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COLLABORATIVE STRATEGIES 
IN THE TECHNICAL WRITING CLASS: 

RESULTS FROM A STUDY 

by 
Greta Gaard 

The increased popularity of collaborative writing in college composition 
courses is usually justified by the business and technical writing teachers 
on the basis that many workers collaborate when they write (Anderson, 
1985; Bednar&' Olney, 1987; Faigley&' Miller, 1982). As teachers of 
business and technical writing, then, our task is to prepare our students 
for writing in the workplace by creating assignments which most closely 
simulate the kinds of writing they will be expected to perform in their pro
fessions. 

Writing in collaborative groups has other justifications as well (Ede &' 
Lunsford, 1986). Through these groups, students learn strategies for 
negotiation and conflict resolution. The isolation of the individual writer 
is relieved by working with a writing group which shares a common task. 
Motivation is sustained more easily when student writers feel responsi
ble not only to a teacher but to each other. Most important, collaborative 
writing groups offer students a real audience which is built in to every 
step of the writing process (Bruffee, 1983). Students give and receive im
mediate feedback with each other, and as the group becomes more 
familiar with each member's strengths and idiosyncracies, a method for 
effective collaboration can evolve. 

"WRITING IN YOUR PROFESSION" 
AND COLLABORATIVE WRITING 

For four years, I taught technical writing to third- and fourth-year 
undergraduates through the Rhetoric Department at the University of 
Minnesota. Located on the University's St. Paul campus, the Department 
of Rhetoric serves primarily students majoring in Agriculture, Forestry, 
Animal Science, and Home Economics . "Rhetoric 3562, Writing In Your 
Profession" is the final required writing course in a sequence of three 
courses. 

Over the last three years, tremendous changes have been made in this 
technical writing course, gearing it more towar,ds preparing students for 
the workplace. The most important of these changes include instituting 
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a Macintosh laboratory for use as a classroom for technical writing; 
creating a software program for collaborative writing, designed specifically 
to meet the needs of our technical writing students; and using collaborative 
writing groups throughout the course. 

The Rhetoric Department's Macintosh lab is connected via Appleshare to 
a computer network which is available at all computer labs on the Univer
sity campus. This Appleshare network allows collaborative writing groups 
to communicate without the imposition of scheduling restraints, for ex
ample, one member of a collaborative writing group can create a docu
ment in the morning of one day, store that document in the conferencing 
file on the Appleshare network, and her group members can access a copy 
of her document whenever their schedules permit. The collaborative 
writing courseware program includes tutorials for writing proposals, 
memos, short reports, instructions, and long reports. Here, my study of 
collaborative writing focuses on the feasibility study assignment, which 
uses all but the "writing instructions" component of the software. 

DESIGN OF THE STUDY 

Purpose. As a continual skeptic, I was not convinced that the great claims 
made for collaborative writing were being actualized in my classes. Cer
tainly my students were better writers by the end of the course, but what 
aspects of this improvement could be attributed to collaborative writing? 
I wanted to know more about how collaborative writing affected my 
students' writing processes, and how they viewed the collaborative writing 
task as it evolved from proposal to final report. 

Research Questions. By asking students to report on their collaborative 
group activities throughout the course of the writing task, I felt I could 
obtain a sense of their progress and determine more clearly the ways that 
the collaborative group affected the individual writer's process. Here were 
some of my questions, 

• Tools-what communication tools would students use to colla
borate, and how would this use evolve throughout the study? 

• Collaboration Strategy- what method for collaboration would these 
groups choose, and would this strategy have to be changed 
as the idiosyncracies of individual writers became apparent? 

• Conflict- how would groups resolve conflict? what would be the 
relationship between their collaboration strategy and their method 
for conflict resolution? 

• Satisfaction-what is the relation between a group's method of 
conflict resolution, their collaborative strategy, and their overall 
satisfaction with the final product? 



also wanted my study to help the students who participated in it, and 
10t merely benefit future students. I hoped that a series of progress 
·eports on collaborative writing would elicit information from otherwise 
·eticent students, and that I would have a greater opportunity to assist 
ts troubleshooter if needed. Finally, I wanted to use these reports to ac
:omplish other goals of my professional writing course, familiarity with 
nemo writing, and the use of effective, reader-based layout. Thus, this 
vas another question for me, 

• Layout-would this series of memos, coupled with personalized 
feedback, encourage students to use more effective layout 
techniques? 

