize the audience (such as bullets, sub-headings, 

paragraphing, and so on) or whether they would work strictly within genre confines, 

suggesting changes that had more to do with improving the writing and leaving the genre 

alone.  
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Figure 11. Screenshot of the Conclusion of the FAA report (Nelson et al., 2018, p. 14). 

 Reactions were mixed. Several writers agreed that the conclusion needed 

significant changes. Sue Ann Hartmann suggested the use of sub-headings, and Cynthia 

Vann suggested some bullet points to make the findings jump off the page more 

insistently. Jerry Grohovsky suggested making the conclusion more appealing and less 

eye-tiring. Amruta Ranade said that changes are needed while also showing awareness 

that such changes would violate the genre of the report: 

AR:  So, when you say genre, in my mind, like the way I have been learning 

about genre is a set of people or a set of collective expectations about 

documents. And it's not stagnant, right? It keeps on evolving. So if my 

audience evolves, the genre has to evolve with them. Like, for example, 

software documentation I did, that I did two years ago, that’s the genre of 

software documentation, but my audience is evolving so rapidly within the 

two years that my genre and my [unclear] has to adapt to that change. So if 

you think about it from that perspective, we stay loyal to genres but we 

also are mindful and we have to evolve with it. 

Ranade’s comments showed an active willingness to place genres in their relation to 

other aims of writing and see them as fluid and needs-based rather than rigidly formal. 
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 Several writers in the study suggested that genre needed to lead considerations of 

style for the FAA report. Marcy Sager argued for better writing in the conclusion but not 

any genre changes. Amira Patel had a similar reaction. Other writers (Dina Lopez, 

Vincent Tomaino, William Loy Pearce) had a strong sense of what should be in a 

conclusion for this genre. Most of the comments from this perspective, rather than 

changing the presentation or format of the conclusion, instead focused on the thorny 

language in the conclusion that is confusing and almost obfuscatory, especially the 

language in the main finding: “The mean and median blood concentrations for the 10-

year period reporter are higher than those previously reported for the 1997-2006 period, 

although it is encouraging the concentration trend decreased over the most recent 10 year 

period (2012-2016)” (Nelson et al., 2018, p. 14). Kelly Smith’s comments sum up a 

number of others’ responses (Marcy Sager, Ashley Fields, Amira Patel, Deborah 

Hemstreet, William Loy Pearce, Vincent Tomaino, Susan Davis, McKenzie Williams, 

Phyllis Walsh, Nick Peterman) to this sentence: “I don't even understand that sentence” 

and “No, that sentence is totally . . . it looks like it's contradicting itself.” Some noted that 

the “10-year period” at the end of the quote is followed by a parenthetical that identifies a 

period of less than ten years (2012-2016). 

 The findings related to genre are indeed mixed with some writers more concerned 

about genre norms than others. All writers, however, related genre to audience 

considerations, even those who opposed changing the conclusion of the FAA report. 

Their comments centered on fixing the conclusion with more accurate, fluid writing. 

Others were willing to change the genre with bullets and other design elements to make it 

more readable. In either case, genre took its cues from audience in most comments in the 
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study, which is why I placed it under audience addressed as primarily an audience-linked 

construct for the participants in this study. 

 Addressing and invoking audiences is a core construct guiding technical writers in 

their production and reception of style. Technical writers develop subtle methods to 

address audiences effectively, often taking their place as readers. They consider audience 

needs and states of minds thoroughly, adjusting style as a means of addressing their 

audiences. 

Finding 2 

Table 7  

Finding 2 Overview and Perspectives 

Finding 2 

Personal biography has a powerful impact on technical writers’ production and 

reception of writing style.  

General Overview 

Each writer is different, and the ways they differ impact their production and reception 

of writing style. Technical writers emerge from college majors as widely varying as 

English and engineering and work in fields as divergent as medical device 

manufacturing and curriculum design. Their experiences tell in their styles.  



 

152 
 

Representative Participant Perspectives 

Yeah, I come from about as literate of a household as you can possibly imagine. 

(McKenzie Williams)  

[M]y first technical writing experiences were for the Department of Defense, which is 

very strict. Rigid guidelines. And that's where I learned. (Ashley Fields) 

Since I’ve been in the master's program, I've been doing a lot of reading for school. So 

my, my recreational reading has kind of fallen off the radar a bit, but like last year I 

read 50 books, mostly fiction, some nonfiction, but I do like to read when I have time. 

(Kelly Smith) 

 Finding 2 involves the recognition that technical writers do not emerge from just 

any environment, but their past and present literate lives play an important role in their 

choice of professional writing as a career. I theorized biography as a construct affecting 

writing style in Chapter 2. To get a sense of whether and to what extent this construct 

affects technical writers, I asked a series of questions related to the participants’ literate 

lives, both past and present. Finding 2 is a statement of the force of these findings. 

Biography is indeed an important construct affecting technical writing style. The findings 

on biography in one sense are not unexpected since I asked several questions that 

precipitated discussion on that issue. However, analysis after coding revealed that the 

effects of biography on style constitute a major finding of the study since the data is so 

insistent that technical writers, people who inhabit positions where literate knowledge 

and expertise are at a premium, show subtle and nuanced perspectives on texts, language, 

and contexts.  
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In addition to the questions I asked on this issue, as I interviewed, transcribed, 

coded, and analyzed the data set in the study, I also gained an overall sense of a literate, 

rhetorically-sensitive, and metacognitively-aware set of participants whose experiences 

both past and present had yielded those qualities. I submit Chapter 4 as a whole as 

evidence for readers to consider on this point. 

 Literate household. In the literacy-history interview, I asked participants about 

their upbringing and whether the homes they grew up in were literate or not. Fourteen of 

twenty participants (70%) indicated that they had grown up in literate households with 

four participants (20%) offering a mixed response to that question. Only two participants 

(10%) stated that they had not grown up in a literate household. I did not define the 

concept of literate household, instead listening to participants’ descriptions of households 

where literacy, books, reading, and knowledge were valued. Jim Wilson’s parents 

presented education as a value and saw that their children valued it as well: 

JW:  It wasn’t like my parents sat us down to read every day. But all of my 

family of four boys . . . and all of us are readers, we all read the newspaper 

every day and we talk about books we’ve read, novels and so forth so I’m 

not sure what triggered that. But my folks were always adamant that we 

were all going to get a college degree because my dad and mother didn’t. 

That was always something that they emphasized and all four of us did. 

Wilson’s parents, themselves not college educated, nevertheless laid the foundation of 

literacy in the home. They set a tone of expected achievement in academics, which paid 

off in literate, educated children. 
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 Amira Patel, a native of Pakistan whose first language is Urdu, also benefited 

from the support of parents in achieving strong literacy skills. Her mother strongly 

supported her education and showed the value of literacy in the home: 

AP:  I don't remember like books being available. My mom was, my mom was 

very involved in our education, mine and my brother’s. Like, she would 

help us do homework, you know, every night and when they were 

exams—like exams back home were a lot crazier than they are here—in 

school or high school anyway. So we would spend like so many nights 

studying for exams, and she would she tutor. She actually tutored at the 

same [unclear], so there would be other kids coming to our house and we'd 

be studying with them. So my mom was a big part of our education 

growing up.  

Patel’s mother’s involvement is another model of home literacy that some participants 

mentioned in this connection: parents or caregivers actively involved in their children’s 

education. The other participants who reported coming from literate homes talked about 

these aspects and others, describing the availability of books, a variety of literate 

experiences, and active reading in their childhood homes. 

 Language study. Language study is a significant aspect of a literate identity, as 

the participants in the study evidence. The fact that participants needed to hold at 

minimum a college degree to be included in the study is a significant factor in the pure 

number of languages studied in this participant pool, though a number of participants 

have studied and are currently studying multiple languages, in some cases just for 

personal enjoyment and enrichment. Languages studied include Spanish (mentioned by 
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10 participants), French (9), German (2), English (2), and Latin, Italian, Russian, 

Sanskrit, Hindi, Mandarin Chinese, Finnish, and Hebrew with one mention each. The 

total number of languages studied is thirty-one, which is an average of 1.63 languages per 

participant studied for the nineteen participants whom I asked this question. This is a 

significant number showing a commitment to and understanding of language of this 

participant pool as a whole. 

 Current readers. Participants in the studies show their literate lives in their 

current reading as well. I asked all twenty participants if they consider themselves a 

reader currently. All but one answered in the affirmative (95%), and the one participant 

(Paula Robertson) who said no stated that she does make some headway occasionally in 

reading fiction. I asked a follow-up question on the genres read by participants to get a 

better sense of what each participant meant by identifying as a reader. In most cases, I 

received enthusiastic responses on genres and specific authors, showing a qualitative, 

emotional attachment to reading that any committed reader will recognize. Table 8 shows 

genres noted by participants as favorites: 

Table 8 

Genres Read by Participants 

Participant Genres Read 

Jim Wilson Westerns, crime novels, suspense, science fiction 
Sue Ann Hartmann fiction, history, historical fiction, biography 
McKenzie Williams historical fiction, nonfiction 
Eva Miranda audiobooks 
Phyllis Walsh New Yorker, local paper, literature, science fiction 
William Loy Pearce work-related reading (at least an hour a day), horror 

Cynthia Vann 
mystery, historical fiction, graphic novels, fiction, 
poetry, nonfiction; when younger, comics, fantasy, 
“chick lit” 
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Participant Genres Read 

Marcy Sager science fiction, fantasy, history, biography, historical 
novels, reference, Chinese literature in translation, New 
Yorker 

Dina Lopez Russian literature, comedy, history, Spanish literature 
Vincent Tomaino Washington Post, Atlantic, Esquire, Rolling Stone, The 

Economist 
Amruta Ranade biography, audiobooks 
Amira Patel self-help, audiobooks, spirituality 
 
Nick Peterman 

Washington Post, special interest websites: medium.com/the-
magazine; thecut.com 

Marsha Patterson audiobooks, novels, occasional fantasy, nonfiction 
Kelly Smith fiction, nonfiction, bestsellers, scholarly work 
Ashley Fields  fiction, fantasy, mystery, thrillers, nonfiction, science, history 
Deborah Hemstreet mystery, suspense, science, fiction, the Bible, fantasy, 

newspapers 
Jerry Grohovsky history, current event magazines, business magazines, 

newspapers 
 
Susan Davis 

scholarly work, technical publications, literary fiction, science 
fiction, fantasy, occasional romance novel 

Paula Robertson little headway with self-help books, but reads occasional fiction 

The table above shows a group of intelligent, widely-read readers whose interests are 

hard to characterize as a whole. In other words, it seems unlikely that a person 

encountering this listing would be able to identify it as the reading preferences of a group 

of technical writers. Instead, the listing just shows a group of well-rounded readers with 

active literate lives. 

 Writing outside of the workplace. I also asked participants if they did any 

writing outside of the workplace. I did not define this writing to allow participants to 

define what they meant by such writing. Many participants reported that they did indeed 

write outside of the workplace (see Table 9). 
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Table 9 

Do You Write Outside of the Workplace? 

 Participant Response 

1 Jim Wilson editing, occasional writing 
2 Sue Ann 

Hartmann 
writer’s group, blog, started two novels, children’s book 

3 McKenzie 
Williams 

writes for graduate work; occasional topical articles 

4 Eva Miranda does not write outside the workplace 
5 Phyllis Walsh newsletter; writes at 750words.com daily 
6 William Loy 

Pearce 
writes for graduate work; notes 

7 Cynthia Vann writes novels, poetry, short stories; wrote four children’s books 
for church publication 

8 Dina Lopez Writes mostly for graduate work; plans to write up family 
member’s memoirs 

9 Vincent Tomaino personal writing and correspondence 
10 Amruta Ranade technical writing blog 
11 Amira Patel journaling, poetry, editing 
12 Nick Peterman martial arts-related blog 
13 Marsha Patterson writes for nonprofits, favorite quotes log 
14 Kelly Smith magazine articles, published two nonfiction books, paid 

blogger, self-published fiction 
15 Ashley Fields  freelance, creative writing, blog 
16 Deborah 

Hemstreet 
daily journal, has written articles, published a book 

17 Jerry Grohovsky LinkedIn articles, presentations 
18 Susan Davis previously belonged to a writer’s group 
19 Paula Robertson volunteer newsletter editor for a nonprofit; personal blog 

Eighteen of the nineteen participants (95%) mentioned at least one genre they write in 

outside the workplace. Some have published or are publishing their work.  Eva Miranda, 

the only writer who reported not writing outside of the workplace, noted that she does 

write lists but that her current life circumstances prevent her from writing outside the 

workplace. Ultimately, the technical writers in this study show many of the 
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characteristics of literate, educated people in that they write in a variety of modes and are 

aware of a wide range of writing genres, both in the workplace and outside it. 

 Personal experiences. Several technical writers in the study also noted the effects 

of their personal experiences and education on their development as technical writers, 

sometimes distinctly in connection to a learned writing style. Ashley Fields noted her 

experience writing within the government sector as formative of her own workplace 

writing style: “[M]y first technical writing experiences were for the Department of 

Defense, which is very strict. Rigid guidelines. And that's where I learned.” When 

interacting with the FAA report, several writers mentioned past experiences working in 

government either directly or as a consultant, contractor, or vendor (Ashley Fields, Kelly 

Smith, Paula Robertson, Vincent Tomaino). That experience impacted their reception of 

the document’s style, as they averred themselves. In addition, a few participants (Vincent 

Tomaino, Marsha Patterson, Kelly Smith) expressed approval of the Plain Language 

movement based on their exposure to it in the past or present. Ashley Fields also 

discussed her background teaching TESOL and the learning theory she learned at that 

time as important in her current technical writing: 

AF:  [W]hen I was taking the TESOL classes, I studied learning styles, how 

people read, how they interpret information, and I know that consistency 

is a big thing and being able to understand information that you're taking 

in, so it's my audience and keeping it consistent so that information is easy 

for them to explore. 

Fields shows that literate experiences, in this case learning experiences, inform her 

stylistic choice even in a different field. 
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Also, in a number of cases an individual’s background, education, literate history, 

current role, and expressed interests related to their responses on style. Jim Wilson, for 

instance, working in a manufacturing environment that produces products that pose 

significant safety risks for end users, was the most consistently manual- and safety-

oriented participant, commenting on it in a variety of responses. He also discussed 

liability a number of times. Similarly, Marcy Sager was concerned about safety since 

some of the processes she described in her workplace documentation have to do with 

electricity and possible personal and product damage. Finally, Paula Robertson, the only 

art major in the participant pool, was very sensitive to visuals, shapes, fonts, and 

presentation. She was the only person in the participant pool who noted a shift in font in 

the Guidelines section of the Thule Stacker 830 document, something I had not noticed 

even with a great deal of interaction with that document. 

 The writers in the study also showed the effects of their education on their 

professional work life. Many of them have earned or are earning advanced degrees and 

certifications. Table 2 shows the education and work experience of this pool of 

participants, a significant set of accomplishments showing active, literate, engaged adults 

who emerge from a wide variety of college majors and workplace experiences to assume 

positions producing and editing technical documentation. 

Finally, the effects of biography are apparent in local, precise, active ways that I 

delineate under Exigent factors in Finding 6. That sub-heading could have been placed 

here under biography just as easily as in that location, but I chose to locate it there to 

support Finding 6 that relates the impact of factors that arise from the specific, local, 

contextual needs of business and organizational communication. 
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 The technical writers in this study show many of the characteristics of educated, 

literate people which dovetails effectively with their roles as professional communicators. 

The construct of biography, theorized in Chapter 2, finds expression in both conscious 

and unconscious ways in each writer’s style. Unconsciously, the total literate experiences 

of each participant factor into their fund of options for creating and styling technical 

documents. Consciously, their experiences factor into their writing as learned behaviors 

wherein styles are inculcated through education and the constant review and creation of 

workplace documents. Technical writers experience significant benefits based on their 

personal biographies, training, and interests, and such factors impact their production and 

reception of writing style. 

Finding 3 

Table 10 Finding 3 Overview and Perspectives 

Finding 3 

Language ideology shapes writing style both consciously and unconsciously, and it 

impacts technical writers through reflections on dominant language ideology, choices 

related to language/style, and decisions about language and presentation style based on 

writing ideals. 
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General Overview 

Technical writers, as professional communicators in corporate and organizational 

contexts, evidence a range of ideals and awareness related to language ideology and the 

use of language/style based on it. They also employ writing ideals such as accuracy, 

appropriateness, clarity, concision, correctness, fluency, simplicity, and tone to assist 

them in making decisions about the styles of language and presentation in technical 

documents. 

Representative Participant Perspectives 

[The presentation of languages in the Thule Stacker 830 document] does kind of 

privilege English a little bit. (Susan Davis) 

Brevity, brevity, brevity as much as you possibly can. (Marcy Sager) 

[T]echnical writing to me does not invoke emotion. (Jerry Grohovsky) 

I want to be clear, and I want to be direct because, you know, that's what I get from 

years of technical writing. That’s just kind of ingrained in me now. (Paula Robertson) 

 Language ideology serves as a powerful indexer of writing style, as Olinger stated 

in her presentation of the sociocultural theory of style. This is evident in a number of 

ways since language ideology often escapes the bounds of simple definition and 

categorization since it embeds itself in nearly every discussion of writing. Below, I show 

ways that the issue of language ideology made itself apparent in this study. 

Dominant language ideology. Issues of dominant language ideology overtly 

impacted the discussion of the presentation of languages in the Thule Stacker 830 

document for several participants as I discussed in Finding 1. In the conversations on that 

topic, five participants (McKenzie Williams, William Loy Pearce, Nick Peterman, Kelly 
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Smith, Susan Davis) noted the seeming privileging of English as the first language 

translated in a favored position. English appears on the left side of the columns where 

languages are presented simultaneously (see Figure 9 above), and it is presented at the 

top when the languages are stacked together (see Figure 10 above). William Loy Pearce 

averred that this favored positioning may exist because English is the language of the 

primary consumer demographic of the product. Amruta Ranade, however, saw the 

presentation of languages differently, arguing that it equally presented the languages and 

did not privilege English. Finally, Marsha Patterson and Deborah Hemstreet both 

perceptively noted that not all items were translated into every language, though they 

always appear in English, which implies a significant privileging of English. Overall, the 

point at issue for this study seems not whether privileging of English occurred in the 

document but that some of the technical writers in the study brought up the issue at all. 

The issue of language dominance is live for them as they encounter technical 

documentation; as such, it shows itself as an indexer of perceptions of style. 

Dominant language ideology also powerfully impacts writers like Amruta Ranade 

who writes to various, sometimes international, audiences (see her comments under 

International and translation considerations in Finding 1 in this chapter). Much the same 

can be said for every discussion on that topic, which might have been categorized here 

under language ideology just as accurately as under Finding 1 related to the audience 

construct. 

 Language standardization. Language ideology is powerfully at work in another 

way as technical writers encode and decode writing style: in efforts to standardize 

language usage and style. A number of writers discussed “plain English” or the “Plain 
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Language Movement” and its impact on their technical writing style. Ashley Fields 

brought this up from her writing experience in the government sector. Vincent Tomaino 

mentioned the use of the Securities and Exchange Commission’s (1999) A Plain English 

Handbook as an important resource for him as he constructs and responds to workplace 

documentation. Six writers (Deborah Hemstreet, Marsha Patterson, Kelly Smith, Phyllis 

Walsh, Paula Robertson, Ashley Fields) reported having worked with Plain Language or 

at least expressed familiarity with it, though I did not ask this question of every writer. 

Kelly Smith talked about her use of Plain Language: 

KS:  Well, again, most . . . most of what I wrote was internal, but I did try to 

follow, and I still try to follow Plain Language as much as I can, because I 

just think it's easier to be more clear and more precise. So I wasn't, I 

wasn't really told what I had . . . or how I had to write mostly. I was 

sometimes told what to write but not how. It just depended on what it was. 

Smith’s response shows that efforts to standardize writing based on writing ideals like 

plainness and clarity inform some government writing where the Plain Language 

Initiative germinated and where it continued in legislation like the Plain Writing Act of 

2010. 

 Another important initiative at work within the technical communication field is 

Simplified Technical English (STE), a language initiative that is less tied to government 

and more focused on businesses and organizations. Susan Davis discussed the importance 

of STE style in her workplace as a means to communicate across cultural and linguistic 

divides: 
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SD:  [I]t really is just kind of a like back to basics kind of approach to public 

communication. In the US, it’s the aerospace industry’s idea, and they 

have now an international community involved in this so they took even 

the term Plain English and turned it into Simplified Technical English. 

((chuckles)) Even the term for it is not plain, but it is an honest attempt to 

make things easier to translate. So, I did, it's called STE. I did a STE 

certification training and have been playing with it and trying to 

implement it myself so that I can help the staff understand better how to 

do it . . . because their original approach was this sort of this wholesale 

replacement of unapproved words with approved words, words that 

approved, you know were approved via the community that keeps the STE 

dictionary. And you can't just find and replace words. So yeah, it created a 

bit of chaos and teams were very upset about it. 

Davis’ comments show the relevance of language initiatives in the public and corporate 

spheres and how they impact styles for technical writers. These initiatives proceed on 

language ideology that values simple, clear, plain, and unadorned communication. 

 American corporate communication. Noting the tenor of the comments 

related to simplifying language and centralizing concision as a value in technical 

documentation, I asked several participants a more philosophical question related to the 

ideology that elicits that value within American communication culture. McKenzie 

Williams sparked this line of questioning since she was uneasy with a simplistic 

characterization of technical writing style: 
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JO:  [O]ne of the well-known tech writing textbooks, Lannon and Gurak, I 

mean, it's in what, the 15th, 14th edition, and they, they discuss style in 

one of the chapters and they say, technical writing style has four kind of 

pillars, you might call them, and they are clarity, conciseness, fluency, and 

tone. And so they talk about the plain style, but that's kind of what they 

mean by that: clarity, conciseness, fluency, and tone. So I don't know, 

what do you think about that? 

 MW:  Yeah, that's interesting. I have read a little bit about this, and some people 

push back on that, because it does seem too reductive. I mean . . . it . . . it . 

. . that kind of discourse makes it seem like the technical communicator is 

just a transmitter of information. 

There is a strong undertone of value here, of technical documentation and its quality and 

how that speaks to the quality of the writers producing it. Williams’ comment prompted 

me to ask other writers in the study about this issue of the value of technical 

communication and technical writers by extension. Deborah Hemstreet commented as 

follows: 

JO:  I think often, you know, we, this kind of, very, what English has become, 

an Americanized English is, you know, just get to the point, don't give me 

any fluff, don't give me any more than I want or need and, you know, 

dispense with all the niceties and, you know, I'm not hundred percent sure 

that that is, doesn't make the technical writer into just, into just a 

transmitter of information. I mean, I mean, how do you think of that? 

DH:  Well, I don't know, I think sometimes getting to the point is important, I 
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agree. I get a, you know, like, I hate getting a communication even if it's a 

marketing brochure, and I'll read them, and I've got like, four paragraphs 

before I finally hit what the product does, you know, and, and, and it's 

like, “Oh, come on, just tell me what it does and then give me the other 

stuff.” But I think it also depends, again, on what the message you're 

wanting to convey because sometimes, well, I think most of the time, a 

plain yes or no is good, and if that, if it’s a yes or no question, you should 

give a yes or no answer. 

Hemstreet overlooks my seeming minimization of the value of the technical writer (“just 

a transmitter of information”) but instead relates back to the purpose of technical 

communication: clear, concise communication of the information asked for (“give a yes 

or no answer”). I found participants consistently working in this tension between the 

plain and direct needs of most technical communication and the light in which such 

communication casts the technical communicator. 

One of the central tensions in characterizing technical writing style is what it 

contrasts to, and for several writers in the study that contrast is best depicted by 

marketing writing. In order to elicit comments on this issue, I asked a question on the 

style of communication that is portrayed in technical communication compared to the 

style encoded in other public-facing documentation that a company produces such as 

marketing materials. Marsha Patterson, similar to Jerry Grohovsky, opposed the typical 

values that inform technical writing to the more creative styles used in marketing writing: 

MP:  I don't know if [technical writing is] really the place for creative and 

expressive writing. I mean it's certainly like our, you know, the, the 
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overall presentation of it, so whatever, you know, document, it gets put on 

with the colors and the headings and the dreaded font that I don’t like, you 

know, all of that is certainly consistent so I don't know if that helps convey 

the corporate message that it's also like, I think the quality of a lot of the 

documents will be compromised there if you added a lot of that creativity 

and expressiveness.  

Patterson’s comments are interesting in how she opposes creativity in writing style to the 

overall purposes of technical communication, a no-frills style that evokes competence 

and forthrightness, which are ideological values that inform corporate communication. 

Language/style. I theorized the construct of language/style itself in Chapter 2. 

Writers sometimes use language itself as a sort of plaything, altering styles in ways that 

suit their private, idiosyncratic purposes. Most likely because the purpose of technical 

and business communication often centers on informing rather than entertaining or 

persuading, the participants in this study did not foreground language itself in their 

comments. A careful review of the data set did not reveal a single instance where a writer 

used language for a personal, idiosyncratic reason, but rather discussion of language 

centered on the Writing ideals discussed above and the constructs of appropriateness and 

topic in addition to genre needs and audience and purpose considerations. Thus, I located 

language/style under language ideology, though I think it would take a more prominent 

place as a construct in creative and personal writing as a foregrounded construct in itself. 

Dina Lopez enunciated a place for language/style itself within technical 

communication as a construct dependent on the larger needs of audiences and 

organizations:  
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JO: So, you know, kind of, how do you mix that? I mean, what is kind of 

leading you as you're sitting there thinking about, okay, this, I need to 

change this to make this, right, in a different style, make it better? 

DL:  I have to go back to twin pillars of audience and purpose. That is just the . 

. . that’s just the foundation that, that it’s built, that I build my writing on. 

Who is my audience and what’s my purpose? If my audience is, you 

know, is it academics, then it's going to affect the genre. Not academic, is 

it more in the fields? Different genre, different kind of writing. Less 

academic. What's my purpose? That's going to affect the genre as well. Is 

it that, that's just the foundation. First thing that I think of. 

Language for technical writers seems always second to purpose, audience, and genre 

considerations and is sometimes even prescribed and codified as in the Plain Language 

and Simplified Technical English movements and in the use of style guides in the 

workplace. The writers in this study, even if they expressed willingness to break the 

bounds of expected genres and language as noted under the Genre and audience 

discussion in Finding 1, always discussed the purposes of breaking those norms, whether 

to connect to a specific demographic or to position the company’s tone and identity. I do 

not belabor this point because the afore-mentioned sections of this chapter show 

language/style in this light already as a construct that affects style only downstream of 

other constructs. However, Eva Miranda made a comment that crystalized the place of 

language/style in the workplace for technical communicators: 

EM:  I think it's because, you know, like, for me as a technical writer to, even 

when I listen to audio books, if I listen to something that's very 
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personalized, and the language it, it makes it a little bit harder to change 

gears when I come into work. 

Miranda’s opposition of the personal and professional uses of language, which I 

encountered early in the study, gave a clear sense of what was to come on this point: 

language/style, for strong reasons related to language ideology, takes a back seat as a 

construct affecting technical writing style. 

Writing ideals. An especially significant way that language ideology expresses 

itself is through the ideals that writers aspire to in their writing. When themeing the codes 

in the study, I identified accuracy, appropriateness, clarity, concision, correctness, 

fluency, simplicity, and tone as subordinate codes under the superordinate code of Writing 

ideals. One especially important writing ideal in a corporate and organizational setting is 

appropriateness, which is one of the eight original constructs theorized in Chapter 2. This 

concept is inherently value-laden. Marcy Sager, when discussing the “breezy style” of a 

manager in her company, commented,  

MS:  It's like, okay, this is, this is too light on the content. A little bit too cutesy. 

We just don't need that. So we've been kind of tightening the language up 

a little bit as, as, as much as we can get away with it because it's, you 

know, it's, we feel pretty strongly that there's there is a point at which it's 

inappro-, becomes inappropriate.  

She continued in this vein, speaking of her company’s founder and his communication 

style preferences: 

 MS:  I think he didn't mind a certain amount [of a light, informal tone and style] 

. . . But again, you know, you also have to look at your audience. And 
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sometimes I get hauled back by my suspenders and you know, somebody 

who has a little bit more customer contact will say, “[Marcy], that's not 

appropriate.” 

Sager’s comment shows how that American corporate culture conceives of 

appropriateness in communication as an aspect of company and organizational mission 

and vision in part, which forms the backdrop for how style gets instantiated in specific 

cases. Marcy Sager also brought up the topic of appropriateness in relation to the FAA 

report, seeing its style as appropriate for its content and genre: 

MS:  I'm not a complete stranger to, you know, sort of, and I don't do, I don't do 

medical technical writing, obviously, but you know, they're using to me, 

it's like, yeah, this is appropriate jargon. I mean, is it this is, this is for a 

technical audience, I would, I would assume from this, you know, this is a, 

they're talking to a technical audience, and they need to use the technical 

lingo for a lot of reasons, some of which is to show that they too are 

technical you know. 

These comments on appropriateness are the only direct comments on this issue in the 

data set; however, discussions ostensibly about other stylistic matters, especially related 

to formal and informal tone and the uses of humor, feature appropriateness as a 

background consideration. It is the core ideal at issue in many of those discussions as the 

comments by Marcy Sager, William Loy Pearce, and Jerry Grohovsky show (see the 

discussion under the Reader’s state of mind sub-section in Finding 1). 

A number of other writing ideals are active for technical writers as well. Since I 

teach technical writing as part of my role as an educator, I encounter this version of 
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language ideology in textbooks frequently, and I discuss these values with students. With 

this background, I asked a question in the literacy history interview regarding writing 

ideals in an effort to gauge if and to what extent such ideals impact technical writers as 

they consider style. I also wished to get a fuller sense of the range of ideals that technical 

writers consider as they encounter and produce written texts. To that end, I referenced a 

well-known technical writing textbook by Lannon and Gurak (2018) entitled Technical 

Communication, which is currently in its fourteenth edition. In that text, the authors 

characterize workplace writing style under the headings of clarity, conciseness, fluency, 

and tone (pp. 208-228). I asked about these values in the following mode, which is taken 

from the interview with Amruta Ranade: 

JO:  So, well, I'm thinking right now of Lannon and Gurak. They say the four 

main values of style are clarity, conciseness, fluency, and tone. So I, so I 

don't know, can you kind of speak to that? Does that sound fair to you in 

terms, in terms of a technical writing style?  

Eighteen of the nineteen participants I asked this question of (95%) agreed with this 

characterization. However, one participant, McKenzie Williams, saw this description as 

somewhat reductive and another, Susan Davis, agreed “with reservations”:  

SD:       That, that is the answer that any engineer would give you ((chuckles)) and 

they really do believe that's all there is to it. On the face of it, yes, that's 

true. I am definitely striving to be clear and concise all of the time, and 

then, you know, things like tone are determined by what kind of document 

you're writing for your customer [unclear], but there's so much more to 

communicating effectively, right? 
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Davis’ reaction shows an understanding of the rhetorical demands of specific documents. 

Eva Miranda objected to the term “fluency” and instead used “flow” to describe the 

continuity of texts as an ideal so although she did not prefer that term I counted her as 

favoring this characterization. Kelly Smith averred that “fluency” as a term borrows too 

much from its association with linguistic competence, though she did value the idea of 

textual continuity. As with Eva Miranda, I counted her response as favorable. 

Ashley Fields disagreed on tone, prompting me to count her as opposed to Lannon 

and Gurak’s overall characterization of clarity, conciseness, fluency, and tone as the core 

writing ideals of technical writing as a whole. 

AF:       I would say everything but the tone. And that may have to do with the 

particular things that I do technical writing about. But I am a very concise 

writer and very consistent so there’s not a lot of variation in my tone, and I 

tend to keep my sentences very short and direct. So the approach to 

something is not really something I can, I consider very important or, nor 

does it affect me very often, I guess. 

Still, the consistency of favorable responses shows a strong sense of what technical 

writing should be with one additional comment to note. Marcy Sager noted the 

importance of Section 508 compliance on the topic of readability which I take as a form 

of clarity. Compliance of this sort is an important factor for those with visual or other 

impairments. This consideration prompts her to evaluate fonts, colors, and design 

carefully as a factor in style.  

The writers in the study, in addition to universally supporting the ideals of clarity, 

conciseness, fluency, and tone as important ideals for technical communicators, added 
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more writing ideals to the list presented including accuracy, correctness, and simplicity, 

which I added as codes during first cycle coding. Accuracy is an important value for 

technical writers as they need to relate information precisely and in adequate detail for 

their audience’s needs as well as for legal reasons. Amira Patel noted this as part of the 

editing and review process with designers and subject matter experts checking documents 

for accuracy. Phyllis Walsh, Sue Ann Hartmann, and William Loy Pearce also noted 

accuracy as a value. The purposes of technical writing, often informing and/or 

persuading, call for accuracy as a core writing ideal. 

 A few writers used correctness to refer to issues of grammar, punctuation, 

spelling, and mechanics, all of which need consideration in technical documentation. 

Amira Patel mentioned it as a basic value to show professionalism. McKenzie Williams 

noted that she might check for correctness alone on some projects if no revision is 

needed. The technical editors in the study (Susan Davis, Paula Robertson) were 

especially attuned to this writing ideal, both offering exact, precise grammatical and 

layout comments on the documents we discussed. 

 A few writers used the term simplicity to describe writing that is not unnecessarily 

tangled or convoluted but rather relays information with efficiency. Deborah Hemstreet 

values simple English but strikes a note of caution: 

DH:  I'm fighting to get, get, get it even into simpler English. Not that I don't 

like, I'm not a proponent, per se, of the super dumbing down of language, 

which I think is happening a lot. But I do think that the length and 

sentence structure could be simpler and ideas can be conveyed more 

simply, even using elegant terminology, just by the way you build the 
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sentence, and I think that's important when you're communicating with 

people that don't have English as a first language. 

Simplicity may be seen as a near synonym for directness. Jim Wilson discussed the Thule 

Stacker 830 document’s language: “I’m looking at the simplified English and the short 

sentences. Less than 15 words or whatever the number is, and it seems like it’s short and 

to the point, you know, very direct.” Sue Ann Hartmann noted that she reviews her own 

and others’ work for simplicity. Simplicity is similar to clarity, though some of the writers 

in the study used simplicity to express the idea of lack of unnecessary flourishes and 

directness of address which that term invokes. 

Language ideology is indeed active as a construct affecting production and 

reception of writing style for the technical writers in this study. Olinger’s statement on 

the importance of language ideology seems borne out in the findings of this study. 

Dominant language ideology, language/style, and writing ideals are all informed and 

shaped by ideology that is more or less conscious for writers and readers. The 

communication climate in corporate and organizational contexts shapes much of the 

ideology that is instantiated in technical communication, constructing writing ideals such 

as accuracy, appropriateness, clarity, concision, correctness, fluency, simplicity, and 

tone. In ways that are hard to entirely capture and define, language ideology is at work as 

a powerful indexer of style within technical communication. 
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Finding 4 

Table 11  

Finding 4 Overview and Perspectives 

Finding 4 

Technology powerfully impacts technical writing style in multiple ways. 

General Overview 

The impact of technology on technical writing style is significant, affecting style 

mostly in terms of language, arrangement and categorization, and delivery. 

Representative Participant Perspectives 

[W]e have been incorporating more gifs, like animated images. . . And like videos and, 

YouTube videos, so like presenting the same information in multiple formats because 

some people might be visual learners, some might be auditory learners, so like 

providing information, the same information to people and letting them choose the 

format that suits them. And I think technology makes it very easy because I have like, 

if I write a document, I can very easily convert it into a script. I can very easily, if I 

capture an image, I can as easily capture an animated image. And so we have all those 

tools available. (Amruta Ranade)  

You can layer stuff. You can add your alternative text, you know, so that people who 

are using screen readers know what you're talking about. You know, certainly stuff has 

gotten much easier. (Marcy Sager) 

 The impact of technology on technical writing style is far-reaching, expanding out 

to encompass areas as wide-ranging as the language used in such writing to the 
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categorization and presentation of technical communication in addition to its delivery and 

use. 

Technology: growth and expectations. I begin this discussion with something of 

a recent history of the growth of technology’s impact in the field, as told by the 

participants in the study, some of whom have worked through this evolution themselves. 

They noted the impact of technology on their writing practices and on the expectations of 

audiences related to technical documentation. I asked a question in the first interview 

about what each participant saw as impacting technical writing style going forward. 

Some responses involved reflection on the presence and effects of technology. Jim 

Wilson, among the most experienced technical writers in the study, had an interesting, 

decades-long perspective on the impact of technology in technical communication: 

JW:  Once we had the technology and we had access to all these AutoCAD 

images, I think that’s when we made that step into heavily, more heavily 

into illustrations.  

JO:  Yes, that’s interesting, interesting to historians of style about how the 

technology, the availability of the technology, kind of changed the style. 

JW:  Definitely, in fact, there are times when we realize perhaps we go back 

and look at perhaps some of these messages of these graphics are little too 

subtle and we need to supplement them with a little additional text to 

make it clear. 

Wilson also discussed how that technical writers at his company used to work with an in-

house composition and graphics department to produce graphics for technical 

documentation. Now however, technical writers themselves can easily add high-quality 
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graphics, thus prompting them to use more of those same graphics. Marcy Sager 

mentioned this fact as well. This can occur to such a degree that, as Wilson’s comments 

show, sometimes technical writers find graphics taking over to the detriment of the clarity 

derived from written language. Deborah Hemstreet noted this same concern: 

DH:  Oh, yeah, I mean, sometimes I'll end up thinking more visually than 

verbally and then I've got to get myself out of the visual and back to the 

writing. I mean, I enjoy document design, but I can go overboard with it. 

And I love, I love working with the graphics, but I can go, I can go 

overboard with it. Just because I can do something doesn't mean I should 

do something. 

Hemstreet’s comments show to what degree technology has become pervasive for 

technical writers since now they are forced to manage its role and presence as part of 

their technical communication process since in many cases they do not work with in-

house graphics departments any longer. Marcy Sager expanded on this same idea, noting 

the need for technical writers to focus on language as the primary component of 

communication and, though programs and technologies can supplement that role, they 

should not take its place. 

 Kelly Smith discussed the growth of the impact of technology in terms of 

changing audience expectations: 

KS:  [I]f I'm producing a document, you know, back in the 90s, it was all Times 

New Roman, 12 point, and that's all anybody ever did. Now things have to 

look modern. They have to have a better layout, more white space, they 

have to be designed more than in the olden days, you know, because now 
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everybody's got an iPhone or something and they're used to really good, 

top-notch, professional design. So if I'm going to do a report, I want it to 

look as good as any other professional report would look. I don't want it to 

look like something from 20 years ago. 

 McKenzie Williams echoed Smith’s statements, noting how that modern audiences 

expect a level of gloss and sophistication from even the simplest technical documents 

since quality document design and presentation has become the norm rather than the 

exception. 

 Deborah Hemstreet wondered about the effects of technology on writing style 

and communication preferences, which might have been presented as easily under 

Finding 3 on language ideology: 

DH:  [A]gain, it's, to me, it's the dumbing down of thinking. I think there's a fine 

line between communicating clearly and, and, and coming to a point 

where you're encouraging people not to think by spoon feeding 

information to such a degree. And, and because of the technologies I 

mean, the XML and the style sheets and the DITA sheets and the 

standards and somebody has the rules for the simple English and the plain 

language and they have their set vocabulary and you can only use these 

words. The technology is allowing us to do it, but in a way we’re letting it 

rule us instead of thinking about what we're doing and how this is going to 

impact people. And, and I really do think that that some of this is leading 

to people not thinking like they used to think. 



 

179 
 

These comments show the effects of the shift from print to visual media as in some ways 

possibly threatening attempts at nuanced communication. It may be, however, that the 

already significant cognitive and experiential demands that technology places on readers 

create a need for simplified, usable texts for readers. These tensions between accessibility 

and possibly “dumbing down” communication are felt in technical communication just as 

they are felt in wider discussions around the meaning of literacy in a technological age. 

Technology and delivery. Technical communicators today often face issues of 

delivery across formats and audience preferences in terms of interfacing with technical 

documentation. Amruta Ranade’s comments show the effects of technology options on 

how end users access content, thus changing their experience with technical documents: 

 AR: I've just been working on this, so this is on the front my mind right now. 

But we have been incorporating more gifs, like animated images and like 

videos and, YouTube videos, so like presenting the same information in 

multiple formats because some people might be visual learners, some 

might be auditory learners, so like providing information the same 

information to people and letting them choose the format that suits them. 

And I think technology makes it very easy because I have like, if I write a 

document, I can very easily convert it into a script. I can very easily, if I 

capture an image, I can as easily capture an animated image. And so we 

have all those tools available. It's up to the company about if they want to 

use it and if they want to invest in it. 

As technology offers readers ways to access content in ways that dovetail with their 

preferred learning style or way of accessing content, this fact impacts how technical 
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writers approach the writing and style of those same documents. Ashley Fields talked 

about the effects of such change on the task of technical writing itself: 

 AF:  I think the actual writing of documentation is gonna change. It’s gonna be 

the programs we use to produce it. I have recently just this year have to 

learn how to write HTML and I've never had a class, never had anything 

and they were like, “This is what we have, this is what we need, and we 

need it by then.” So I got a crash course in that and I'm pushing them 

towards FrameMaker or a similar program, right. Because people are 

accessing the document in so many ways that you can't control with 

Adobe PDF or InDesign, which is what I use now. It doesn't auto format 

to cell phones or tablets. So I see the HTML programs and things that will 

auto format to fit any type of technology kind of taking industry over. 

 JO:  Okay, that's interesting. Okay. Yeah, and nobody has answered the 

question that way. That's so, it's, it's kind of, you know, the technology 

kind of has some backward causation in terms of how you need to kind of 

lay it out so that I mean, because you're considering HTML coding, you 

might, you might end up changing how you're going to lay something out, 

or what it's going to look like, possibly? 