'o accomplish this purpose, I did not distribute a form, but rather gave 
he students the following assignment, which they were to use in struc
uring their memos (see Fig. 1 ). 

Fi . 1: Collaboration Re ort 

Write a memo to me describing your collaborative activity over the 
past week. Be sure to include the following, 

• the members of your group 
• the group topic 
• the specific writing task(s) you performed this week 
• which of the following tools did you use? 

• pen and paper 
• xerox copies 
• collaborative writing software ( CW) 
• appleshare 
• telephone 
• face-to-face meeting 

• describe the collaborative activity, 
• what was accomplished 
• who contributed to the work? 
• were there conflicts? if so, how were they resolved? 
• were there insights or breakthroughs? 

• if you have had to change your collaborative strategy, explain the 
events which made you realize the need for a change, and the col
laborative strategy you have chosen instead. 

llethods. In the planning stages of the proposal for the feasibility study, 
spent part of a class period discussing collaborative writing, how it dif
ers from cooperation, how conflict can affect outcome, where problems 
:an occur, and what strategies are available to collaborative writing 
(roups, based on how they perceive their own varied abilities. I then sug
~ested that students meet in their groups and select a collaborative 
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strategy best suited to their own members' abilities. At the end of the class, 
I distributed the collaborative report assignment, and without going into 
detail about my own research questions, explained how the assignment 
would be helpful to them in performing their own studies. 

Each time after receiving the first three collaborative reports, I gave per
sonalized memos back to each student. The kind of feedback I gave talk
ed about the layout of their reports and the thoroughness of these reports. 
I did not evaluate their content, nor did I mention the content of other 
group members' memos. For the last two reports, which were near the 
end of the project and after the completion of the project, respectively, 
I gave no specific feedback unless the memos warranted it, that is, 
students who needed specific help were given it. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The five memos reporting on each group's collaborative activity came dur
ing the following stages of the feasibility study, 

Memo Writing Tasl{s 
1 planning and drafting the proposal 

2 completing the proposal 
beginning the research 

3 writing the progress report 
drafting the appendices 

4 finalizing the appendices 
drafting the front materials 

5 finalizing the study 

Between the two sections of the class, there were thirteen writing groups 
throughout the term, varying in size from two to four members per group. 

Tools. Based on the students' own assessment, the most intense periods 
of collaboration occurred at the planning and drafting stages recorded 
in memos one and four, and the least amount of collaboration occurred 
at the end of the study (see Fig . 2). Although a few students preferred 
using xerox copies to share their work with group members, most relied 
on the Appleshare network combined with exchanging pen and paper 
drafts during face to face meetings. 

I was surprised at the initially low percentage of use of the collaborative 
writing computer tutorials. However, this low usage may be explained by 
the fact that we used these tutorials during class periods to introduce in-
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structional materials. Usage rose from roughly 9 % to over 1 7 % during 
the stage of the fourth memo, when the final study was being organized 
and drafted. Overall, it appears the groups used these tutorials outside 
of class mostly to refresh their memories or to clarify a disagreement in 
their group. 

Fil:l:ure 2: Percental:l:e of Use Reoorted 

Memos 
Tools Used #1 #2 #3 #4 #5 

pen & paper 22.86 22.86 29.73 22.22 20.69 
cw 9.09 5.71 8.11 17. 78 10.35 
telephone 13.63 8.57 13.51 13.33 13.79 
xerox copies 9.09 8.57 10.81 6.67 13.79 
Appleshare 13.63 22.86 16.22 11.11 20.69 
face to face 29.56 31.43 21.62 28.89 20.69 

"Computer" was a category many students added to the list of tools. This 
term was used to include word-processing programs such as MacWrite 
and MicrosoftWord, as well as graphics programs such as McDraw, 
McPaint, and CricketGraph. Other tools students added include the 
cafeteria, the "pity pot" (for emotional catharsis), shopping, and my 
favorite-the eraser. These additions reinforce the fact that taking rest 
periods, venting emotions, and revising are all integral parts of the writing 
process. 