 AF: Yes 

On a similar note, Amira Patel talked about software that formats content across 

platforms, DITA (Darwin Information Typing Architecture), and its broad impact on 

technical writing: 
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AP:  What we’re actually working on is DITA-based content. So everything is 

divided into topics. We have three types of topics. You have your “task 

topic” where it's pretty much just instructions. There's no like before and 

after, maybe a sentence or two to reference something, but most of it like 

is just the instructions, like step one, do this, step two, do this. And then 

the second is “concept phase topics” which is, you know, just if you want 

to talk about a concept. You want to talk about what you can do with a 

certain window or certain feature and that would be paragraph style. . . . 

and then the third, third topic type is, we call it “reference topics” which is 

just [unclear] information. Like if we need to say, “This guide only 

includes XYZ. If you want more information, refer to blah, blah, blah 

guide.” Or cross-referencing topics within a single guide, things like that. 

So, they're just, it’s easier, easier to get through. 

“Task,” “concept,” and “reference” are forms of “semantic tagging” (Pryatz-Nadworny, 

2018) that affect the content that writers choose to integrate or exclude from technical 

documentation. These tags affect its ordering and presentation as well, presenting major 

implications for technical writing style. A few other writers (Marcy Sager, Deborah 

Hemstreet, Nick Peterman) noted the use of DITA in their technical writing practice 

though I did not ask every writer whether they use this technology (Ashley Fields noted 

the use of HTML coding as a means to format content across platforms). 

The impact of technology on technical writing is such that Sue Ann Hartmann 

sounded a note of warning about the impact of technology on technical writers and their 
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job security. She envisioned a possible future where data structuring tamps style down to 

a point where human authors may not be needed: 

SAH:  But I think there's a tendency to want to automate writing and every 

opportunity they have, every opportunity companies have for building an 

automated documentation tool, they're going to use it and they're going to 

get, and they're going to get to a point where they're going to be able to do 

it. I mean, they're already starting in that direction, you know, they've 

already made some headway in it. So I don't think we can, can I don't 

think we can, we can allow ourselves the, the privilege of thinking that our 

jobs can't be taken over by machine because I think they, I think they are 

headed that way. But again, going back to what you said where, you 

know, we have to look at it for effectiveness, it's really doing the job or is 

it just saving money at the, at the expense of not doing a good enough job 

and we have to be honest with that effort. 

The voicing of this concern shows the felt effects of technology in practice for technical 

writers themselves, which provokes the need to think about the qualitative aspects of 

human-produced communication that transcend the capabilities of automated production 

of communication. 

Technology and language. The Language standardization and American 

corporate language sub-headings under Finding 3 show some of the technology-specific 

ways that the style of language moves within the discourse of American technical and 

business writing. DITA, for example, provokes writers to write within task, frame, and 

concept modes, hedging communication into those categories for easier transmission 
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across delivery formats. This finding was unexpected, how that language itself is 

impacted by technology, and shows the pervasive impact of technology across the 

spectrum of technical documentation. Not only does technology impact writers in terms 

of softwares and platforms used to create technical documents but also in terms of its 

presentation, organization, and word choice. 

In sum, technology is an important construct affecting technical communication. 

In one way, it is part of the “dynamic co-construction” process that Olinger advanced, a 

ubiquitous force that bears more examination in discussions of style. Co-construction 

thus occurs not only between human actors but also through technology and the stamp it 

places on writing style. Technology’s impact will continue to tell as technical 

communication evolves to meet the demands of audiences in terms of access, delivery, 

and presentation. 

Finding 5 

Table 12  

Finding 5 Overview and Perspectives 

Finding 5 

Issues of embodiment and materiality factor into multiple constructs as technical 

writers encode and decode writing style. 
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General Overview 

Embodiment and materiality, concepts that represent the embedded, embodied nature 

of language conceptualization and usage as well as the physical aspects of objects, 

environments, and cultural milieus, are both evident in this study. Technical writers 

consider material aspects of technology, audience interaction with texts, the impact of 

delivery modes on reception, and the impact of materiality on their own writing 

processes. In addition, they illustrate embodied cognition through metaphors for 

writing ideals. 

Representative Participant Perspectives 

And I can see, the thing I like about it is I know when I put these together, I’m standing 

there trying to put it on my hood, the roof of my car, and I’m looking down at this 

thing that’s laying on the ground, you know what I mean, so they made the 

instructions, the illustrations very large, so you could see it while you’re working. (Jim 

Wilson) 

Yeah, I think this is very clean. Actually, I like it. (Amira Patel) 

I don’t know, you’ve probably talked to writers who feel more creative by putting it 

down with a, with a pen or pencil in hand to a piece of paper, versus doing it from your 

fingers on a keyboard. (Jerry Grohovsky) 

 Issues of embodiment and materiality are present in discussions of writing in ways 

almost too innumerable to detail. The post-Cartesian realization that language is 

distributed and embodied has energized theory and research. In what follows, I use the 

term materiality to refer to a wide range of experience and being, encompassing the 

thing-ness of objects, spaces, and milieus. Embodiment refers to the impacts of body and 
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physical reality on human cognition and language use. Both embodiment and materiality 

are present in each topic that follows, each foregrounded or receding in subtle ways given 

topic and specific language use. 

Technology and materiality. As an example of materiality affecting the style of 

technical writing style, the effects of technology change the ways that technical 

documentation is produced and communicated. Jim Wilson, a long-time technical writer, 

depicted this in his comments on the changes he has seen during his time at a 

manufacturing company: 

JW:  I was at Jones Manufacturing* when we introduced desktop publishing 

and when I came to Smith Power* they had just switched over. We were 

doing it both ways back in the days when we would develop a key line and 

we would paste it up on boards or you know wax and then a copy and then 

we would paste it up and burn plates for offset printing. Now, you know, I 

talk to people about that and they don’t even know I’m talking about, but 

yeah, at that time it seemed pretty cool, spending all that time and pasting 

all those little words, making things fit, and then desktop publishing came 

along and it was revolutionary. I mean, in a short time all that old 

equipment and all those methods went away even though the terminology, 

you know, key line, and God, half the terms you would use in desktop 

publishing go back to the days of linotype but it changed overnight. Now, 

we use a software called Quicksilver. It was one of the early ones and 

we’re still using it here, and it allows us to embed an image right into the 
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document so we spend a fair amount of time adding callouts and numbers 

and so forth.  

*indicates a pseudonym 

Wilson shows how that the manual and technical circumstances of writing invite a 

different, more visual presentation style. 

Embodiment/materiality and writing process. Wilson’s comments also speak 

to the process of putting together technical documents, which Dina Lopez also discussed 

when she talked about a project where she combined several documents into a single 

manual: 

DL:  The student handbook and the policies and the teacher handbook I literally 

cut up into sections, put them on a table, and put the sections that overlap 

together, and then from there, built the handbook because they overlap so 

much. 

She continued, “I have found that if I take something, and I can manipulate it physically, 

it's a lot easier for me to get a handle on it than to look at it on the screen.” Like Lopez, 

Jerry Grohovsky thought of material issues when asked about the specifics of his writing 

process: 

JG:  I always outline my steps on paper, because I feel like, I mean, if you want 

to use that perspective, too. I never generate an outline off of a keyboard. I 

don’t know, you’ve probably talked to writers who feel more creative by 

putting it down with a, with a pen or pencil in hand to a piece of paper 

versus doing it from your fingers on a keyboard. To me, there's more, 
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there's more of a creative tapping into your brain that's more magical with 

putting it down on paper with, with your penmanship.  

Connected to this idea, some writers talked about embodiment/materiality in terms of 

writing process for an instructional document. Marsha Patterson, Nick Peterman, and 

Phyllis Walsh talked about the importance of actual physical familiarity with the product 

and its use in the writing of instructional documents. Walsh used embodied familiarity 

with the process described as a means to get at the “particular human moments” that a 

good set of instructions anticipates and addresses.  

Embodiment/materiality and audience. Sometimes, the material circumstances 

affecting the audience also affect style through a form of audience address where writers 

consider carefully the physical moves, stance, orientation, and potential difficulties that 

readers might face when interacting with a piece of technical documentation such as an 

instructional document. Jim Wilson spoke of the Thule Stacker 830 document in this 

way, “Well, considering their audience and a fellow is going to be putting this together in 

his driveway, they kept it very simple.” This comment is similar to his comment on the 

size of that document’s visuals: 

 JW:  And I can see, the thing I like about it is I know when I put these together, 

I’m standing there trying to put it on my hood, the roof of my car, and I’m 

looking down at this thing that’s laying on the ground, you know what I 

mean, so they made the instructions, the illustrations very large, so you 

could see it while you’re working. 

 In these two comments, Wilson shows sensitivity to the physical circumstances of 

reception as a guide to making stylistic decisions about a document. 
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 A common practice in technical writing is the implementation of usability testing 

to get a sense of the material aspects of audience reception and implementation of texts. 

Jim Wilson suggested that some of the style evident in the Thule Stacker 830 document 

might derive from such testing: 

JW:  Well, it seems to me that, just my impression is that they used a lot of 

customer feedback in putting these instructions together. I’m looking at 

these illustrations that show you how to route that rope in step nine. I 

mean, we’ve done similar things. Look at step eight where they show you 

how to loop that strap for load clearance, and we’ve done similar things in 

response to customers; we have these straps, a carrying strap or 

something, a fancy buckle, and they’re completely confused about how to 

hook it up, so I’m thinking that Thule has probably encountered the same 

type. It looks to me that even the tying of the hook on, they do a pretty 

nice job of showing how that knot is tied. 

In this case, the needs of the user to understand the manual aspects of the knot used in the 

instructions drove the visuals and presentation in the text on Wilson’s usability-based 

reading. These considerations are an important ground for technical writers, especially 

with instructional documents as readers undertake physical processes. 

Embodiment/materiality and deliverables. Kelly Smith discussed issues of 

embodiment/materiality in terms of the deliverables that end users need:  

KS:  I can either call [the end users for a document she is writing for in-house 

use] on the phone or go to their office or visit them at the manufacturing 

plant and say, “This is what I'm preparing for you. Is this helpful?” You 
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know, do you need it . . . For example, I was writing things for people to 

use in a garage where it was really dirty and greasy, so what format do I 

have to give it to you in? If I give it to you on a computer, that's no good. 

It has to be laminated paper, you know, that kind of thing.  

Smith allows the needs of end users in terms of document type and format to guide 

presentation and the deliverable offered to the user. 

 Phyllis Walsh took this issue of the medium of delivery in a different direction, 

suggesting that print and online mediums of delivery have an impact on reception. 

JO:  Well, you know, you're a good person to ask this question because of your 

perspective and your experience. I mean, to what extent do you see 

technology kind of impacting even what you do? And again, think of style 

in that larger sense of even graphics, visuals? I mean, do you see that the 

force of technology impacting the style? 

PW:  Oh, definitely. The whole experience thinking back to Marshall 

McLuhan's [unclear] Internet. Internet is a cool medium from that point of 

view. It’s just passively sitting there whereas picking up a manual, looking 

through the pages, you have to act. You have to think ahead. With a 

screen, you just let it wash over you, and if you're not writing right, if 

you're expecting people to read this and pay attention like they would a 

printed page, you’re gonna lose them. 

Walsh’s perceptive remarks speak to the impacts of both technology and also 

embodiment/materiality as impactful constructs affecting reception. 
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 Embodiment/materiality metaphors. Embodiment and materiality impact the 

production and reception of texts in other ways as well including the use of embodiment 

metaphors to characterize writing style itself. Amira Patel used such a metaphor when 

discussing writing on several occasions, the word “clean”: “So I just felt that. You know, 

steps are labeled. It’s very clean. It’s easy on the eyes. The spacing is good.” Sue Ann 

Hartmann and Susan Davis used the same metaphor, seemingly as a metaphor for the 

writing ideals of clarity or simplicity. Speaking of the Thule Stacker 830 document, Sue 

Ann Hartmann said, “I do like the illustrations. I think the illustrations are nice and 

clean.” Jerry Grohovsky talked about the need to “clean up” sentence structure and 

punctuation, picturing a writing ideal of correctness. In this study, writers used this 

embodiment metaphor to depict writing ideals, always favorably. 

 Embodiment/materiality is a wide-ranging construct affecting the production and 

reception of style. This construct, one of the original eight constructs theorized in Chapter 

2, is of such potent impact that its importance is hard to overstate. It affects writers in 

their language use, no doubt in ways far wider than the use of material metaphors noted 

above, it brings writers and audiences into relation as a means to structure content and 

style, it impacts technology use and process for writers, and it weighs significantly into 

the effectiveness and effects of deliverables that technical writers produce. 
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Finding 6 

Table 13  

Finding 6 Overview and Perspectives 

Finding 6 

The exigencies of one’s specific writing situation foreground various constructs above 

others in the production and reception of writing style for technical writers. 

General Overview 

A specific writing style does not emerge in a vacuum, but rather the exigencies of 

contexts, genres, and audiences all play a role in foregrounding various constructs in 

the production and reception of technical writing style. 

Representative Participant Perspectives 

I have a feeling that everything that I write is going to have a very long shelf life. So 

I'm very deliberate. (Eva Miranda) 

So, you know, I mean, you've got your standard questions that you want to ask when 

you take on a project. You just want to know who the audience is. You want to know 

what the purpose is? And then the third question is when do they need it by? (Sue Ann 

Hartmann) 

A finding of this study emerged as I found constructs impacting technical writers 

in individual- and context-specific ways. This is an example of the concept of exigence as 

portrayed in Lloyd Bitzer’s (1992), “The rhetorical situation.” In Bitzer’s (1992) 

formulation, “Any exigence is an imperfection marked by urgency; it is a defect, an 

obstacle, something waiting to be done, a thing which is other than it should be. In almost 

any sort of context, there will be numerous exigences” (p. 6). This picture of exigence is 
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reflected in this study as the fluidity and specificity of contexts tells on each writer and 

that person’s production and reception of writing style. 

I categorized topic, purpose, time-deadline, time-shelf life, and cost under this 

heading since those concepts were active as constructs in the study, but they did not fit 

easily under headings such as audience, genre, language ideology, and other constructs 

mentioned above. Instead, I needed a new categorization that depicted how writers used 

these constructs in relation to exigencies unique to situations. The constructs of topic, 

purpose, time-shelf life, time-deadline, and cost foreground constructs in ways that I 

show below. In addition, I treat the writer as a separate construct impacting reception of 

style under Exigent factors since that construct emerged in relation to purpose.  

Topic. Topic is one of the original constructs I theorized affecting writing style in 

Chapter 2. I found it operant at times in the interviews with each writer, though not as a 

dominant construct on its own. Rather, I found that it acts as a cipher, foregrounding 

other constructs as writers encode and decode writing style. One way this occurs is 

through softwares like DITA that force writers to categorize information as Reference, 

Task, or Concept, in a way shifting each writer’s construction of text and information into 

those pre-determined modes. This mode of writing is sometimes called “topic-based 

writing.” Marcy Sager depicted the effects of topic on her writing: 

MS:  I was lucky my, my sort of informal training when I first started in this 

business, it just fit with DITA like hand in glove. It was amazing so when 

I discovered this I was like, well, shoot, the stuff, I've been writing is 

already, it's already pretty much yet you know, Reference, Task, and, and 

Concept. So, I didn't have much trouble splitting myself up, splitting 
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myself up into, into appropriate topics. But DITA really helps with that. I 

mean, it really, really, really, really does. 

Sager enunciated this idea again as we discussed potential problems with the 

classification of information in the Thule Stacker 830 document. The categorization of 

topics in DITA offers a clear path for writers to know what to include and exclude from 

each unit of text they write. 

 A number of writers talked about the impact of topic when we discussed the FAA 

report. When I asked Jim Wilson to compare and contrast the Thule Stacker 830 

instructions and the FAA report in terms, he averred, 

JW:   I’ll have to think about that for a second, you know, they are different 

kinds of documents. One you are trying to support your product so people 

are happy with it and will continue to buy it and use it safely and 

effectively and in this case, you just have a large body of information that 

you’re trying to share with legislators and other scientists and government 

officials and so forth. To me, it wasn’t written obviously for, with the 

intention of making it easy to understand this topic, although that is 

always the case in writing. I think, you know, it’s a different approach, 

you know, for this second document, like I said, they have a lot of 

complex information to get across and that was the priority as opposed to 

making it easy to understand. 

Several writers responded to the FAA report in this way, commenting on its obfuscatory, 

thorny style as a function of its topic and genre. 
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 Kelly Smith made a distinction between topic and the audience for the topic when 

I asked her about topic impacting writing style: 

JO:  Another thing that I have noticed is topic, I mean, do you, does the topic 

kind of ever impact you, you're writing for, you know, this topic, and it 

kind of changes a little bit of your approach? 

KS:  Yeah, if I'm writing, well, maybe not the topic so much as the audience for 

the topic. Like if I'm writing a year-end report and I know that four vice 

presidents are going to read it, not only do I put a lot more effort in for it 

to be perfect, but it's going to be more serious sounding. It's going to be 

more . . . I don't want too corporate sounding because that's almost a bad 

thing. But it's going to sound like something that a vice president would 

expect to read, and if I'm writing a newsletter article, it's going to be more 

conversational and “Hey, did you know about this?” you know. Look at 

this awesome thing that this team did. So it’s gonna be more newsy and 

casual. 

Smith connects topic to tone and word choice. She shows how topic draws out different 

tones as writers choose diction and style carefully. 

 As mentioned above under Genre and audience in Finding 1, with a few 

participants, I discussed a piece of camping equipment I had bought that did not include a 

typical set of instructions within the packaging but instead referred consumers to an 

online set of instructions. In part, I asked about this practice to get a sense of where the 

instructions genre is headed in terms of deliverables. McKenzie Williams related the 
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decision about what kind of deliverable to offer the consumer back to a topic- and 

audience-based consideration: 

MW:  That is, that is when you think about how they considered their audience 

in that case . . . Yeah, people who, you know, the kind of people who are 

camping at probably, you know, families, you know, who can watch a 

video just as easily as read something; in fact, more easily. Yeah, and you 

won't mind getting a laugh out of it. Because they’re about to go on 

vacation. Yeah, versus like, you know, your vacuum cleaner, where you're 

just sort of like, just tell me . . .  

Williams implies that this informal style and approach might suit documentation related 

to camping equipment but not something as humorless and practical as a vacuum cleaner. 

Though several participants noted the effects of topic on their style, especially when 

coupled with audience and genre considerations, it was often expressed in terms of tone 

and diction. 

 Purpose. Several of the participants enunciated a place for purpose as 

determinative of their style. I had noted a consistent reference to purpose as a construct 

affecting style and thus coded for it in first cycle coding, but I did not know where to link 

it to the rest of the codes in the study until I did a round of second cycle, focused coding 

to ascertain whether writers linked purpose to specific and exigent factors or whether 

they spoke of it in more general terms such as “to inform” or “to persuade.” The former 

proved to be the case, prompting me to locate purpose as one of the Exigent factors 

affecting technical writing style. Amruta Ranade was especially specific on this point: 
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AR:  So I have this process in which I do a thorough audience analysis and like 

the purpose and how are they going to read it and what do I want them to 

take from it? And then I consciously choose a style I want to portray. It 

also depends on who like the country that I‘m writing for. I'm writing for 

an Indian audience is very different from the way I write for an American 

audience. So I have to be very mindful about the purpose of that particular 

piece of writing and next, what do I want the people to do with it? So the 

style is dictated by that. 

Ranade’s comments show how significant an issue purpose can be for technical writers 

who use it as a filter to adjudicate decisions about language and presentation. 

Another example of the purpose construct used in this way is in the linking of 

purpose to a company’s mission statement. McKenzie Williams summarized how 

purpose relates to company and organizational needs in a technical writer’s perspective: 

MW:  Yes, no, I like to think of it because, you know, with personal and creative 

writing, you need, you’ve got the rhetorical triangle: writer, audience, 

purpose, but when you get into the professional world, that triangle 

becomes not a triangle anymore, because it's, really, it's writer, purpose, 

audience, clients, and then employer. 

Williams evidenced a subtle understanding of the impact of purpose on style when we 

talked about changes to the Thule Stacker 830 document: 

MW:  But again, I mean, it comes back to purpose, and this, your purpose is to 

use your instructions in such a way that they can easily follow them and 

do what they need to do then, I mean, because you do need to add 
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personality into that? I mean, you know, your purpose is not to entertain, 

and it's not a marketing document. It's a user guide. 

In this case, Williams’ definite sense of the purpose of the document guides her reception 

of the specific style of a text. The purpose she discusses is localized and specific to an 

audience and a company’s needs, making it impossible to characterize with simple 

phrases like a purpose “to inform” or “to persuade” or “to entertain.”  

Finally, Deborah Hemstreet spoke about the exigencies of audience and purpose 

in terms of constructing a letter to a donor, which is one of her tasks as an English writer 

at her organization in Israel: 

DH:  Well, even something like a letter from my boss is going to depend on 

who's the letter to. I mean, if it's a high-end donor that he is personally in 

contact with, you know, I want to know, “Well, when did you last talk to 

him?” “Have you talked with him recently? What did you talk about?” So 

that I can mention it in the letter, and that's going to be very different from 

a letter that he's going to write recommending graduate students for a 

position someplace else. I mean, it's a totally different tone, totally 

different vocabulary and, and total, you know, it's just different. 

In this case, purpose is linked to audience in a way that shows how exigencies of each 

communicative act determine stylistic approach. Indeed, purpose links itself to other 

considerations as technical writers take on the task of crafting communication in 

corporate and organizational contexts. 

 Purpose and the writer in reception of style. Another finding of this study is 

that readers, when constructing perceptions of style, may sometimes use a mental 
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representation of the writer’s purpose(s) to guide their representation of the document’s 

style. This recognition in mind, I included the writer in the kairotic funnel for readers at 

the bottom of the Construct Model of the Sociocultural Theory of Style (see Figure 12). 

Only a few participants mentioned this reading strategy, so it did not seem consistent or 

insistent enough to represent it as a separate finding in the study. Also, since I think it 

likely that readers picture the writer in other ways that impact their reception of style and 

do not limit their mental representation of writers only to that writer’s supposed 

purpose(s), I did not place the writer under purpose and thus Exigent factors in the 

Construct Model but rather left it separate in the Final list of themed codes (see Figure 7). 

I have no data to warrant this claim from this study, yet I also do not have enough data to 

locate writer under purpose either. I discuss the writer as a construct affecting the 

reception of style under purpose since that is where the discussions surrounding the 

writer as a construct emerged. 

 A couple interview selections will clarify how the participants in the study 

factored the writer into their reception of style. When discussing the conclusion of the 

FAA report, McKenzie Williams sought to identify the purpose of the writer so that she 

could interpret this somewhat difficult document on those terms: 

MW:  Yeah, I mean, yeah, it, it, it's not like outwardly offensive, like, the 

introduction was to me, but I do have to say, as a reader, I'm missing the 

“So what?” a little bit especially if I'm a policymaker, it's like, “Okay, 

what do I do with this information?” And that, to me, is probably the 

biggest challenge with reports like this. So often, and even at the college 
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level is . . . writers, it's difficult, really difficult for writers to remember to 

get that “So what?” across to the reader?  

Williams searches for the “So what?” or the purpose of the document in order to 

comment on the document’s quality. She implies that the writer has a responsibility to 

bring the document’s purpose to the awareness of the reader, and if this responsibility is 

not met, the writer can justly face censure. This is an aspect of the shaping of perceptions 

related to reception of style by sensitive readers—at least at times, they construct 

readings based on placing themselves in the writer’s position and ascertaining the 

purpose driving the communication. 

 Likewise, Sue Ann Hartmann took the FAA report on its own terms, suggesting 

its writers encoded the appropriate style for its apparent purpose. We were discussing the 

differences between academic and technical writing in this exchange: 

SAH:  Right, and, you know, you go out of your way, and you remain objective 

and a lot of things and you, you know, at the most basic level . . . . And, 

and I get it because, you know, when they're doing scientific reports, when 

they're doing studies, things like that, you know, you’re, you’re remaining 

objective and I completely get where they're coming from. It's just that I'll 

change it around for our purpose. 

Hartmann takes the FAA report on its own terms based on its purpose, a consideration 

that is part purpose-based and part genre-based. She seeks to relate the writer’s purpose 

to the document’s style to construct her own reading of the document, noting contextual, 

genre, and purpose factors that shift her perception of the document’s style. 

 A couple other participants responded in this vein as well, allowing the writer’s 
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supposed purpose, and the genre as well, to guide their reading of a document’s style. Jim 

Wilson perceptively noted the contrasting rhetorical purposes at work when comparing 

the two documents I presented for discussion in this study, and he allowed that 

consideration to guide his reaction to the style of each one. Speaking of the FAA report, 

he noted, 

JW: To me, it wasn’t written obviously for, with the intention of making it easy 

to understand this topic, although that is always the case in writing. I 

think, you know, it’s a different approach, you know, for this second 

document, like I said, they have a lot of complex information to get across 

and that was the priority as opposed to making it easy to understand, and 

you know, if I could have gone another ten pages at all the information 

they probably have available, but the style of writing I like. 

Marsha Patterson’s comments on the FAA report were very similar: 

MP:  [T]he purpose of this wasn’t to give an outcome. If the purpose of this was 

just to show the data and the research and then pass it along to someone 

else who determines the outcome, you know, then that, then it may have 

served its purpose. So, I'm not really sure, you know, the audience for this 

and the purpose for this. 

Patterson carefully modulates her reading of the report based on her lack of precise 

understanding of the purpose and intended audience of the document, a move only a 

rhetorically-sensitive person would make. Likewise, Nick Peterman did not commit to a 

characterization of the FAA report’s conclusion in the absence of clear understanding of 

how direct and concise the writers of the report wanted to be. 
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 The writers in the study only started to bring up the writer as a construct as they 

encountered the FAA report where they were less sure of the writers’ purpose(s) in 

writing the document. I did not encounter this same hesitation in readings of the Thule 

Stacker 830 document which was written by technical writers. The participants in the 

study seemed much surer of their readings of that document’s style and its purposes. 

 All told, the writer as a construct affects readers in ways that are similar to the 

ways in which the audience affects the writer, the vision of an active intelligence on the 

other side of a document affecting how it is constructed from the reception side and how 

it is received from the production side. Less clear based on the limited findings of this 

study is how widespread constructions of the writer affect readings of texts and whether 

the participants in this study, themselves writers, are more prone to think of texts in 

“writerly” ways such as considering authorial purpose. Much is not clear on the reception 

of style in relation to how the reader constructs the writer, though it is apparent that at 

least at times readers construct readings of style based on their conception, or lack 

thereof, of the writer’s purpose. 

 Time-deadline: Deadlines that technical writers face are an important, exigent 

consideration when crafting documents and their style in some cases. I began asking 

some participants about this construct after several commented on it as a construct 

affecting technical writing style. 

 A few participants linked the writing ideal of concision to the issue of time with 

more time for revision resulting in more concise documents. Sue Ann Hartmann was very 

specific on this point, suggesting that it plays a significant role in her constructions of 

documents: 
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SAH:  [W]hen they give you a deadline, and, you know, it's next week instead of 

next month then, you know, there is that, as crazy as it sounds, I tend to 

think I’m going to come up actually with, my document will actually be 

longer rather than shorter because I won't have that extra time to be able to 

cut out the extra words and make it more concise and to the point, you 

know, that kind of thing. 

Later, Hartmann talked about the pressure of having the “time that it takes to make things 

shorter and still have them be as effective.” Susan Davis and William Loy Pearce also 

talked about the pace of workplace environments militating against concision and 

attention to detail. 

 Paula Robertson talked about the time-deadline construct as well, even noting 

how that problems with vendors or unfinished portions of production upstream from the 

technical documentation process can force her to write “agnostically” due to deadline 

pressures: 

PR:  [M]ost of the time, [technical writers are] under such ridiculous time 

constraints, they just want to get it done. And then, then there'll be glitches 

with a third-party partner. So it's delay, delay, delay, and nothing you can 

do about it, and, and then, and then we have issues with tools being 

discontinued that they have written into the curriculum. They got to find 

another way around that to find another tool or write it, you know, 

agnostically. 

These comments show some of the exigent pressures on technical writers impacting 

construction of style; in this case, time-deadline issues even forced writing to be 
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completed in the absence of all of the information and tools needed to inform its 

construction. 

 Cynthia Vann talked about this issue in an editing role. She brought up the time-

deadline construct unprompted when I asked whether style is a significant or top-of-mind 

consideration as she produces technical documentation: 

CV:  I think, I don't know that [style is] top of mind because I think what I 

encounter is, so first of all, when my assignments come to me, it's pretty 

uncommon for me to be the original author. I’m typically taking multiple 

authors and I'm writing, you know, essentially, it's like an editing role. But 

I do produce. I do also produce writing as a part of that role. So I think it's 

not top of mind, probably because they don't always, if you can imagine, 

they don't always get it to me with enough time to do all of it, you know, 

to do all of the tasks, like it's, it's quite likely, especially if we're dealing 

with, so sometimes we receive material from sub-consultants to our firm 

and those typically require more of my voice, you know, like my, you 

know, my unifying writing style, but if I don't have enough time to do that 

and clean up, you know, essentially what we call cleaning up the text, then 

I'm not spending much time on style. However, I would like it to be top of 

mind. My interest is in having it be top of mind because of what we just 

talked about. Because I feel like if you do have five authors, you want it to 

be one voice and our clients also say that. They, you know, we will 

routinely get feedback from them that you can tell more than one author 



 

204 
 

wrote it. But, you know, you also have these constraints that you have to 

work with it. 

Vann’s comments show just how exigent time-deadline is for technical writers. It impacts 

the attention to style that they can afford to give to any single piece of writing. The 

impact of time-deadline is such that it restricts the attention to style that a document 

might otherwise receive. Many businesses and organizations seek to address this issue 

through layers of writers and editors seeing any particular document, as the comments on 

co-construction show below. However, in some cases even editors or those with final 

proofing responsibilities face time pressures significant enough to cause style to suffer or 

at least receive less attention.  

Finally, I note that an assumption of the writers in the conversations on the time-

deadline construct is that style is a later, fine-tuning consideration that mostly centers on 

writing ideals and available time to attend to its construction. This suggests that writers 

must rely on training and instincts to a degree in their writing and construction of style. It 

also shows a conception of what style is and its place in the writing process for some 

writers in this study.  

 Time-shelf life: Some technical writers in the study brought up an unexpected 

construct affecting writing style that I had not theorized before the actual research 

process began: the anticipated life cycle of a single piece of technical documentation and 

its impact on the time and effort that is invested in the style of a document. Jim Wilson 

brought up this consideration when comparing the Thule Stacker 830 document and the 

FAA report: 
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JW:  Well, you know, when you think about it, this is something that people 

are, they are, someone is probably going to keep this and reference it and 

keep it in their file for a while, whereas that Thule thing, they are going to 

put it on. Although some people keep instructions, a lot of people just 

throw them away because they don’t need it any more, whereas this is 

going to be referenced. This document is going to have a different life 

cycle than the other document. 

I captured this idea of life cycle in my analytic memo on the interview and noticed when 

it came up again. Susan Davis coupled this idea of time with the cost and effort involved 

in qualifying some products for production: 

SD: Yes, I would say if you're writing specifications, you’re usually writing 

them with the intention that they're, they're going to have some longevity 

because it's very expensive to qualify materials and processes and parts so 

you want, you're hoping that those get used on lots and lots of builds. 

Yeah, so, you know, that would be a genre or category of documents that 

you are looking at like, like really long term used. But if you're writing a 

bulletin, then it's a flash in the pan, you know, so for something like that, 

you know, my goal would be to get all of the salient information on one 

page or half a page, and, you know, then get some, some contact 

information out there and yeah, you drop that off and walk away. 

Davis sees the impact of longevity, what I term shelf life, as mostly a matter of 

investment in the single piece of writing with shorter-lived documents requiring more 

focus on accuracy and necessary information and longer-lived documents coming in for a 
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full-orbed consideration of the various writing ideals impinging on writers’ 

consciousnesses. 

McKenzie William spoke in a similar vein about a document she edited in the 

aerospace sector she works in: 

MW:  I remember when I edited it, for one thing I wasn't even entirely sure what 

I was looking at, and I think I didn't really have the time to figure it out 

and I frankly, didn't think that my contacts knew either. And, and also, 

but, you know, I think the audience doesn't care. This is just for internal 

NASA, NASA use, and I have a feeling it was one of those documents that 

was never going to see the light of day anyway, just one that’s in draft 

perpetually. And so I remember I sat down, I just, I just edited it purely for 

clarity and correctness, just to make sure, do these sentences make sense. 

Is this consistent because, you know, and I kind of just, you know, I am 

not super proud of it, but that’s what I did. 

The shelf life considerations at work in any single piece may foreground or elide various 

writing ideals as Williams’ comments show. This construct, though not as prevalent as 

time-deadline as a construct affecting writing decisions related to style for the 

participants in this study, is nonetheless a part of the total network of constructs affecting 

style identified in this study. 

Co-construction. An especially important construct affecting the reception and 

production of writing style is co-construction. Olinger (2014b) noted the importance of 

co-construction in delineating the sociocultural theory of style. In her statement of the 

theory, she defines styles as “the dynamic co-construction of typified indexical meanings 
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(types of people, practices, situations, texts) perceived in a single sign or a cluster of 

signs and influenced by participants’ language ideologies” (p. 125, italics in original). I 

did not initially take co-construction to be a construct affecting stylistic production and 

reception on my reading of her theory since, in this statement, she defines style as a form 

of co-construction itself rather than style as a result of that co-construction. While coding 

the interviews for this study, it became apparent that style is both a co-construction, 

especially as a joint venture between author and reader, but also is influenced by co-

constructive factors as well, including technology, as I discussed in Finding 5. 

Co-construction occurs at several levels. The communication climate of American 

business and organizational language is a macro-level source of co-construction (I 

discuss this in Chapter 5). Co-construction not only occurs at this ideological level but 

also at the level of industry- and company specific style guides and approved language 

codes, in the required language of regulatory and compliance considerations, and in the 

often collaborative environment and process that attends the production of most technical 

and business documentation. Such writing is rarely the product of a solo writer but rather 

subject matter experts; various constituencies like marketing teams, management, and 

regulatory and legal agencies; and professional expectations of communication encoded 

exterior to any single project such as style guides and required language all place their 

stamp on the style of written documents. 

Participation in professional organizations and connection with other professional 

communicators constitutes a form of co-construction for the participants in this study. 

Looking specifically at ways that the technical writers in the study contact other 

professionals in their field formally or informally, I asked a question about organizations 
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and groups that each participant is or was part of. Their answers noted participation in a 

wide variety of professional and informal organizations28 and their use of listservs, blogs, 

and discussion boards related to technical writing or writing in general such as Tech 

Whirl, Tech Shorts, the Society for Technical Communication discussion boards, and 

others (Marcy Sager, Deborah Hemstreet, Eva Miranda, Amruta Ranade, Phyllis Walsh, 

Paula Robertson, Cynthia Vann, William Loy Pearce). A number of participants also 

mentioned attendance at conferences on aspects of their professional roles as technical 

writers (Deborah Hemstreet, Eva Miranda, Amira Patel, Sue Ann Hartmann) with some 

noting their involvement in master’s degree programs as a place where they connect with 

other technical writers (McKenzie Williams, Dina Lopez). Other participants had or 

currently occupy roles on advisory boards for college technical communication programs 

(Jim Wilson, Jerry Grohovsky). Other participants mentioned colleagues at in-house 

technical writing departments as a primary source of connection to other technical writers 

(Nick Peterman, Kelly Smith, Amira Patel, Susan Davis, Sue Ann Hartmann) or past 

colleagues at other companies that they still connect with on a professional level (Ashley 

Fields, Dina Lopez, Paula Robertson). Finally, a few mentioned technical writers at other 

companies or technical writers that they know personally that they might not have ever 

worked with but they connect with on professional matters (Cynthia Vann, Jim Wilson, 

McKenzie Williams, Vincent Tomaino). 

The picture that emerges is of a well-connected, engaged pool of writers. 

                                                      
28 Participants noted a variety of organizations and groups, both professional and informal, in which they 
participated in the past and present: the Society for Technical Communication, the American Medical 
Writers Association, the American Society for Training and Development, the American Copy Editors 
Society, Blank Area* Distance Learning Association (*represents a pseudonym), Learning and 
Development CityName* (*represents a pseudonym), the Society for Women Engineers, the Western 
States Communication Association, the Association for Writing Professionals, and the Association for 
Proposal, Bid, and Management Professionals. 
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Technical writing is a complex, demanding field with many aspects of communication 

demanding awareness and attention. The writers in the study use their professional 

participation and their connection with others in person or online to inform their writing 

style. 

A couple participants said they worked alone, however, occupying the role of the 

single technical writer at their workplace (Marsha Patterson, Ashley Fields). Kelly Smith, 

though she works with other writers, mentioned that she often produces documents by 

herself with no other input or revision. Similarly, Marcy Sager noted that she is often a 

“solo writer.” Jerry Grohovsky mentioned “one person, one project” at his technical 

writing business. William Loy Pearce noted that he is often a “one-man army” at work, 

though he also mentioned how he reaches out to other writers and looks up answers to 

specific writing questions online when they arise. Even solo writers need input and 

information from others in this form of writing. 

 Co-construction occurs in other ways with issues such as compliance and 

regulatory considerations weighing significantly on what must be included in some 

documents and the wording required. I discussed legal/regulatory considerations under 

Finding 1 above. At some businesses and organizations, templates constructed by those 

outside the technical writing department are mandated. Marcy Sager mentioned the 

marketing department at her workplace mandating the use of some templates while other 

writers mentioned requirements for government documents or consultation with 

government agencies (Ashley Fields, Phyllis Walsh, Cynthia Vann, Vincent Tomaino). 

Paula Robertson noted Advanced Placement (AP) requirements impacting her work in 

the curriculum publication field. Initiatives like the Plain Language movement and 
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Simplified Technical English (see Language standardization in Finding 3) and technical 

writing certifications such as through the Society for Technical Communication, can be 

seen in this light as well, as macro-level co-constructions of style. 

Style and format guides are another form of co-construction at the in-house but 

cross-document level. A company style guide or style sheet is often internal, but 

sometimes it is external to a company and operates at more of a macro level (such as the 

Microsoft Manual of Style). I did not ask a specific question about this issue, though a 

number of participants brought up this issue as determinative of at least parts or nearly all 

of their stylistic decision-making, eleven participants to be exact (Sue Ann Hartmann, 

Phyllis Walsh, Marcy Sager, Vincent Tomaino, Amruta Ranade, Amira Patel, Nick 

Peterman, Marsha Patterson, Ashley Fields, Susan Davis, Paula Robertson). Amira Patel 

mentioned the use of the Microsoft Manual of Style and the Chicago Manual of Style at 

her workplace while Vincent Tomaino, working in the government sector, noted the use 

of the United States Securities and Exchange Commission’s (1999) A Plain English 

Handbook, the Strunk and White handbook, and a pamphlet titled How to Write for a 

Judge and Not Like One (Painter, n.d.) as models for his workplace writing. Most 

technical writers in the study work with officially-adopted company style guides that 

govern choices related to presentation, tone, design, and even specific word choice. These 

usually behind-the-scenes templates standardize workplace communication and constitute 

a co-constructed form of audience address, a corporate, managed, consistent, and 

mandated mode of communication that impacts technical writers’ stylistic choices. 

Co-construction is also apparent at the specific document level, which seems to 

be the primary meaning in Olinger’s (2014b) use of the term. Amira Patel discussed this 
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process: 

JO:  I was gonna ask you a little bit about the, the impact of the group. So you 

know, is there anything that kind of comes across your desk that's ever 

kind of a solo construction where you just write it and you're done or is it 

always going to see multiple people? 

AP:  Anything I come across that I can just write and be done? No, or, or you 

know, in my case, if I can just look at it and edit it and say like, okay, it's 

ready for publication? No, never. All of our content goes through a review 

cycle. 

Editors, reviewers, managers, and stakeholders of all sorts invest their ideas and 

contributions into writing at nearly every stage of the writing process, depending on the 

process and document in production. A depiction of a similar process was very consistent 

across the data set with most documents, especially public-facing, “glossy” documents 

receiving special focus and treatment, sometimes by stakeholders outside the technical 

writing department. Amruta Ranade’s comments on the technical writing process show 

co-construction as a dominant consideration in creating the style of a final product: 

AR:  So I'm lucky to work at, work at a company that has a very strong 

documentation culture, which means that everybody's invested in 

documentation, and they want to help us put out the best documentation 

we can. So the fine, like, once I have a review of a draft ready, like once I 

have a draft that I'm happy to share with other people, I, the first step of 

review is the technical interview where I share it with the engineer who 

worked on the feature and they give me feedback, which is technical 
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accuracy and correctness. But the people being good writers themselves, 

they also have suggestions for like style, or you know, actually writing 

feedback. And then the second layer of like, the second round of review is 

my fellow technical writers. We do a round robin system of, of, of peer 

reviews. So yeah, I send it to my fellow technical writer, and she takes a 

look at it. And she is the one who, like, actually focus on the style and 

stuff. So yeah, the peer review is supposed to be like more editorial than 

writing-based feedback, so that is like that, I get most of the suggestions of 

feedback about writing, and the final review is my managerial review. 

In Ranade’s workplace with its strong documentation culture, style is checked, modified, 

and re-checked at every stage by multiple people, a dramatic picture of co-construction.  

 Convergence of style and tone across documents is important in many corporate 

and organizational settings, especially for public-facing documents. Eva Miranda spoke 

of this factor in her stylistic construction as she seeks to manage professional and 

personal styles: 

EM:  So, you know, we have kind of an overall established style, and I have a 

little bit of my own style. And sometimes I, you know, if I'm co-authoring 

a large chunk of content of documentation, I will make an effort to follow 

the style of my manager, of the other writers on my team. And sometimes, 

you know, I have my own story style, depending on the documentation 

that I write so I wrote tutorials and they have their own style. And then 

when I worked on more conceptual information, I definitely feel like I'm 

writing in a different style. 
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This form of co-construction is less formal but nonetheless active and significant for 

writers since it produces reflection on the personal versus corporate aspects of style. 

 Co-construction is a significant factor in technical writing style, usually tied to 

specifics of individuals, contexts, and language ideologies that impact the design and 

language of technical documents at every level. Whether at the communication climate 

level, at the regulatory/compliance level, at the level of voluntarily-adopted style guides 

both internal and external, or the document level with multiple writers and constituencies 

weighing in on a specific document’s style, co-construction is active and significant as a 

construct affecting style for the writers in this study.  