Collaboration Strategy. At the outset of the collaborative writing task, 
I gave both classes a list of possible strategies for collaboration (Ede & 
Lunsford, 1986; see Fig. 3). Groups chose team strategies A and B, and 
one-member strategies D and F. The team strategy was the most popular 
among groups with two or four members, while groups with three 
members chose a variety of configurations that somehow emphasized the 
particular strengths or leadership of one member. 

(See Figure 3, Strategies - next page) 

By the end of the study, several groups had adjusted their collaborative 
strategies based on conflicts they had encountered in their writing styles. 
For example, a group of three women, which began with team strategy 
A, quickly chose a leader and stayed with that strategy to the end. As 
the leader wrote in the first memo, 

Fh!:ure 3: Stratei!ies 

Team emphasis 
A. Team plans and outlines. Each member drafts a part. Team 

compiles parts and revises the whole. 
B. Team plans and outlines. One member writes entire draft. 

Team revises. 
C. Team plans and writes draft. Half of the team revise the draft 

without consulting the other team members. 

One member emphasis 
D. One member plans and writes draft. Team revises. 
E. One member plans and writes draft. This draft is submitted 

to other members who revise the draft without consulting the 
writer of the first draft. 

Assignment emphasis 
F. One member assigns writing tasks. Each member carries 

out individual tasks. One member compiles the parts and revises 
the whole. 

G. One member dictates. Another person transcribes and revises. 

I seem to have become the group leader by default and I sense 
that the other two members would not have stepped forward 
anyway. Although we initially started out as an 'equal' team, hav
ing an informal leader will help focus the group and cut down on 
indecision. 
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This same group discovered that one of its members was very detail
oriented, and put that woman in charge of formatting all documents. In 
her third memo, the unofficial group leader wrote, 

I avoided direct conflict Saturday afternoon by turning the com
puter over to her (the detail-oriented member J so that she could 
mal<.e the changes she wanted in format, graphics, etc. 

Another group of a man and a woman, who had also begun with a team 
strategy, decided to refocus that strategy when differences in writing style 
became evident. In the third memo report, the woman team member 
wrote, 

It appears to me that D- and I do like and respect each (other] 
personally in spite of our two very different styles. It seems we 
will need to each do parts of the study and accept each other's 
work as submitted, then we can worl<. together on format. This 
seems the most efficient use of time. 

In his third memo, the man team member wrote, "We both seem to get 
caught up on semantics." By the end of the project, the same writer com
mented, 



28 

Although M- and I have different backgrounds, we worked quite 
well together. We managed to utilize our different backgrounds 
in a positive way throughout the process of completing this report. 

Finally, a group of four writers, two men and two women, quickly realiz
ed that two members were "perfectionists," and at each stage gave the 
final editing tasks to those members. I found the evolution of this group 
the most interesting due to its unusual composition, two returning adults, 
one of whom was gay, and two academically outstanding traditional 
students. The memos from each group member were consistently more 
thorough and more clearly laid out than those from any other students 
in either class. It seemed that although all the groups faced similar pro
blems in their collaboration, this group was more aware of their dynamics 
and more capable of describing them. 

In the first memo, the returning adult man wrote, "We will revise the copy 
as a team. I suspect this may have to change if we can't get our needs 
for control, 'under control.' " Likewise, in her first memo, the returning 
adult woman wrote, "To be fair, I'm pretty insistent on having things my 
own way! (I think this is an insight!} At least two of our group are perfec
tionists!" 

By the final memo, the returning adult woman, who turned out to be one 
of the group perfectionists, commented, 

The perfectionists ended up doing a greater share of the work. 
But that's not too surprising, since they were always reluctant to 
relinquish control and risk a less than perfect result. 

The traditional undergraduate woman, who was the other perfectionist, 
wrote in her final memo, 

The primary problem is that some individuals are perfectionists 
while others tend to be satisfied with a less-than-perfect product. 
Therefore, the work is, in an unspoken move, dumped onto the 
team member(s) who desire a perfect product. This is not fair. 
The alternative, however, is for the perfectionist to settle for a less
than-perfect product which goes against nature. We chose, 
without speaking the words, to have the perfectionist(s) do the 
labor in exchange for a more acceptable end product. 