Cost. A construct sometimes affecting style within business and organizational 

settings that became apparent as I coded the interviews in the study is cost. This construct 

is unique to local settings and circumstances. Cost as a construct in this study may be 

broken down in a few ways: (1) cost in terms of deliverables and (2) cost in terms of 

reporting out on a study or product that was costly in itself, which usually centers on how 

much the document is expanded or contracted in its reporting. 

Related to cost in terms of deliverables, some writers discussed this topic in terms 

of the deliverables offered to consumers since those deliverables represent a cost to 

companies for printing and distribution. Susan Davis brought up this consideration when 

we were discussing the offering of three languages in the Thule Stacker 830 document: 

SD:  I'm not sure what motivated them to put all three languages on the same 

sheet. Digital world, this is a little bit less necessary, right? Like, you 

don’t need to . . . if you’re printing these out and putting them in the 

boxes, then I get it. You might save a little bit of money. But yeah, like, 
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we wouldn't do this today. We would let people pull up the instructions in 

their own language, and have it be the only thing. 

Davis, who works in a highly technical field, notes the options that companies have to 

offer documentation in a variety of ways; the considerations about ways to deliver 

information are at least somewhat dependent on cost. Nick Peterman suggested that the 

potential cost savings associated with printing are important, though that is not the only 

factor impacting the expansion or contraction of documents, other factors weighing in as 

well. 

 Jerry Grohovsky mentioned the cost of deliverables as well when I asked him 

about the practice of companies like IKEA who offer visual-only instructions in part to 

reduce costs of translation and reproduction of multiple versions of the same document. 

He offered a counter consideration related to the needs of customers versus the 

production costs of documentation: 

JO:  Do you think it's important to have supporting text or do you think like 

you know, you know IKEA, another Swedish company, of course, is 

famous for their visual only, right, instructions. Do you try to, do you 

think it's important to manage both sides of that and have some supporting 

text? 

JG:  Yeah, I say, I say it is. I think sometimes it goes to the extreme of not 

supporting text and then the questions that the customer or some person 

assembling the product has comes out in frustration, and possibly a 

negative attitude towards the product. . . . I don't think adding 15 to 25 

words of text is really going to make that much difference in terms of 
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adding pages, you know, to any costs of production but I think it's 

worthwhile just to have a happy customer, not have a customer hold 

something up when they have to ship something back. 

Grohovsky still considers cost in his reply but links that cost to the happiness of 

customers. He implies that the costs of supporting products will weigh in for companies 

at some point, whether in the detail offered in documentation or in terms of needed 

support of faulty products or customers who do not repeat business with a company. Nick 

Peterman made almost perfectly mirroring comments on this issue of cost as well. 

Related to cost in terms of reporting out on a study or product that was costly in 

itself, the costs or importance associated with the project or study that a piece of 

documentation supports weigh in as a consideration as to how expansive the reporting 

and detail of its documentation needs to be. I asked about how the reporting of the FAA 

report should be presented, prompting the following response from Ashley Fields: 

JO:  Yeah, and really, it has that one main finding there. It's kind of the middle 

sentence, “The mean and median blood concentrations . . .” I mean, would 

you, would you handle this differently? Would you be tempted to kind of 

bullet out your main findings or anything like that? 

AF:  Well, they don't have enough findings here to bullet out. But if it was 

expensive, I, I may consider it. 

Fields, who has experience with the government sector, implies that the cost and 

worthiness of a project impact the documentation generated by that project or study. 

 Kelly Smith suggested that the cost of the product itself affects the expansiveness 

and thoroughness of the documentation supporting that product. We were discussing the 
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possible inclusion of an introduction in the Thule Stacker 830 when she brought up this 

point: 

KS:  I don't think that's how things are written any more, although, it might 

depend on the kind of product. For something like, this is a fairly simple 

product. But if I was getting something like a farm tractor that I paid 

$300,000 for, I might want a bit more instruction, more hand holding and 

more like, I would want someone to come out there and show me how to 

use it, you know. ((chuckles)) 

JO:  Yeah, that’s Interesting. So, so the price, you know, really the, the level of 

complexity . . .  

KS:  The price and, and the complexity. Yeah, like, I mean, the book that 

comes with your car is, is, you know, half an inch thick. 

Smith raises the issues of price and complexity affecting style in this exchange, 

considerations that impact the level of detail and attention to audience needs and 

expectations. 

 Exigent factors tell strongly in the styles that technical writers encode and decode. 

This occurs in the ways that Finding 6 details. Whether it is topic, purpose, time-

deadline, time-shelf life, co-construction, or cost, exigence impacts styles across the 

board in ways summarized in this finding. In addition, the writer as a construct to guide 

reception is linked to purpose in the readings constructed by some participants in this 

study. Communication, especially skillfully-constructed reception and production of 

style, does not occur in a vacuum, but rather exigent factors contribute to it in a myriad of 

ways. 
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Summary 

 The six findings of this study detailed in this chapter are the result of the coding 

processes I describe above under Themeing the data in Chapter 3. They represent a wide 

range of impacts on technical writers, their processes, the styles they seek to write in, the 

ideals that inform the shaping of those styles, and the exigencies, technologies, 

ideologies, and personal experiences that are involved in writing style and its production 

and reception. With these findings in mind, I turn to connecting the findings of this study 

to Olinger’s (2014b) sociocultural theory of style by answering the research questions 

that shaped this study, I augment and explicate the Construct Model of the Sociocultural 

Theory of Style in ways those answers inform, and I draw out conclusions and 

recommendations from the study as a whole.   



 

218 
 

CHAPTER 5 

ANALYSIS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

In this final chapter, I update the Construct Model of the Sociocultural Theory of 

Style, I address the research questions of this study, and I make recommendations on 

theory, pedagogy, and further research in the area of style within rhetoric-composition. 

The Construct Model of the Sociocultural Theory of Style 

First, I present an updated visual of the Construct Model of the Sociocultural 

Theory of Style (compared to the first version of the Construct Model in Figure 1). The 

large portion of the Construct Model (see Figure 12) held up under scrutiny, the eight 

constructs theorized in Chapter 2 (audience, appropriateness, embodiment/materiality, 

genre, language ideology, language/style, topic) found within the responses of the 

participants to greater and lesser degrees. Twenty other codes were added to this list, 

resulting in the Final list of themed codes in Figure 7. In addition, I identified several 

subordinate/superordinate relationships including exigent factors, audience addressed, 

and writing ideals, under which I placed five constructs, five constructs, and eight 

constructs respectively. I placed these codes under the visual. Some of the sub-codes, cost 

for example, might not come into play as a construct for certain types of writing, so I 

considered it inappropriate to place that construct in the kairotic funnel for all readers or 

writers since the Construct Model visual is intended to cover writing generally and not 

technical writing in particular. Further, I do not think the twenty-eight codes in the 

Construct Model exhaustively capture every construct affecting style. So some level of 

summary as in the terms “writing ideals” and “exigent factors” is used to create 

depositories into which further theory and findings can submit other constructs. In 
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addition, I placed writer in the kairotic funnel for readers since that construct was 

identified by some readers in the study in constructing readings of style, in this study in 

terms of the writer’s imagined purpose. 

 

Figure 12. The construct model of the sociocultural theory of style. 
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 My hope is that the arrows indicating a cyclic motion show something of 

Olinger’s “dynamic co-construction” idea while the word “style” overlaying the word 

“text,” leaking outside of its bounds, shows style as the ephemeral contact point between 

writers and readers. The rhetorical terms, rhetorical distance, footing, stance, and 

presence/absence on the writer’s side show that individual in relation to the text and 

through it, the reader. This relation to the text happens before and during the writer’s 

construction of style. On the other hand, voice and presence/absence refer to the reader’s 

conceptions of the writer, both constructed only during and after contact with the text. 

Both of these constructions happen according to and in one sense are themselves, 

“typified indexical meanings.” The “text” itself may involve a “single sign or a cluster of 

signs.” 

The Construct Model of the Sociocultural Theory of Style is hopefully 

picturesque of the hard-to-capture, dynamic, expansive process that is stylistic 

perception. Writing, and particularly style, might find depiction in many ways, but this 

model prioritizes the sociocultural theory of style. Style in this theory is not within the 

text, just as that word is not embedded within the TEXT in the visual. The Construct 

Model, in its employment of rhetorical terms that have seen long use and its integration 

of the constructs affecting style, pictures style primarily in rhetorical terms, painting it as 

a site of co-constructed perceptions. 

Research Questions Addressed 

I turn now to addressing the research questions that shaped this study, listed 

below: 
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1. What descriptive power does a sociocultural theory of style bring to the 

production and reception of written style? 

2. What constructs are operant as writers and audiences approach the task of 

encoding and decoding literary style? 

o How do these constructs relate to one another in terms of priority, 

symbiotic relation, and negotiation? 

3. How do the constructs under examination relate to one another in terms of 

conscious and unconscious use by writers and audiences? 

The answers to these questions are necessarily partial since this study, as an 

ethnographic-inspired study featuring case studies and document review, only looks at a 

specific population (technical writers) and only at a sub-set of that larger group (the 

twenty participants of this study) and then extrapolates out to the more general level of all 

writers and readers that the sociocultural theory of style seeks to encompass. Thus, all 

claims are hedged and speak only to the generalizability level that this study can offer. 

The applicability of this study’s findings I leave to the reader’s evaluation and the 

findings of other studies on the questions that this study raises.  

In addressing the research questions of this study, I present Table 14, to be read in 

a left-to-right manner. The table format is based on Bloomberg and Volpe’s (2016) 

Analytic Category Development Tool (p. 249). I connect each Finding Statement to the 

Research Question it addresses most pertinently, reiterate the Source of the Research 

Gap/Problem each research question addresses that I explicated in Chapter 2, and then 

offer an Outcome/Result on the right side of the table that I develop in greater depth in 

what follows. 
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Table 14  

Questions to Outcomes 

Research 
Question 

Relevant Finding(s) Source of 
Research 

Gap/Problem 
 
 

Outcome/Result 

1. What 
descriptive 
power does a 
sociocultural 
theory of style 
bring to the 
production 
and reception 
of written 
style? 

Finding 2 (biography) 
Finding 3 (language 
ideology) 

Earlier theories of 
style did not 
account for 
conflicting 
perceptions of the 
style of texts, 
dynamic 
responses to texts, 
or the 
multisemioticity 
and co-
construction 
evident in the 
stylistic 
perceptions. 
Further, they did 
not proceed on 
current theories of 
language. 

The sociocultural 
theory of style, 
especially as 
augmented by 
recognition of 
various constructs 
affecting style, 
pictures the 
production and 
reception of style 
effectively and 
offers a sound and 
valid theory to 
support 
discussions 
surrounding style. 

2. What 
constructs are 
operant as 
writers and 
audiences 
approach the 
task of 
encoding and 
decoding 
literary style? 

Finding 1 (audience) 
Finding 2 (biography) 
Finding 3 (language 
ideology) 
Finding 4 (technology) 
Finding 5 
(embodiment/materiality)  
Finding 6 (exigent 
factors, in relation to the 
co-construction 
construct) 

The sociocultural 
theory of style in 
its original 
formulation 
offered one 
construct 
affecting style 
calling for more 
development of 
the theory on this 
point. 
 
 

The constructs 
theorized in 
Chapter 2 as well 
as constructs 
identified 
throughout coding 
are active to 
varying degrees in 
the production 
and reception of 
any single 
instance of the 
production or 
reception of style. 
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Research 
Question 

Relevant Finding(s) Source of 
Research 

Gap/Problem 
 
 

Outcome/Result 

2a. How do these 
constructs 
relate to one 
another in 
terms of 
priority, 
symbiotic 
relation, and 
negotiation? 

Finding 6 (exigent 
factors) 

Little is known of 
how writers and 
readers prioritize 
factors affecting 
their perceptions 
of style. 

Perception of 
style is 
situational, 
person-specific, 
and bounded by a 
multitude of 
factors that 
emerge in the 
moment, yet some 
general themes 
emerge in terms 
of prioritization, 
symbiotic 
relation, and 
negotiation on the 
issue of construct 
relevance. 

3. How do the 
constructs 
under 
examination 
relate to one 
another in 
terms of 
conscious and 
unconscious 
use by writers 
and 
audiences? 

Finding 2 (biography) 
Finding 6 (exigent 
factors) 

Theorists like 
Rankin  
(1985/2010) and 
Milic (1971) 
suggest that 
addressing issues 
of conscious and 
unconscious 
factors affecting 
style is an 
important area of 
study for stylistic 
theory. 

The constructs 
affecting style 
move along a 
continuum of 
consciousness and 
unconsciousness 
due to 
biographical and 
exigent factors 
involved in 
interaction with 
texts. 

Rather than explicating each Outcome/Result in detail separately, I develop each in the 

discussion below where relevant rather than treat them discretely and divorced from the 

contexts where their presence is most insistent and applicable. 

Conclusions 

 I draw the Conclusions in Table 15 below from Chapter 4’s Findings, from the 

Outcome/Result section of Table 14, and from connections to theory and research in 
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rhetoric-composition and allied fields. I employ Bloomberg and Volpe’s (2016) model 

(Table 10.2, p. 271) for connecting findings, interpretations and conclusions, which is an 

if (finding), then (interpretations), therefore (conclusions) mode of reasoning. I 

sometimes offer multiple interpretations and conclusions for the same findings. 

Interpretations are numbered where there is more than one, and the corresponding 

number in the Conclusion column clarifies which Interpretations and Conclusions are 

linked. 

Table 15 

Findings, Interpretations, and Conclusions 

Findings, Interpretations, and Conclusions 

Findings  
(If) 

Interpretations 
(then) 

Conclusions 
(therefore) 

Finding 1 
(audience) 

(1) The audience, its 
qualities, needs, and 
preferences, impacts 
production of style. 

(1) Building awareness of the 
reception of style can 
assist writers in co-
constructing style. 

Finding 2 
(personal biography) 

(1) It is likely that 
biography affects all 
writers in a variety of 
ways, both consciously 
and unconsciously. 

(1) Experiences and 
instruction that build the 
literate lives of writers 
and readers expand their 
rhetorical resources for 
constructing style 
perceptions. 

(2) Writing style differs 
based on elements like 
literacy level, personal 
experiences, education, 
personal reading and 
writing, and emotional 
states. 

(2) Determining gaps in any 
single writer’s stylistic 
repertoire is important to 
building rhetorically-
sensitive construction of 
style. 
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Findings, Interpretations, and Conclusions 

Findings  
(If) 

Interpretations 
(then) 

Conclusions 
(therefore) 

Finding 3 
(language ideology) 

(1) Language ideology 
affects writing style in 
wide-ranging ways. 

(1) Language ideology, 
especially in terms of 
dominant language 
ideology, the rules of 
disciplinary linguistic 
practices, and writing 
ideals impacting style, are 
an important topic of 
examination and 
discussion in writing 
classrooms. 

Finding 4 
(technology) 

(1) Technology as a 
construct affecting 
style needs awareness 
and illumination to 
support stylistic theory 
and pedagogy. 

(1) Research on the impacts 
of technology on writing 
style is relevant and 
needed. 

(2) Awareness of, training, 
and reflection on the 
implementation of 
technologies in writing 
instruction can support 
various constructs of 
style in ways unique to 
each intervention. 

(2) Awareness of, training for 
use, and reflection on the 
implementation of 
technologies in writing 
instruction can support 
various constructs of style 
in ways unique to each 
intervention. 

Finding 5 
(embodiment/materiality) 

(1) The multitudinous 
impacts of embodiment 
and materiality on 
writing demonstrate its 
importance to style. 

(1) Experiences and 
dispositions impact 
writing style production 
and reception. 

Finding 6 
(exigent factors) 

(1) Focusing writers and 
readers on exigent 
considerations will 
build their skill in 
stylistic production and 
reception.   

(1) Pedagogies that 
foreground exigent factors 
will assist writers in their 
stylistic reception and 
production. 

I discuss the conclusions above in what follows. More or other conclusions might be 

drawn from the interpretations I present. A qualitative study affords the reader the unique 
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voice of the researcher, a fact of that design. I discuss the Conclusions in the context of 

the Construct Model of the Sociocultural Theory of Style and in the context of relevant 

research and theory. 

The Audience, Reception, Pedagogy, and Style 

 The importance of the audience in this study is hard to overestimate. It is the 

single most insistent construct affecting technical writing style in this study and, though I 

think that in technical writing audience is probably more dominant as a construct than it 

is in other genres of writing, it is nonetheless present in most forms of writing outside of 

private and self-exploratory modes. If style is the dynamic contact point between writer 

and audience, this argues that reception of style is a critical element in audience address. 

Reception is where style is enacted most insistently in the social arena, where it is most 

strongly co-constructed. Audiences encounter and co-construct it in part based on writing 

ideals that shape their perceptions of style. Technical writers value accuracy, 

appropriateness, clarity, concision, fluency, simplicity, and tone because that is what their 

audiences value. But other audiences might value other ideals—clever wordplay and 

inventiveness in creative writing; precise terminology and elaborated reasoning chains 

with evidence in academic writing; and so on. This is essentially what Conclusion (1) in 

Finding 1 avers: Building awareness of the reception of style can assist writers in co-

constructing style.  

Some extant pedagogical models show this centralization of reception in style 

construction. One example is Buehl’s (2013) model of teaching science writing through 

three styles: technical prose aimed at reports and other science genre documents, 

deliberative prose aimed at decision-makers in a “more energetic science-marketing 
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style” (p. 285), and a public-facing “epideictic popularization” mode to convey scientific 

ideas to wider audiences. Ross (2014) prompts higher education students to alter writing 

style depending on three audiences: “orientation towards assessment criteria, attention to 

teacher presence and preferences, and sensitivity towards a general ‘Other’” (p. 219), 

positioning style as a form of performance, reminiscent of Holcomb and Killingsworth’s 

(2010) model. Research on error gravity has informed business and technical writing 

pedagogy on approaches to error (Rifkin & Roberts, 1995; Beason, 2001). Egbert’s 

(2014) dissertation entitled Reader perceptions of linguistic variation in published 

academic writing captures insights informing style discussions for academic writers. 

Research on plain language preference of business professionals has informed style as 

well (Campbell et al., 2017). One study of science writing reception among 

undergraduate science majors revealed preferences in reading various portions of the 

science writing genre (results) rather than other portions of that writing, showing a 

stylistic preference for outcomes rather than methods (Verkade & Lim, 2016). Style in 

these models connects readers to writers in their preferred or expected modes of address, 

making reception central to stylistic construction.   

The main assertion of this conclusion is that style and audience need attunement 

to each other, resulting in subtler, richer, more apropos styles. As a socially semiotic, co-

constructed, ideologically-charged use of linguistic resources, style can take a central role 

in pedagogy, moving it from a primarily linguistic to a primarily rhetorical consideration. 

I think this important since I doubt whether compositionists will institute pedagogies 

based on style if they think of it as a linguistic concept primarily. I think this is Butler’s 

(2007) claim when he avers that style has not receded in composition but has been 
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renamed, finding its way into pedagogies across the landscape of rhetoric-composition. 

This inclusion, though, is still often thought of as a process addendum, a part of revision 

to tune up writing. In fact, handbooks29 and textbooks30 often treat it as primarily 

linguistic. Style is indeed concerned with these matters, in its dualistic, linguistic 

orientation. But in its sociocultural orientation, it also encompasses wide-ranging 

rhetorical concerns.  

Thus, I argue that style, in whatever models it is incorporated, needs to be named 

for what it is. Style is indeed central to rhetoric; it is the contact point where the text is 

co-constructed. Thinking of it rhetorically rather than primary linguistically can actuate 

its implementation more widely in composition pedagogy, and that path leads in part 

through audience reception and co-construction of style. To explain this reasoning, I turn 

to Milic’s (1965/2010) categorization of style theories as basically monistic or dualistic.31 

He claims that a mixed approach to style is likely best to build language repertoire and 

skill through treating it dualistically first, a matter of linguistic competence and skill, but 

then instruction should proceed on a monistic account of style to account for individual 

purposes (pp. 144-145). Dualistic models of style separate language from the contexts in 

which it operates, treating it in terms of skills acquisition. I think such models have a 

                                                      
29 A few examples show this orientation toward style. Kirszner & Mandell’s (2014), The concise 
Wadsworth handbook, features a section on “Grammar and Style for ESL Writers (49) that presents style as 
a grammatical concern. Aaron’s (2016) LB Brief includes a section on “Clarity and Style” (Part 3) that 
presents style as concerned with issues of emphasis, parallelism, variety and details, appropriate and exact 
words, completeness, and conciseness, all primarily grammar and usage issues.  
30 Wyrick’s (2011) Steps to writing well textbook, in Chapter 6 titled “Effective sentences,” has 
subheadings called Developing a clear style, Developing a concise style, Developing a lively style, and 
Developing an emphatic style, all elements that she develops in terms of linguistic competence. Dobrin’s 
(2015) Writing situations textbook deals with style in Part 7 called “Editing writing,” linking it most 
explicitly to correctness. 
31 Milic’s (1965/2010) categories of style theories include “ornate form” or “rhetorical dualism”; 
“individualist or psychological monism”; and “Crocean aesthetic monism” (pp. 141-142). See the fuller 
discussion of these terms in the 20th Century Stylistic Theory and Pedagogy within Rhetoric-Composition 
section in Chapter 1. 
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place but as methods for building facility with language use rather than as models of 

building rhetorically-sensitive, effectively-deployed style.32 They are not full-developed 

style pedagogies if one proceeds with a sociocultural account of style since they divorce 

language from context and audience. They do not capture style in its dynamic, co-

constructive aspects.  Such texts proceed from writer to text and not from audience 

(reception) to writer to text; this is the critical turn when considering language from a 

sociocultural perspective. 