The group's decision to adjust its collaboration strategy to accommodate 
its "perfectionist" members, though not openly discussed among group 
members, was reported in all four memos. 

Only one group which recognized a need to adjust its collaborative strategy 
did not do so. This group consisted of two women whose writing styles 
were quite different. In the first memo, one woman wrote, 

K- and I initially decided on both putting in our ideas as a team. 
I guess what this meant to both of us was two different things. 
When K- works on the proposal she likes most of the control over 
the content, specifically sentence structure and layout. 
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During the course of the study, it became clear that this woman prefer
red performing more collaborative planning and drafting tasks together, 
whereas the other woman preferred collaborating only during the initial 
planning or final editing stages. As this other group member acknowledged 
in her fina~ memo, "J - and I never really followed through on a systematic 
collabo~at1ve strategy, although attempts were made early in the project." 
Evaluatmg her own contribution to the project, she concluded, "As the 
project ~rogre_ssed, I assumed more and more responsibility for it, until 
our relat10nsh1p was more of a 'leader' and an 'assistant.' " Once this col
laborative_ strategy ~oak effect, the project progressed more smoothly 
though this group still needed an extension of the due date. I met with 
these group members after receiving their second memos, and attemp
~ed to_ assist them in clarifying the problem and exploring ways to resolve 
1t. Ultimately, t~e problem was that although a leader/assistant strategy 
was most effective for the group, the one member did not want to assume 
the leadership role. Thus, their collaboration strategy never coalesced 
and their project was late. ' 

Conflict. Though I've addressed conflict in terms of its effect on collabora
tion strategy, I had also wondered at what stages of the project conflicts 
would occur, and what collaborative writing tasks would be most likely 
to induce conflict. This part of the study was probably the most difficult 
to assess, for in many cases, what seemed like conflict to one group 
member wasn't even mentioned by another group member. Of the thir
teen collaborative writing groups, only eight groups ever agreed on their 
assessment of conflict at any given point. 

The_go_o~ news is that throughout the study, the reports of conflict gradual
ly d11;1m1s?ed. I~ the first series of memos, there were eighteen reported 
conflicts, mvolvmg such details as grammar, phrasing, and scheduling, 
as well as more serious conflicts such as choice of topic, collaboration 
styles, an~ one_ writer feeling her "suggestions weren't being heard." Thus, 
all the ch01ces mvolved in setting up a collaborative writing task were the 
cause of these conflicts. By the second memo, groups had finalized their 
P:oposals an? research was underway. The "conflict count" dropped from 
e1ght~en to eight, though the causes of conflict-primarily perfectionism, 
phrasmg, and collaboration styles-remained the same. As one wit 
report~d in the second memo, "Since we did not work side-by-side very 
much m the past week, there was little opportunity for conflict within my 
group and none occurred." Such a remark indicates that a certain 
minimum level of conflict may well be an expected function of any col
laborative activity, and indeed research bears this out (Lay, 1989; Wall, 
et al., 1987). 
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In the third and fourth memos, most groups had identified their own 
sources of conflict and adjusted their collaboration strategies according
ly. By the end of the study, just when I expected the greatest number 
of conflicts to occur, there were only six reported conflicts. It seems that 
in the process of getting to know each other, group members had learn
ed to work together and to capitalize on their differences. 

Satisfaction. Current research (Ede & Lunsford, 1986) has found that 
an individual writer's satisfaction with the collaborative writing task is in
fluenced by seven factors (see Fig. 4). 