The main problem with the monistic/dualistic divide enunciated by Milic 

(1965/2010) is that it has no third space for the social, contextual, exigent milieu where 

style is constructed/received; in doing so, it treats style as mostly a linguistic issue (see 

dualism) or a private matter (see the monisms) rather than a rhetorical matter (see 

sociocultural theory). The question then becomes how to approach the tasks of improving 

style, making it rhetorical in addition to linguistic, attuning it to context and exigency. I 

think this road leads straight through stylistic reception for the larger portion of writing. 

If a person writes only for private purposes, then reception matters little except to oneself. 

One is free to see writing as monistic, in Milic’s terms. If one writes to be read, however, 

then reception is the touchstone of effective style. 

The discussion about reception and its role in style is in many ways really a 

discussion about co-construction, which is evident on several levels in this study. At the 

highest macro-level, technical writing is inherently co-constructed since it relies not on 

an individual’s private purposes but on the larger purposes and needs of companies and 

                                                      
32 Killgallon’s (1998) Sentence composing for college, McGuigan’s (2007) Rhetorical devices: A handbook 
and activities for student writers, Strong’s (1996) Writer’s toolbox: A sentence combining workshop, 
Roper’s (2007) The writer’s workshop: Imitating your way to better writing while ostensibly teaching style 
actually teach facility with written language. 
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what audiences demand. This is especially evident in the low amount of consideration 

language/style played in constructing perceptions of style by the writers in the study. 

Language/style as a construct, as I define it in Chapter 2, is an author’s self-aware use of 

language as a value in itself, a plaything, most commonly seen in personal and creative 

writing. So while technical writers do evidence strong attention to language/style in one 

sense, they do this not for a private purpose but as an expression of the corporate identity 

and tone that technical documentation evinces. 

Co-construction is also evident in organizational participation, a strong finding of 

this study. Technical writers connect with others. This happens at both intra- and inter-

organizational levels as writers bring their work to other writers, editors, review boards, 

subject matter experts, regulatory agencies, managers, and other stakeholders while also 

reading others’ work at the lexical, linguistic, rhetorical, and pragmatic levels. They co-

construct in many ways, the style of their documents and the ones they read a shared site 

of rhetorical meaning that is guided by organizational purposes. They also participate in 

organizations, partake in trainings, and receive certifications that evolve their 

understandings of style, as Finding 6 showed. This same intra- and inter-organizational 

level co-construction is also evident in the industry and company style guides and 

regulations impacting some writers’ styles. 

Also, in another version of co-construction, the evidence that the reader 

constructs the writer’s purpose and partially co-constructs the text on those terms is a 

finding of the study. Pavlickova (2013) described the impact that the writer exerts 

through the reader’s perception in her “imagined author” model, which she builds from 
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earlier models including Booth’s (1983) “implied author” and Foucault’s (1980) “author-

function”: 

[T]he reader’s interpretation of the text is co-determined by the reader’s image of 

the author. The imagined author is a result of the encounter between the notion of 

an author brought into the encounter by the text and the reader’s articulation of 

the author that precedes the encounter. (p. 33) 

This model of the author centralizes the role such conceptions play in constructing 

perceptions of the text. Pavlickova (2013) develops her “multidimensional model” of the 

author in ways that go beyond the bounds of how the author was pictured by readers in 

this study, beyond thinking in terms of the writer’s supposed purpose alone, thus arguing 

that the writer is an active, nuanced construct in reception of texts. All told, co-

construction indeed both creates and is style in some ways; this fact shows a way forward 

for a more rhetorical style pedagogy. 

Finally, I think genre has an important role to play in a rhetorically-based style 

pedagogy, especially as it centralizes reception and co-construction. Bawarshi (2016) has 

argued that Rhetoric Genre Studies needs to offer more attention to readings of texts to 

guide connections between genres and audiences: 

Inviting students to practice the iteration of a convention under different 

conditions and at different moments in space and time allows them to spend time 

within the uptakes—how and why genre users take up various conventions in 

various circumstances—and to identify and account for not only the relations and 

meanings that are secured by dominant uptakes, but also to pay attention to the 

uptakes that, in the words of Min-Zhan Lu, are “dismissed or trivialized” (613). 
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And then to act on that knowledge in strategic ways, learning, for example, how 

to cue readers for encountering different, unexpected uptakes when these readers 

might not be prepared for, interested in, or tolerant of difference and when 

uptakes are subject to power imbalances. Such strategic knowledge and brokering 

of uptakes shifts the locus of agency from the genres themselves (which is often 

implied when explication of genres is the pedagogical goal and when genres are 

treated as sites of access) to their users, who are constantly having to negotiate 

genre uptakes across boundaries. (p. 248) 

Her connection of reader uptakes and the cues prompting those uptakes is where style 

connects to audience reception. If style is co-constructed, then understanding the ways in 

which cues prompt those uptakes opens possibilities for writers to cue desired uptakes 

through style according to their own purposes, thus taking up their own role in co-

construction.  

Genre itself might be characterized as a macro-level co-construction as well with 

the demands of various document types impacting style of language and presentation. 

Genre played an intriguing role in this study, in some ways both less and more important 

and active than I thought it might be when designing this study. The majority of the 

writers in the study felt that it was significantly less important to their writing and style 

than audience and exigent factors attending their writing; these are notions that I discuss 

under the Genre and audience sub-heading in Finding 1 in Chapter 4. Yet, l still think 

genre impacts technical writers powerfully, mainly because discussions of genre were 

often embedded in other discussions in this study. It hedged the discussions in ways that 

are hard to detect unless one takes a view of genre as rhetorically-enacted. As depicted in 
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Rhetorical Genre Studies, genres are built through a mix of audience expectations, 

experiences with previous documents, and the communication needs of the sponsoring 

organization (Miller, 1984; Aull, 2015). All of those elements showed comprehensive 

presence in this study. In short, genre’s impact is so wide that it is assumed at nearly 

every level, a near perfect picture of how a macro-level co-constructive construct is felt. 

In sum, since the audience is so impactful as a construct affecting style, this fact 

foregrounds the importance of reception and co-construction in shaping theory, research, 

and pedagogy. Style, socioculturally conceived, is a name for the ways that language 

connects to audience. Genres, as sites of co-construction, both shape and are shaped by 

the reception of audiences, which is in turn shaped by style.  

Biography, Reading, Literacy, and the Acquired/Learned Distinction 

 Biography is inescapable for any writer/reader as a construct affecting style. This 

construct, like other constructs such as embodiment/materiality, exigent factors, and 

language ideology, impacts writing comprehensively. The social, embedded, embodied, 

emplaced, enacted aspects of language come under this large heading of biography. 

Olinger implies that such a consideration is central in creating “typified indexical 

meanings” attached to the production and reception of style since such meanings are 

inherently personal and socially-constructed. Finding 2 explored this issue in detail, 

showing how biography significantly impacts the construction and reception of texts. 

Finding 6 speaks to this element as well; constructs emerge and recede as contexts and 

exigencies change. 

This finding is important since it speaks to the “unconscious” element of the 

“conscious/unconscious” distinction that Rankin (1985/2010) and Milic (1971) argue is 
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important to support theory and pedagogy surrounding style. If writers and readers 

partially construct styles based on literate, educational, and personal experiences, then 

building the relevant experiences that impact that construction is of interest and concern 

for style theory, pedagogy, and research. This is conclusion (1) in Finding 2: Experiences 

and instruction that build the literate lives of writers and readers will expand their 

rhetorical resources for building perceptions of style. 

One experience that bears on literate constructions of texts directly is reading. 

Research in the connections between the teaching of reading in composition courses has 

been ongoing since Haas and Flower’s (1988) seminal work in the field and Haswell, 

Briggs, Fay, Gillen, Harrill, Shupala, and Trevino’s (1999) reiteration of their research. 

More recently, several studies have explored the connections between reading and 

writing for the teaching of composition (Bunn, 2013; Carillo, 2013). Surveying a range of 

studies and articles, Carillo (2013) argues that skills of “rhetorical reading” link together 

the practices of both reading and writing (p. 42). Such reading is rhetorically sensitive to 

author, purpose, context, and purpose considerations, contrasted to reading for content 

alone (Hass & Flower, 1988, p. 188). My sense is that the most rhetorically-sensitive and 

-aware students I teach are also the best, most engaged readers. I add my voice to 

scholars like Carillo (2015) and Keller (2014) who argue for a stronger place for reading 

in composition pedagogy, though I connect it to stylistic considerations. 

 Some style-oriented pedagogies intentionally built around genres and literature 

are intriguing applications of the value of reading to style. Kelleher (2005) discusses the 

usage of literature in a stylistically-oriented pedagogy and concludes by arguing, “By 

exposing the limitations and virtues of linguistic choice, style highlights the synergistic 
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and experiential components of reading and writing and provides a provisional means to 

traverse vast disciplinary terrain” (pp. 91-92). Wide disciplinary reading is used in her 

stylistic pedagogy to offer more linguistic choices and options to readers. De Piero (2019) 

writes about a study in which three reading lenses were applied (deconstructing genres, 

learning the rhetorical practices of unique discourse communities, and reading like a 

writer) which resulted in student writers building rhetorical facility and writing skill. 

Reading and literate experiences can offer much to style pedagogy.  

 Conclusion (2) in Finding 2 says, Determining gaps in any single writer’s stylistic 

repertoire is important to building rhetorically-sensitive construction of style. Such 

identification of gaps might be prompted through pedagogical models that accentuate the 

reflective practices of readers/writers. Metacognitive approaches to writing production 

can promote and accentuate awareness of constructs affecting any single instance of 

reading or writing. In one sense, metacognitive approaches to writing are models for 

moving personal, process, contextual, and rhetorical factors affecting the writing 

circumstance to the writer’s conscious awareness and away from unconsciousness or lack 

of awareness. 

One metacognitive model that seems especially promising in terms of its range 

and subtlety in prompting metacognitive reflection is Lee and Mak’s (2018) 

metacognitive model, which is based on metacognitive knowledge, experiences, and 

skills/strategies. Their model escapes criticisms that metacognition is mostly genre-

focused (Negretti, 2017; Negretti & Kuteeva, 2011) and process-focused. Their 

“integrative” model updates Dunlosky and Metcalfe’s (2009) model of metacognitive 

knowledge, monitoring, and control (see Figure 13). 
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Figure 13. Screenshot of Lee and Mak’s (2018) metacognitive model (p. 1087). 

I take “metacognitive knowledge” as a depository for many of the constructs that impact 

style (audience, writing ideals, language ideology), a place to bring those constructs 

forward and prioritize them for any single act of writing or reception. “Metacognitive 

experiences” also impact writing style as some of the constructs discussed in the 

Construct Model showed (biography, embodiment/materiality). I take “metacognitive 

skills/strategies” as a place to bring forward issues such as technology and exigent 

considerations. The many and wide-ranging constructs affecting style require an equally 

wide-ranging theory and practice of pedagogical application, and metacognitive 

approaches seem promising in this regard. However, a critique of metacognitive 

approaches in isolation is that they can forestall co-constructions that are central to 

understanding reception and relevant construction of style. Yeh (2015) has conducted 

research where metacognition is enacted by working in social groups, a co-constructive 

method that has shown improvements in metacognition. Yeh’s application of 
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metacognition as a co-constructive tool avoids the isolation critique by connecting co-

construction and metacognition, accentuating both. 

Overall though, I am skeptical of pedagogical models that seek to build writing 

skills based on metacognition and genre awareness alone, much in the way that Anson 

(2016) discusses situational knowledge and the unique needs of learners impacting 

transfer writing pedagogy (pp. 541-542). These models follow in the stream of pedagogy 

within the last decades that emphasizes the private, reflective practice and process of 

writers/readers. They centralize prior knowledge, metacognition, transfer of knowledge 

across contexts, and multimodal aspects of composition. Such models develop a writer’s 

process awareness but can falter in addressing the sociocultural, lived impacts of writing 

style on audiences and the unconscious aspects of writing production and reception 

effectively.  

My skepticism of such models is not total, since I see much value in their overall 

approach. However, I think these approaches incomplete. Style emerges not from a 

vacuum but from a rich, networked web of causal relationships that defies photorealistic 

characterization, in part because many constructs in the web are unconscious. This 

realization contradicts models of writing that picture it as “applied metacognition” 

(Hacker, Keener, & Kircher, 2009) since such a model describes only one aspect of 

writing, its conscious enactment by the writer. 

However, I have struggled with this issue since the “conscious/unconscious” 

language that scholars like Milic and Rankin use to characterize the constructs affecting 

style can present its own problems. As this study has progressed, it has become apparent 

that this characterization belies assumptions about writing as an inherently cognitive 
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rather than a social process, assumptions that I challenge by suggesting a different model 

for thinking of constructs that escape metacognitive awareness yet remain impactful on 

stylistic perception. Cognition, conceived in embodied terms, is distributed, social, and 

enacted. It is not just “mental” in the sense of “in the mind alone.” As such, rather than 

belaboring the issue of whether a construct affecting style is conscious or unconscious, 

the well-known “acquired/learned” distinction (Krashen, 2004) can guide thinking about 

style pedagogy. Acquisition can occur in many settings: reading, exposure to expert or 

native speakers, literate experiences of many descriptions, exposure to genres, and so 

forth. This form of learning has already been shown as impactful within composition-

rhetoric. Krashen (2012) has shown that readers can acquire more academic vocabulary 

through genuine academic reading than through direct instruction.  Nagy, Townsend, 

Lesaux, and Schmitt (2012) acknowledge this contention but support Graves’ (2006) 

argument for a mix of “acquired” and “learned” strategies: “wide reading, promoting 

word consciousness, teaching word-learning strategies, and teaching individual words” 

(p. 97). 

The “acquired/learned” distinction can apply Gee’s (2012) “Discourse/discourse” 

sociocultural model within language learning, relating one’s discourse to primary or 

secondary Discourses through style. One’s primary Discourse shapes the values, norms, 

positionality, ideology, and fund of options for enacting one’s discourse (pp. 158-159). 

One “acquires” such knowledge; it functions as hardware in some sense, in the 

background, “unconscious,” until it is enacted for discourse purposes. Secondary or 

“Borderland” discourses (p. 185), on the other hand, are “learned,” the ways they are 

enacted built through style. Translingual approaches to writing are a picture of this idea 
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in action since they make communicating across boundaries a central skill of rhetorically-

skillful writing (Matsuda, 2006; Canagarajah, 2013; Horner, Lu, Royster, & Trimbur, 

2011). Durán (2017) argues that “To be a skilled writer in an increasingly complex world 

is to have command of and flexibly draw from a range of discourses, styles, registers, 

language practices, and rhetorical strategies” (p. 109). 

One’s primary Discourse can function at this acquired, unconscious level, but 

metacognitive models can expose its contours to readers/writers in part, offering them 

agency in constructing their own discourses. Since the mechanisms by which one’s 

literate experiences translate to perceptions of style are not always apparent, literate 

experiences and reading are central to style pedagogy. However, since other Discourses 

must be learned, pedagogical approaches that prompt this learning are needed. Several 

such approaches (reception-based, audience-centered, exigence-focused, problem-based) 

are treated in this chapter, all geared toward learning of Discourses. 

Important in this discussion is that any secondary Discourse is learned, but it may 

be primary for someone else. So it is difficult to characterize where acquisition and 

learning break for individuals. The concept of salience is central on this issue. In Chapter 

2 under The Importance of Salience, I discuss sociolinguist Peter Kortmann Rácz’s 

(2013) distinction of two types of salience: cognitive and social: “Cognitive salience is 

the objective property of linguistic variation that makes it noticeable to the speaker. 

Social salience is the whole bundle of the variation along with the attitudes, cultural 

stereotypes, and social values associated with it” (p. 1). So a mix of approaches is 

needed. 
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Finally, I think an actionable understanding of the constructs that are acquired and 

those that are learned, versus conscious and unconscious, is helpful since I remain 

agnostic about making strong causal claims about constructs and their outcomes in the 

perceptions surrounding writing style due to philosophical and actual difficulties in 

tracing causal chains, especially in chains that purport to describe human perceptions. 

Patton (2015) notes that qualitative methods have advanced significantly in the last 

twenty years and can “rigorously and credibly” describe some causal relationships (p. 

584). I do not take writing style perceptions to be in the category of causal relationships 

that can be so described since writing is so affected by local, specific, unconscious, 

exigent, ideological, and embodied factors that a full description of its causal mechanics 

is unrealistic. Rather, qualitative studies that look at the factors impacting it, when 

repeated, compounded, and accrued, and pedagogical models that capture the wide array 

of constructs affecting style and the processes of reading and writing themselves, offer 

direction in terms of style pedagogy and theory. The changeability and ephemerality of 

perceptions of writing style show writing and reception of writing to be what 

accomplished writers and readers know it to be—an absorbing, dynamic, co-constructed 

process that mixes ideological, social, and material impacts in wide-ranging, surprising 

ways at times. A more comprehensive, accurate picture of the actual forces impinging on 

writers’ styles can only assist with further theory, pedagogy, and skillful address and 

decoding of those same styles. 

Connecting Language Ideology to Style 

 Understanding the impact of language ideology, what it means, how it operates, 

and ways it impacts writers, has grown over recent decades. Pedagogical models that 
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centralize language games of power, social capital, value, marginalization, and related 

themes have proliferated partially as means to address language ideological issues of 

power and dominance. These themes are active in this study as well with some technical 

writers conscious of these issues. However, Finding 3 covered this concept in a wider 

sense, showing language ideology at work specifically at work in creating ideals that 

orient to values outside of a specific writing situation. Language standardization, 

common in technical and professional writing settings, proceeds on assumptions based on 

corporate and organizational culture. The style of writing evident within technical writing 

is the product of education and genre expectations taught within textbooks, the 

certification literature surrounding technical and professional communication, the tone 

and style mandated by company style guides, and the wider communication context of 

current corporate and organizational life. 

Language ideology is significant and ubiquitous as a construct affecting technical 

documentation because of the strong ideological orientation of modern business and 

corporate communication. This style of communication might be described as mostly 

emotionless, conservative, purposeful, image-focused, and audience-directed, resulting in 

tones from the formal to informal. A survey of major technical writing textbooks is 

revealing in terms of how style is taught to technical writers. Some textbooks argue for a 

predominantly conversational style, a tone that is casual for colleagues and clients who 

are known, and a more formal, “restrained” style for most business communication. The 

aim of this style is to “convey a professional image of yourself and your organization” 

(Oliu, Brusaw, & Alred, 2016, p. 267). An appropriate, skillfully-deployed style, in this 

sense, is a tender of an organization’s fitness to handle itself professionally and 
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competently. Lannon and Gurak (2018) develop the tonal aspects of workplace writing in 

nuanced ways, presenting writers with the need to recognize contexts that call for formal 

or semiformal tones as well as the needs of avoiding bias and sexist usage even while 

avoiding unethical communication and considering global and local contexts. They center 

their discussions of writing style on the writing ideals of clarity, conciseness, fluency and 

tone (pp. 203-232).  

The Society for Technical Communication, the leading organization of English-

speaking and –writing technical communication professionals, instantiates the model of 

business/technical writing style pictured in technical writing textbooks as well. Its re-

designed certification series (Foundation, Practitioner, and Expert) offers a glimpse into 

how technical writing style is not only taught but policed. The Certified Professional 

Technical Communicator (CPTC) Foundation Exam Study Guide (April 2016) shows the 

need for the development of two main writing styles: the plain and the persuasive (p. 4). 

Further, the exam also covers circumstances for deciding on the appropriate style in a 

given writing situation (p. 12). 

The model of style of American public and business discourse, the “prose of 

utility” in Tebeaux’ (2004) words (p. 194), is predominantly spare and utilitarian. It is 

most directly pictured in this study in the writing ideals discussed in Finding 3: accuracy, 

appropriateness, clarity, concision, correctness, fluency, simplicity, and tone. These 

ideals, all charged with value and necessity, drive much of the style perceptions that 

writers shared in this study. Focusing on appropriateness rather than on a personal, 

private language/style, some writers recoiled at the idea of humor in technical writing. 

They also showed sensitivity to intimations of power in style by commenting on the 
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favored position of English in the Thule Stacker 830 instructions. A few also commented 

on the style of the FAA report as suited to its purpose of communication of a scientific 

study. In such ways, language ideology showed its presence in this study.  

Conclusion (1) in Finding 3 is Language ideology, especially in terms of 

dominant language ideology, the rules of disciplinary linguistic practices, and writing 

ideals impacting style, should be discussed and examined in writing classrooms. 

Pedagogical models that center on issues of language ideology and dominance are well 

known, and such models often turn on style as the evidential piece betraying the values 

and assumptions of dominant language groups. Likewise, disciplinary writing practices 

have received attention in research and pedagogy in recent years. Thonney’s (2011) 

model of direct instruction of the values informing academic discourse is one example. 

Olinger’s (2014a) work on the malleability of disciplinary style is another example. 

Rhetorical Genre Studies as a field has much to offer in this connection, in the areas of 

literary studies (Wilder, 2012), professional writing (Adams & Jenkins, 2015), and 

translanguaging and multimodal composition (Gonzales, 2015), among others. Much the 

same can be said for WAC/WID approaches that interrogate the ideologies impacting 

disciplines. Especially notable in this connection is Gere, Swofford, Silver, and Pugh’s 

(2015) work on the notion of disciplinarity itself and the styles and ideologies that tender 

disciplinary capital, an interrogative process that has been extended to trans-ing 

disciplinary discourses and practices (Hall, 2018). 

Style pedagogies that are ideologically aware might also focus on the ideals 

portrayed as valuable in various forms of writing. The writing ideals identified in this 

study play a significant role in constructing stylistic perceptions for technical writers. 
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However, those ideals might change dramatically for other genres of writing. Vetter and 

Nunes (2018) describe a Writing about Writing (WAW)-designed course where social 

knowledge is a significant component. They prompt student writers to think through 

linguistic values and practices and their practical outcomes in language (p. 163). This is a 

key way that style can take up a role in interrogating language ideology—by connecting 

such ideology distinctly to writing ideals and values and the expression of those ideals in 

stylistic choices. 

Much current research and pedagogy is involved in the project of identifying, 

interrogating, and even trans-ing disciplinary categories and practices, all centering on 

style as the evidence and tender of language ideology. Style is indeed impacted by 

language ideology as Olinger averred and as this study’s findings show. Awareness of 

that ideology and its outcome in style can offer pedagogies a tool in examining 

assumptions about language both within disciplines and across language divides. 

Technology, Multimodal Pedagogy, and Style 

Technology, in its multitudinous forms, is a form of embodiment/materiality in 

one sense, but I treat it as distinct from that construct in this study. This is mainly because 

of the insistence of the importance of technology moving forward by several writers in 

the study, and because of how technology is shifting writing in technical fields in 

substantive ways such as in the use of data-structuring platforms (DITA; HTML; XML, 

etc.) and given the prospect of automated writing programs and their potential impact on 

style. The effects of technology might be more significant for technical writing than other 

forms of writing, though.  
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In relation to conclusion (1) in Finding 4, Research on the impacts of technology 

on writing style is relevant and needed, some important research has been conducted that 

offers connections between technology and style in interesting ways. One example is a 

study that shows that technologically-assisted writing interventions assisted participants 

with dysgraphia on a functional writing test (Marshall, Caute, Chadd, Cruice, Monnelly, 

Wilson, & Woolf, 2018). Technology has been used to assist the building of writing skills 

and style in a variety of formats including the use of social networking sites for EFL 

students (Vikneswaran & Krish, 2016) and the use of blogs as a means to improve 

writing style, performance, and motivation for EFL students (Asoodar, Atai, & Vaezi, 

2016). Open online writing aids have shown benefits for student writing and writer 

motivation (Sevcikova, 2018). Computerized writing instructional software for 

instruction of students with disabilities, when paired with in-person instruction, built 

writing competency and skill for participants in one study (Park, Ambrose, Coleman, & 

Moore, 2017). This sampling shows some ways that technology interacts with stylistic 

considerations that have important implications for theory and pedagogy. 

Of course, any movement creates its own response, so “post digital” (Cramer, 

2014) forms of technological interaction are important as stylistic moves within 

themselves. Indeed, these modalities of reception and production seem significantly built 

around preferred and alternate modes of production and reception as their defining 

feature. One listens to a record on vinyl for the very reason of the subjectively-unique 

experience that such a technology produces on reception. The rejection of the cleanliness, 

sheen, and production of modern technological writing platforms and deliveries, of the 
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valorization of the digital over the analog, these are intriguing moves that portend 

insights into the ways that style reacts responds to and is not just formed by technology. 

Overall, this project might be seen as part of the larger picture of “multimodal” 

approaches to writing, an argument Barnard (2017) makes (p. 278), though the modes of 

communication might leak outside traditional writing literacies, offering new experiences 

both within reception and production of writing style. These funds of semiotic sources, 

the “sign of cluster of signs” in Olinger’s (2014b) theory, create an array of stylistic 

possibilities that bears further exploration and openness on the part of both practitioners 

and instructors as they interact with what production and reception look like and mean 

going forward. 

 In relation to conclusion (2), Awareness of, training, and reflection on the 

implementation of technologies in writing instruction can support various constructs of 

style in ways unique to each intervention, writing teachers need awareness of the options, 

availability, uses, and outcomes of technologies on writing style if they are to use them 

effectively as style pedagogies. Some research has been done in this area, and a sampling 

of this research illuminates ways that such research can benefit style pedagogy. Hansen 

(2016) notes that one outcome of blogging as a pedagogy is increased communication 

skills and more collaboration (p. 87). The use of e-portfolios produced higher writing 

proficiency on an objective test in one study of EFL undergraduate writers while also 

affecting student dispositions toward writing positively as well as self-regulation 

(Samaneh, Firooz, Bagheri, & Riasati, 2019). Balaman (2018) found that digital 

storytelling platforms that allow for use of pictures, music, video, and other visuals in 

concert with text built students’ narrative writing skills compared to a control group. The 
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researcher concluded that the technology implemented in the classroom induced students 

to reflect more deeply about writing process elements of planning and presentation, 

resulting in more aware, subtle styles (pp. 208-209). Austin, Sigmar, Mehta, and Shirk 

(2018) found that web-assisted instruction in grammar in business communication 

courses affected correctness virtuously in statistically significant ways, prompting their 

recommendation of that technology as a means to support students’ writing for business. 

The technological impacts on pedagogical methods that touch on stylistic 

concerns show that modalities, platforms, and technological genres can make varying 

impacts on students, likely foregrounding various constructs in the production and 

reception of the stylistic qualities of texts. Ongoing work is needed to inform pedagogy 

on the impacts of technology in relation to style, both in terms of reception and 

production. 

Embodiment/Materiality, Experience, Dispositions, and Style 

  Embodiment/materiality in one sense is a fact of biography, but the concept goes 

beyond that concept alone, impacting both writers and readers in ways ranging from the 

grammaticalization of language all the way to the physical circumstances and modes of 

the creation and reception of writing. Part of the struggle of prioritizing the salience of 

stylistic constructs for any single instance of production or reception of style is the 

ubiquitous nature of many of the constructs under consideration in the study, and issues 

of embodiment and materiality are a perfect example. Since “Embodiment fundamentally 

underlies human conceptualization” (Brenzinger & Kraska, 2014, p.2), the style of 

language use is impacted significantly by it, alternately pushing forward and receding as 

a construct affecting style according to each person’s situation and needs along with the 
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exigencies of situations. This is apparent in technical writing style where safety emerges 

importantly in reading and writing instructions, for instance, as an indexer of style. 

This issue runs even deeper, however, than the overt issues of safety and harm 

that some documents represent since embodiment research has looked at issues such as 

the “grammaticalization” of language in accordance with embodied needs and exigencies 

(Heine, 2014). Ellis (2019) discusses the four “E’s” of post-Cartesian cognitive science: 

embodied cognition which is “the recognition that much of cognition is shaped by this 

body we inhabit” (p. 41); embeddedness: “the dependence of a phenomenon (an activity, 

a set of relationships, an organization, or an individual) on its environment (defined 

alternatively in physical, cognitive, social, institutional, or cultural terms)” (pp. 41-42); 

enactivism where cognition is thought of as “a dynamical sensorimotor processes” 

meaning that the mind “has roots in the body as a whole and in the extended environment 

where the organism finds itself” (p. 43) and extended mind which refers to the fact that 

language use “is ever situated, either in the moment and the concrete context or by 

various means of mental extension to reflect prior or imaginary moments” (p. 44). Ellis’ 

depiction of embodiment is as wide as experience and language use. With this definition 

of embodiment, anything said in relation to biography (Finding 2) or language ideology 

(Finding 3) or technology (Finding 4) or exigent factors (Finding 6) might as easily apply 

here. 

However, I note the relevance of experience to style which is what conclusion (1) 

in Finding 5 claims: Experiences and dispositions impact writing style production and 

reception. Writers are known for their pursuit of experience to provoke writing 

production. I might cite hundreds of writers on this point, but I will note only one. 
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George Orwell’s dogged pursuit of experiences to inform his writing is well known; 

however, he saw such experiences also as contributory to his style, prompting him to seek 

out sparse, utilitarian, dreary surroundings to harden and refine his style (Stodola, 2016). 

The advice to seek out experience to inform writing is such an old saw as writing advice 

that I leave this conclusion quickly, though I add, following Orwell’s example, that style 

as well as content are shaped by experience. 

Scholars in various fields have investigated dispositions and their impact on 

transfer of knowledge and skills especially. Baird and Dilger (2018) define dispositions 

as “individual attitudes that influence the motivation of intellectual traits” (p. 21). Since 

Driscoll and Wells (2012) called for more research in this area, others have looked at 

dispositions and their impact on transfer in writing centers (Bromley, Northway, & 

Schonberg, 2016), the effects of dispositions on translanguaging (Wang, 2017), and the 

impacts of dispositions on writing majors (Hall, Romo, & Wardle, 2018), among other 

studies. Greene and Carpenter’s (2011) research showed that implicit attitudes can impact 

readings of texts. For instance, they asked research participants to identify their favorite 

characters from film clips and found that participants incorporated aspects of those same 

characters into their own written self-descriptions, which were written after the 

interviews (pp. 117-118). Readers’ responses to texts can be primed with reflections or 

discussions prior to the reading taking place, thus foregrounding various constructs into 

the “kairotic funnel” wherein they come into play in stylistic perception. Dispositions in 

one sense are an implication of embodiment, and their connection to style should find 

more development and explication. 



 

250 
 

Some dispositions are connected with emotions, and those emotions and their 

resultant connection to writing style are intriguing to consider, especially given emotion 

research that paints a picture of emotions that is less private and personal. Work on the 

social construction of emotions has been discussed and elucidated in the academic 

literature (Averill, 2012). Composition scholar Laura Micciche (2014), commenting on 

and applying this research to composition pedagogy, summarized, “emotions are 

relational and social rather than exclusively interiorized and private” (p. 137). These 

socially-constructed emotions can be codified and then take on meanings that are 

themselves socially-constructed. It is interesting to consider the impacts to style of 

“emotions that have become standard (cognized) within a culture and that take an object” 

(Averill, 2012, p. 218). 

Research on emotion and writing can make for interesting connection to 

constructs affecting style that center in personal and embodied factors, especially since 

most emotion and writing research centers on it as a therapeutic or personal management 

tool (Suhr, Risch, & Wilz, 2017; Dingle, Williams, Jetten, & Welch, 2017). However, 

some research has been done connecting multimodal texts with emotions and writing for 

children (Latham, 2016), and a recent dissertation on emotions and writing (Arcello, 

2018) argues for moving writing in a direction that sees emotions as part of embodied 

practice. Potential connections are many and would offer clarification on emotions as a 

construct affecting style, which was not identified in this study. 

Embodiment/materiality as a construct is as wide a construct affecting style as any 

examined in this study. In the conclusions for this finding, I looked at topics brought up 
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specifically by embodiment/materiality on its own, matters of experience, dispositions, 

and emotions. These ideas offer many avenues for further research and theory. 

Exigence and Style 

The impact of exigent factors is apparent in this study from both the perspectives 

of production and reception of style. Conclusion (1) in Finding 6 states, Pedagogies that 

foreground exigent factors will assist writers in their stylistic reception and production. 

Pedagogical models that foreground the types of exigent factors mentioned in this 

conclusion can facilitate the constructs needed to construct style. Ann Beaufort’s (2007, 

2012) transfer-centered writing pedagogy centering on five domains (discourse 

community knowledge, subject matter knowledge, genre knowledge, rhetorical 

knowledge, and writing process knowledge) is a good example of this approach in action, 

especially in relation to teaching to the rhetorical situation. Yancey, Robertson, and 

Taczak’s (2014) teaching for transfer (TFT) model applies the direction-charting work of 

Perkins and Salomon (1988) in which the conditions and contexts foregrounding transfer 

issues are centralized through “hugging” and “bridging” students in situations that 

promote “low” and “high road” transfer (pp. 28-29). Wardle (2007) notes the importance 

of the entire ecosystem that writing inhabits and reflects as critical for transfer; this 

ecology is itself part of the exigent situation. Many metacognitive models, like Lee and 

Mak’s (2018), with their focus on metacognitive experiences, processes, and 

skills/strategies, can offer a method for adjusting language to exigent factors as well. 

Problem-based learning (PBL) is especially interesting in this connection as a 

pedagogical model that seeks to build critical thinking and skills through context-rich 

instruction. It has been applied in writing classrooms with mostly positive results 
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(Rosinski & Peeples, 2012; Brown, Lawless, Rhoads, Newton, & Lynn, 2016; Kumar & 

Refaei, 2017; Ghufron & Ermawati, 2018). Smart, Hicks, and Melton (2013) 

implemented this model in a business writing course that looked specifically at 

disciplinary writing outcomes, favorably reviewing its success in moving student writers 

away from academic to business prose. In study conducted by Kumar and Refaei (2017), 

the PBL model, as implemented in a second-year college writing course, assisted students 

with critical thinking skills and with some improvement in addressing the specific writing 

situation. Another PBL-based study showed improvement in student argumentative 

writing skills in an EFL context (Jumariati & Sulistyo, 2017). PBL has shown promise as 

a mode to enhance writing skills and style against exigent considerations. 

Scenario-based learning is similar to problem-based learning in its careful 

exegesis of the context in which communication arises. Golden (2018) discusses the 

promise of this mode of contextualized learning outside of areas like medical and legal 

writing where it is customarily used. In this mode as implemented by Golden, the 

audience is clearly explicated to the reader before writing begins with rich description of 

the audience’s preferences and identity. In a study of undergraduate freshman writers in a 

liberal arts setting taught in this mode, students showed transfer of audience-centered 

writing skills to other contexts based on measures of writing skills, writing mechanics, 

and problem solving (p. 6). This study is interesting in how its approach allows for rich 

description of problem, context, and audience, prompting more self-aware, nuanced 

styles. 

Various exigence- and context-centered pedagogical models might bring forward 

various constructs affecting style perceptions. The constructs derived from and affecting 
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the exigent considerations that these models address are the contact points between 

writer, text, media, audience, and context. I see models that offer relevant contacts to 

writers and readers for any single act of reading and writing as especially important as 

style pedagogies. 

Recommendations 

The discussion above on conclusions naturally leads into the recommendations 

that follow. This study offers some data and findings that suggest several 

recommendations, though I make no claim that I grasp or present all the possible 

recommendations that this study might offer. Rather, I present recommendations in three 

areas (pedagogy, readers and writers as a whole, and theory and research) that seem 

especially salient and significant to me; each recommendation is inspired by broad swaths 

of the findings, responses to the research questions, and the conclusions noted above.  

Recommendations for Pedagogy 

1. Offer clear understanding of audience and its needs, preferences, and expectations 

for student writers to co-construct writing styles around. 

2. Build pedagogical models for style on a clear understanding of the reception of 

style. 

3. Prompt cognitive/affective/dispositional aspects of writers’ identities as an 

acquisitional aspect of stylistic production and reception. 

4. Promote awareness of, training, and reflection on the implementation of 

technologies in writing instruction to support various constructs of style in ways 

unique to each intervention. 
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5. Offer means for student writers to consider issues of language ideology and its 

impacts on writing style. 

6. Prompt acquisition of rhetorical resources for stylistic perception through literate 

experiences and reading. 

7. Elucidate factors affecting writing style through pedagogical models that 

foreground embodied, emplaced, exigent factors as a means to build students’ 

rhetorical skill in addressing audiences through style. 

Recommendations for Readers and Writers 

1. Recognize the impacts of literate experiences, emotions, and dispositions on 

stylistic perceptions. 

Recommendations for Theory and Research 

1. Develop stylistic research on the reception of style. 

2. Research the values that inform stylistic perception, both for readers and writers. 

3. Research the impacts of technology on writing style. 

Researcher Reflections 

 My aim in this final section is to think reflectively on this study as a whole, what 

it means, what I have experienced in doing this research, and where style study goes from 

here. I am amazed in terms of where I started this research and where it has led in my 

thinking about style. As I mentioned in Chapter 1, my background with “classical” and 

“Great Books” approaches to literacy and learning significantly impacts my valuation of 

sentence-level pedagogies as means to building writing skill and stylistic options as well 

as my belief in reading and literate experiences as foundational to style instruction and 

skill. Though I still hold those traditions in regard, my view of style has expanded 
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significantly through interaction with the sociocultural theory of style and seeing style as 

social, dynamic, co-constructed, semiotic, and construct-impacted rather than as a feature 

of texts. The limitations of my earlier view are now apparent to me, if that view is taken 

in isolation. 

In response to the study first research question, “What descriptive power does a 

sociocultural theory of style bring to the production and reception of written style?,” the 

sociocultural theory of style seems a provocative, expansive theory that shows promise in 

moving theory and research around style in new directions; this study is one example 

with its focus on the “constructs” or forces impacting the production and reception of 

writing style. The findings of this study, in wide scope, support this theory in my view, 

“vetting” the theory in the words of the sub-title of this dissertation. Yet, these same 

findings and their analysis are part of “extending” the theory as well, fulfilling the 

hopeful vision of this dissertation’s sub-title. 

The second question in the study, “What constructs are operant as writers and 

audiences approach the task of encoding and decoding literary style?,” is answered in part 

by the list of twenty-eight constructs identified in this study (see Figure 7) with the sub-

question, “How do these constructs relate to one another in terms of priority, symbiotic 

relation, and negotiation?,” addressed in the nuanced responses of the writers in the study 

depicted in Chapter 4. The task of identifying the constructs in the study prompted me to 

see writing in new ways but especially in terms of how person- and context-dependent it 

is. I saw this especially in how the study participants move constructs forward and 

backward in their thinking as needs shift making style the evidence and actuation of those 

changing situations. 
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Finally, the third question, “How do the constructs under examination relate to one 

another in terms of conscious and unconscious use by writers and audiences?,” represents 

for me one of the important outcomes of the study as I came to see this issue less in terms 

of consciousness/unconsciousness and more in terms of application. Where, when, how, 

and to what degree any single instance of the production and reception of style is active is 

not only practically impossible to characterize, it is less important than awareness of the 

factors present and how pedagogy can prompt acquisition and learning of the constructs 

that yield rhetorically-aware and nuanced styles for any Discourse. This is a key reason I 

believe style should be named as such in pedagogy, though it will find its place within 

already extant pedagogies in most cases. Socioculturally-conceived, it is what each 

pedagogy attempts to realize. 

Finally, the recommendations presented in this chapter offer ideas for application of 

what is presented in this study. My hope is that they will be received in the spirit in which 

they are offered, as tentative, possible, yet hopefully wise and intelligent outcomes of this 

study. The depth and breadth of the applicability of style is as wide as the depth and 

breadth of rhetoric-composition, style in one sense a description of the ways that texts 

communicate. I am grateful to Andrea Olinger for her provocative, ground-breaking work 

as a style scholar just as I am grateful to the many scholars and authors whom I cited in 

this work. My ultimate goal is to assist my students, others, and myself in constructing 

more stylistically-rich, more rhetorically-sensitive reading and writing.  
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Appendix A 

Participant Informed Consent Form A 

 

 

Informed Consent for 
CONSTRUCTS OF STYLISTIC PRODUCTION AND RECEPTION: VETTING AND 

EXTENDING THE SOCIOCULTURAL THEORY OF STYLE 
Purpose of this study 

You are invited to participate in a study that I, Jonathan O’Brien, am conducting. This 
study is part of my dissertation in Indiana University of Pennsylvania’s PhD in English: 
Composition and TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages) program. I 
am conducting this research under the direction of Dr. Dana Driscoll, the dissertation 
chair, and readers, Dr. Gian Pagnucci and Dr. Matthew Vetter. I am conducting research 
to help scholars and teachers understand how writers create and readers interact with the 
style of a text. I am interested in how writers represent the choices they made in creating 
their own style and how readers encounter that same style. The goal of this research is to 
examine a new theory of style that attributes writing style to social forces within the text, 
writer, and audience. Support for, modification of, or rejection of this theory will help 
scholars understand writing style better and may ultimately benefit teachers in how they 
teach writing style in classrooms.  

Criteria for participation 

This study involves only the following participants: 

(1) Those over 18 years of age 
(2) Bachelor's degree college graduates 
(3) Those involved in drafting, constructing, revising, or otherwise participating in 

the process of creating technical documents 

If the criteria listed above do not describe you, please do not proceed with this form or 
sign it. 

What is involved 

I will ask you to participate in a 30-45 minute in-person or phone interview, which will 
be recorded with an audio recorder. In this interview, I will discuss your literacy history 
and writing ideals and practices with you. Specifically, I will talk to you about the style 
of the technical documents you participate in creating—how you conceive of that style, 

Jonathan O’Brien, PhD student 
flfv@iup.edu *920-498-6802 
Composition and TESOL Program 
Humanities and Social Sciences 
Building, Fifth Floor 
Indiana, PA 15705 

mailto:flfv@iup.edu


 

290 
 

what goals/ideals you aim at in terms of style, methods/tricks you use to create a 
document’s style, what forces—technical, audience-based, genre-based, personality-
based—impact you as you write in a technical, professional style. 

At the end of the interview, I will ask if you would like to continue your participation in 
the study by allowing me to review documents you have created and agreeing to a second 
interview. 

Publication and identifiability 

The data and results of this research may be published in conference presentations, a 
dissertation, and print or electronic academic publications. I may quote from or describe 
recorded activities of interactions, any texts you have written that you have made 
available for this study, and any interview comments you made that fall within the scope 
of the permissions granted in this document. It is likely that you could be recognized by 
people who know you if they interact with this study or any resulting articles or 
presentations. Seeking to limit your identifiability, I can use a pseudonym for your name 
and client/company/organization names in all of my drafts and final reports of this 
research. (However, if some of the texts that you provide for this study are published 
texts, then I would need to use your real name in order to quote from these texts.)  

The requested permission extends to any future revisions and editions of my dissertation, 
including non-exclusive world rights in all languages, and to the prospective publication 
of my dissertation by UMI. The permission also extends to the use of the data set for 
future articles and presentations. These rights will in no way restrict republication of the 
material in any other form by you or by others authorized by you. Your signing of this 
form will also confirm that you own (or your company owns) the copyright to the writing 
materials you provide to me, if you have done so. 

Regardless of whether you are referred to by a pseudonym or your real name, to 
safeguard your privacy, I will keep any identifying data (recordings, copies of your 
writing, interview transcripts) in a private office, and I will not release this raw data to 
anyone else. 

Your rights, benefits, and concerns 

You may benefit from this research through the opportunity to reflect on your writing 
style and process with a style researcher. Also, you will be compensated with a $25 Visa 
gift card after completion of the interview. I will ask you for a mailing address where I 
can send the gift card. 

The most likely risk of participating in this research comes from possible loss of privacy 
and potential to be identifiable to others in research reports. However, safeguards 
described above in this section minimize these risks, and throughout the process, you will 
have a high level of control over what data you make available and how that data can be 
used. 
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Your participation in this research is voluntary. Your decision to participate, decline, or 
withdraw from participation has no effect on your professional or personal life or on the 
researcher’s perception of you. You may withdraw at any time after signing this form by 
contacting Jonathan O’Brien or Dana Driscoll. If you choose to withdraw, you may 
request that any data collected be destroyed and such data will be destroyed by the 
researcher (files deleted, hard copies shredded, audio-recordings deleted). 

If you have any questions about this research project, please contact me, Jonathan 
O’Brien (920-498-6802; flfv@iup.edu; Northeast Wisconsin Technical College, SC342, 
2740 W. Mason St., Green Bay, WI 54302), or Dr. Dana Driscoll (724-357-3968; 
dana.driscoll@iup.edu; 506T, Humanities and Social Sciences Building; Indiana, PA 
15705). If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this study, you can 
contact the Indiana University of Pennsylvania Institutional Review Board (724-357-
7730; irb-research@iup.edu; Stright Hall, 210 South Tenth St., Indiana, PA 15705). 

Please review and check off the options on the next page to ensure that I know how your 
data may be used. Please use Adobe Acrobat’s Fill & Sign Tools at the top right of the 
screen when initialing and signing the document below. If you have questions, please 
contact me at the contact information in the paragraph immediately above this one. 

*Special thanks to Andrea Olinger, whose dissertation informed consent form was the 
basis for this form. This form largely follows hers with only minor modifications based 
on IUP’s Thesis and Dissertation Manual. For Olinger’s informed consent form, see 
Appendix B in her dissertation: 

Olinger, A. (2014b). Styling academic discourse: A sociocultural account of writing 
styles across disciplines (Order No. 3673816). Available from ProQuest 
Dissertations & Theses Global. 
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Permissions page 

Use of my name and/or client/company/organization names: 

Please initial the items below that indicate your choices. 

• I would like to be identified by my real name in any of the data collected.    
(please initial) 

• Clients/companies/organizations mentioned in documents and interviews may be 
identified by their real names in any of the data collected.              (please initial) 
Please indicate any exceptions (for these, pseudonyms will be used):   
           
      

OR 

• I prefer that a pseudonym be used to refer to me in any of the data collected.           
(please initial) 

• I prefer that a pseudonym be used to refer to all clients/companies/organizations 
in any of the data collected.      (please initial) 

Audio recordings 

I give permission to the researcher to audio-record the interview and to use the recording 
(quotation, paraphrase, selective replaying) in writing about/presenting about the study.                   
(please initial) 

I have read this informed consent form, am 18 years of age or older, have checked 
answers to the questions above, and agree voluntarily to participate in this research. 

           
(signature)       (date) 
 
         
(print name) 
 

THIS PROJECT HAS BEEN APPROVED BY THE INDIANA UNIVERSITY OF 
PENNSYLVANIA INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD FOR THE PROTECTION OF 
HUMAN SUBJECTS (PHONE 724.357.7730). 
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Appendix B 

Participant Informed Consent Form B 

 

 

Informed Consent for 
CONSTRUCTS OF STYLISTIC PRODUCTION AND RECEPTION: VETTING AND 

EXTENDING THE SOCIOCULTURAL THEORY OF STYLE 
Purpose of this study 

You are invited to participate in a study that I, Jonathan O’Brien, am conducting. This 
study is part of my dissertation in Indiana University of Pennsylvania’s PhD in English: 
Composition and TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages) program. I 
am conducting this research under the direction of Dr. Dana Driscoll, the dissertation 
chair, and readers, Dr. Gian Pagnucci and Dr. Matthew Vetter. I am conducting research 
to help scholars and teachers understand how writers create and readers interact with the 
style of a text. I am interested in how writers represent the choices they made in creating 
their own style and how readers encounter that same style. The goal of this research is to 
examine a new theory of style that attributes writing style to social forces within the text, 
writer, and audience. Support for, modification of, or rejection of this theory will help 
scholars understand writing style better and may ultimately benefit teachers in how they 
teach writing style in classrooms.  

Criteria for participation 

This study involves only the following participants: 

(4) Those over 18 years of age 
(5) Bachelor's degree college graduates 
(6) Those involved in drafting, constructing, revising, or otherwise participating in 

the process of creating technical documents 

If the criteria listed above do not describe you, please do not proceed with this form or 
sign it. 

What is involved 

Now that we have discussed your literacy history and your ideas about technical writing 
style in the first interview, I would like to discuss how those elements translate into your 
analysis of technical documents with you. To that end, I will provide one or two technical 
writing documents to you in attachments to an email, and I will contact you for a 15-20 

Jonathan O’Brien, PhD student 
flfv@iup.edu *920-498-6802 
Composition and TESOL Program 
Humanities and Social Sciences 
Building, Fifth Floor 
Indiana, PA 15705 

mailto:flfv@iup.edu
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minute interview about those documents. You do not need to review those documents 
ahead of time. In this “discourse-based” interview, I will ask about stylistic aspects of the 
text(s) under consideration and gather your ideas on possible edits and changes to diction, 
style, presentation, and so on.  

After this interview, I will do two things: (1) I will send out a $25 Visa gift card to you 
immediately, and (2) if you request, after I have completed my analysis I will send that 
analysis of your contribution to the data set in the study to you and will provide an 
opportunity for you to respond to my analysis in writing, agreeing, disagreeing, 
modifying, or alternately interpreting my own analysis. This “member check” ensures 
that your voice as a participant is heard clearly in the data set and that you have an equal 
voice in the study with the researcher. Your participation in this portion of the study is 
optional. Your contribution, if you choose to offer it, will be added to the dissertation in 
unedited form. If you would like any commentary or analysis removed for privacy or 
personal reasons, I will remove it from the data set and erase it from the study documents. 

Publication and identifiability 

The data and results of this research may be published in conference presentations, a 
dissertation, and print or electronic academic publications. I may quote from or describe 
recorded activities of interactions and any interview comments you made that fall within 
the scope of the permissions granted in this document. It is likely that you could be 
recognized by people who know you if they interact with this study or any resulting 
articles or presentations. Seeking to limit your identifiability, I can use a pseudonym for 
your name and client/company/organization names in all of my drafts and final reports of 
this research.  

The requested permission extends to any future revisions and editions of my dissertation, 
including non-exclusive world rights in all languages, and to the prospective publication 
of my dissertation by UMI. The permission also extends to the use of the data set for 
future articles and presentations. These rights will in no way restrict republication of the 
material in any other form by you or by others authorized by you. Your signing of this 
form will also confirm that you own (or your company owns) the copyright to the writing 
materials you provide to me. 

Regardless of whether you are referred to by a pseudonym or your real name, to 
safeguard your privacy, I will keep any identifying data (recordings, copies of your 
writing, interview transcripts) in a private office, and I will not release this raw data to 
anyone else. 

Your rights, benefits, and concerns 

You may benefit from this research through the opportunity to reflect on your writing 
style and process with a style researcher. Also, you will be compensated by a $25 Visa 
gift card after completion of the interview. 
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The most likely risk of participating in this research comes from possible loss of privacy 
and potential to be identifiable to others in research reports. However, safeguards 
described above in this section minimize these risks, and throughout the process, you will 
have a high level of control over what data you make available and how that data can be 
used. 

Your participation in this research is voluntary. Your decision to participate, decline, or 
withdraw from participation has no effect on your professional or personal life or on the 
researcher’s perception of you. You may withdraw at any time after signing this form by 
contacting Jonathan O’Brien or Dana Driscoll. If you choose to withdraw, you may 
request that any data collected be destroyed, in which that data will be destroyed by the 
researcher (files deleted, hard copies shredded, audio-recordings deleted). 

If you have any questions about this research project, please contact me, Jonathan 
O’Brien (920-498-6802; flfv@iup.edu; Northeast Wisconsin Technical College, SC342, 
2740 W. Mason St., Green Bay, WI 54302), or Dr. Dana Driscoll (724-357-3968; 
dana.driscoll@iup.edu; 506T, Humanities and Social Sciences Building; Indiana, PA 
15705). If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this study, you can 
contact the Indiana University of Pennsylvania Institutional Review Board (724-357-
7730; irb-research@iup.edu; Stright Hall, 210 South Tenth St., Indiana, PA 15705). You 
will be given a copy of this form to keep. 

Please review and check off the options on the next page to ensure that I know how your 
data may be used. Please use Adobe Acrobat’s Fill & Sign Tools at the top right of the 
screen when initialing and signing the document below. If you have questions, please 
contact me at the contact information in the paragraph immediately above this one. 

*Special thanks to Andrea Olinger, whose dissertation informed consent form was the 
basis for this form. This form largely follows hers with only minor modifications based 
on IUP’s Thesis and Dissertation Manual. For Olinger’s informed consent form, see 
Appendix B in her dissertation: 

Olinger, A. (2014b). Styling academic discourse: A sociocultural account of writing 
styles across disciplines (Order No. 3673816). Available from ProQuest 
Dissertations & Theses Global. 

  

mailto:flfv@iup.edu
mailto:dana.driscoll@iup.edu
mailto:irb-research@iup.edu
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Permissions page 

Use of my name and/or client/company/organization names: 

Please initial the items below that indicate your choices. 

• I would like to be identified by my real name in any of the data collected.    
(please initial) 

• Clients/companies/organizations mentioned in documents and interviews may be 
identified by their real names in any of the data collected.              (please initial) 
Please indicate any exceptions (for these, pseudonyms will be used):   
           
      

OR 

• I prefer that a pseudonym be used to refer to me in any of the data collected.           
(please initial) 

• I prefer that a pseudonym be used to refer to all clients/companies/organizations 
in any of the data collected.      (please initial) 

Audio recordings 

I give permission to the researcher to audio-record the interview and to use the recording 
(quotation, paraphrase, selective replaying) in writing about/presenting about the study.                   
(please initial) 

I have read this informed consent form, am 18 years of age or older, have checked 
answers to the questions above, and agree voluntarily to participate in this research. 

           
(signature)       (date) 
 
         
(print name) 
 

THIS PROJECT HAS BEEN APPROVED BY THE INDIANA UNIVERSITY OF 
PENNSYLVANIA INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD FOR THE PROTECTION OF 
HUMAN SUBJECTS (PHONE 724.357.7730). 
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Appendix C 

Literacy History Interview Questions 

 (some questions based on Olinger, 2014b, Appendix D; Vieira, 2016; Brandt, 2001, 
Barton & Hamilton, 1998) 

Personal Literacy History  

• What is your language history? What do you consider to be your first or home 
language? 

• Have you studied and/or speak other languages? Which ones? 
• Did you grow up in what you would consider to be a literature household? 

o Did you read as a child? Did your parents or caregivers read to you? 
• Do you consider yourself a reader? If so, what genres do you prefer? 
• Do you write outside of the workplace? Personal writing? Fiction? Poetry? Blog? 

Non-fiction? Professional? 

College  

• Where did you go to college?  
• Was style and grammar explicitly taught in your college writing classes?  

Workplace Writing 

•  As you sit down to write a document at work, is style a relevant, front-of-mind 
concept for you in your writing?  

• Would you alter the style of your writing in the workplace if you had freer rein 
and more control of your stylistic choices? 

• To what extent, if any, is a single document written by yourself alone or are there 
others always involved—subject matter experts, editors, managers, and so on? 

• Do you network with other technical writers? If so, does that occur in your 
workplace, online, through organizations, at conferences? 

• Does your company/organization seek to instantiate a/n company/organization-
wide style and tone in its technical documents?  

Style  

• How would you characterize the styles you write in?  
o Do you think the Society for Technical Communication’s Foundation 

certification characterization of style as “plain” or “persuasive” is 
accurate? 
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o Do you think Lannon and Gurak’s (2018) ideals of clarity, conciseness, 
fluency, and tone (p. 201) are the ideals you aim for in your own writing 
style? 

• What do you think are the most important and forceful impacts on technical 
writing style both now and going forward?   



 

299 
 

Appendix D 

Discourse-based Interview Document 1: Thule Stacker 830 (Thule, 2018)  
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Appendix E 

Discourse-Based Interview Document 2: FAA May 2018 Report (Norris, 2018) 
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Appendix F 

Codebook (Exported from NVivo 12) 

Dissertation style nodes 

Name Description 

audience addressed Speaking of/implying potential readers at multiple levels 
demographic factors Speaking of/implying identity issues affecting reception 

such as age, race, gender, nationality, etc. 
reader's state of mind Speaking of/implying anticipated mental constructions 

of potential readers 
international/translation 
considerations 

Speaking of/implying potential readers’ reception of 
translated language and/or cross-cultural impacts on 
language ideology and use 

safety Speaking of/implying potential issues of harm, danger, 
and risk for readers 

legal/regulatory 
considerations 

Speaking of/implying mandated language by internal 
and external audiences related to law and regulations 

audience invoked Speaking of/implying moving potential readers to 
uptake readings in specific, author-chosen ways 

genre Speaking of/implying formal elements specific to types 
of writing 

biography Speaking of/implying personal history, educational, 
literate, workplace, and experiential 

embodiment + materiality Speaking of/implying embodied, emplaced, enacted 
modes of language use  

exigent considerations Speaking of/implying factors embedded in specific 
person and situational contexts affecting language use 

topic Speaking of/implying topic of writing affecting 
presentation and language use 

purpose Speaking of/implying author’s/reader’s purpose 
impacting style 

time-deadline Speaking of/implying exigence of time deadlines 
impacting style 

time-shelf life Speaking of/implying factoring the anticipated uses and 
life of a document affecting style 
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Name Description 

co-construction Speaking of/implying macro- and micro-level shared 
impacts on style including language use and writing 
process factors  

cost Speaking of/implying price and expense impacting 
writing style and presentation 

language ideology  Speaking of/implying issues of dominance, power, and 
value impacting style 

language + style Speaking of/implying language itself as determinative of 
its own value and importance; language as a plaything 

writing ideals Speaking of/implying values that shape writing style 
accuracy Speaking of/implying a value of precise, truthful 

information and presentation impacting writing style 
appropriateness Speaking of/implying values of suitability for a specific 

mode of writing as impacting style 
clarity Speaking of/implying a value of ease of use for 

audiences impacting style 
concision Speaking of/implying a value of brevity impacting style 
correctness Speaking of/implying a value of conformity to ideals of 

standardized language usage impacting style 
fluency Speaking of/implying a value of easy, consistent flow 

impacting style 
simplicity Speaking of/implying a value of forthrightness and lack 

of undue sophistication impacting style 
tone Speaking of/implying a value of proper, effective voice 

impacting style 
technology Speaking of/implying impacts on style from technical, 

technological, and material sources 
writer Speaking of/implying agency and identity of implied, 

imagined authors on the part of readers 
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Appendix G 

Member Check Email 

Participant name, 

I trust this email finds you well. As promised, I am sending my dissertation on technical 

writing style for your review and feedback. I will submit the final draft of the document 

on May 13, and I will defend the dissertation on June 3. I have been working diligently 

on the analysis and writing from the interviews of the twenty participants in the study, 

including yours. You might recall in the informed consent form you signed for the study 

that I would offer you an opportunity for a “member check.” This is an opportunity for 

you to write a response to anything I said and add color, commentary, or clarification on 

any point you’d like to make. I will place your comments, unedited, in the final draft of 

the dissertation in Appendix H. In the dissertation itself, I refer readers to that Appendix 

to see your comments. 

If you choose to review the dissertation and respond, I would like to direct your attention 

to a few items: 

• I wrote a brief thank you to the participants in the Acknowledgements section. 
• Table 3.1 in Chapter 3 notes all participant names and other information. Please 

stop there to make sure I got everything correct. Your pseudonym is x. 
• Most discussion from the interviews is in Chapter 4. I suggest doing a Find search 

for your name. 
• Feel free to make any comments you’d like on any aspect of the study, not just 

your own contribution. 

Please respond in the section immediately below with any factual errors I made so that I 

can correct them. I will not place your comments here in Appendix H but will use them to 

fix the errors you noted: 
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In the section immediately below, please add in any comments you’d like to make. Feel 

free to offer any clarifications, varying interpretations, and general comments you’d like 

to make. I will not edit them in any way. This is the portion that will go into Appendix H. 

 

 

Finally, please accept my sincere thanks for your participation in this study. I have spent 

a lot of time with you in the past number of months, even if you didn’t know it! The 

interactions I had with you and other participants was the most fun and enlightening 

portion of this entire study. I wish you the best in the future, and I thank you for your 

insights and encouragement in this process. 

Sincerely, 

Jonathan O’Brien 
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Appendix H 

Participants’ Responses (Member Checks) 

Dina Lopez (email received 3 April 2019) 

I am very interested in your research! I am doing a very specific study of student agency 

in formalisms. The study considers how well students know their syntax and advanced 

grammar, and how they believe they can express their meanings by knowledge of how to 

manipulate the stylistic constructions Olinger investigates and which you have explicated 

here. I agree with your claims that "a clearer picture of the elements of stylistic 

production and reception, whether conscious or unconscious, needs to emerge." I argue 

that students want to be aware of the unconscious style they use in their writing, and they 

would like to have such a toolkit available so they can make conscious decisions to make 

their writing clear and acceptable to the audiences and purposes for which they write.   

(And if I'm completely off track here, just let me know!) 

 

Deborah Hemstreet (email received 4 April 2019) 

I am also a past Vice-President and President of the STC Israel Chapter (2004-2007) (The 

chapter is currently inactive) 

Page 140 You wrote "Deborah Hemstreet, who works for an English language Israeli 

medical journal, answered my question about internationalization in terms of 

intelligibility and levels of competence in the target language." 

I don't know if it's relevant, but this anecdote came to mind: I don’t know if its relevant, 

but I would add that in one instance, I was required to write a warning that made 

absolutely no sense. I argued with regulatory about it over and over, but to no avail. 
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That warning was published. Two years later, when a new director was appointed, I was 

challenged on the language of that warning and asked what it meant? I told them I had 

absolutely no idea, but that I had been ordered to write it that way. 

They did a lot of research into the issue. It turned out that the regulatory person who 

required that language was a new immigrant to Israel whose Hebrew was not that great. 

He was thinking in Russian, wrote in Hebrew, and the translated his own Hebrew into 

English. 

Ultimately, and thankfully, the warning was finally rewritten and I finally understood it 

had to do with electrical connection issues! 

 

Cynthia Vann (email received 23 April 2019) 

 --I am especially grateful to have been invited to participate in this discussion because I 

had much experience editing technical writing before I actually began writing technical 

communications, but not as much in the writing itself. That can make one feel, especially 

when contending with SMEs, as if one is an island, and can lead to some difficulty in 

being confident of my assertions. Thus, discovering that I was not alone in my beliefs and 

perceptions about technical writing and the significance of the audience was particularly 

rewarding to me. 

--I was also struck by the variation in our responses to the format and content of the 

Thule Stacker 830 document. I think what I appreciated about that was, again, I was not 

alone in my reactions to the layout, content, style, formatting, etc., but I also gained 

perspective through the other participants’ comments. It also confirmed that there is more 
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than one way to effectively communicate important information, and that in the end, our 

consideration of audience first is likely to be the most effective governance of what we 

produce. Because the audience and their perceptions, comprehension, and even stylistic 

preferences will also vary, so keeping in mind the differences will help us more 

effectively meet the broadest audience.  
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