Control 
Credit 
Response 

Procedure 

Flexibility 

Constraints 

Status 

Fil!ure 4: Satisfaction 

the degree of control the writer has over her text 

the way credit is given 
the ability to respond to others who may modify 
the text 

an agreed-upon procedure for resolving disputes 
among coauthors 
the amount of flexibility tolerated in using pre
established formats 

the number and kind of constraints ( deadlines, 
length and style requirements) imposed on the 
writers 
the status of the project within the organization 

I reviewed these factors with both classes at the beginning of the project 
when groups decided on their collaborative strategies. In the final col
laboration report, most writers were pleased with the outcome of their 
work. Comments from the group of four are representative of many other 
groups, 

In the beginning of this assignment, we did not work together par
ticularly well as a group, primarily because none ofus was willing 
to give in to another's suggestions. By the time the study was near 
completion, we were much more open to each others' ideas, com
ments and suggestions. 

Despite certain conflicts, we seemed to pull through the ordeal 
with a good final paper and a sense of what it takes to collaborate 
on a report with everyone's reputation at stake (i.e. grades). 

During the last four days, we became an effective and efficient 
team. 
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. . we worked well together when the 'heat was turned on.' 

Over and over, groups reported being pleasantly surprised at the diver
sity and complementarity of skills among the group members, 

The group really evolved as a team. Our members' respective skills 
complemented each other and each person fulfilled a necessary 
function for the group. 

Working in a group was great for combining the various skills each 
of us possessed, and finding the connections we had to get the 
job done faster and easier than it would have been if we would 
have done it alone. 

The talents each of us utilized in this paper were different, and 
I think this enhanced the final product. 

I think collaborative writing can work very well, if group members 
work well together as ours did. 

Certainly, difference could have been viewed as a drawback, but from 
the start I had stressed difference as an asset and encouraged students 
to talk about each writer's idiosyncracies so that these could be utilized 
in their collaborative strategy. Apparently, the tactic succeeded; several 
groups said they would work together again. 

Even the group of two women, who never settled on a particular collabora
tion strategy, were satisfied with their outcome, 

When we finally finish the study, I believe we will both have put 
out 50% of work into it. 

I am proud of the feasibility study for two reasons, one, it was 
completed in spite of intense conflicts and poor communication, 
and two, I feel it is of high, if not excellent quality. As I reread 
what I've written, I realized that I have probably learned a lot more 
from this process than what I've bargained for, and most ofit really 
hasn't been about writing. 

Layout. Though not intended to contradict the above writer, the memos 
made clear that repeated memo writing, coupled with feedback from an 
instructor, significantly improved students' texts. From the first day of 
the course, I presented layout as a way to make texts more reader-based, 
urging students to use succinct headings, lists, and graphics whenever 
possible to make their prose more scannable. The kinds of layout we 
discussed, and their frequency of use in student memos, appear in Fig. 5. 
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Fh!ure 5: Layout Techniaues 

Memos 
Technique 1 2 3 4 5 

indenting 7 10 13 22 20 
listing 8 13 16 22 22 
headings 4 14 14 24 23 
underlining 4 9 9 16 16 
boldface 3 8 12 17 15 
type 1 2 3 1 1 
graphics 0 0 1 2 2 
caps 1 5 5 9 7 
keywords 1 1 3 2 1 
none 24 15 8 3 2 

Over the course of eight weeks and five memos, the changes were signifi
cant (see Fig. 6). Whereas initially 24 out of 34 students used no layout 
devices in their memos, by the fifth memo only two students persisted 
in using no reader-based layout. The majority of students used at least 
two layout devices, and many used up to six such techniques in one memo. 
We had discussed the drawbacks of using too many layout devices (mak
ing one's text resemble a toothpaste advertisement) and accordingly, no 
one used more than seven different layout options in one memo . 

Fil!ure 6: Layout Results 

Memos 
1 2 3 

number 9 
of 8 
layout 7 
options 6 1 1 
used 5 5 4 

4 3 6 
3 2 4 
2 3 6 7 
1 3 1 0 
0 24 15 8 

CONCLUSIONS 

1 
3 
5 
6 
9 
6 
1 
3 

5 

2 
7 
5 
5 

12 
1 
2 

Tools. I expected that given the ease and the convenience of computer 
use, not to mention the pleasure ofa clean copy after every draft, students 
would use the computer programs more than they did . In the planning 
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stages reported on in memos one and two, students relied on traditional 
pen-and-paper meetings for deciding on the scope of their study. These 
two collaboration methods were used consistently one-fifth of the time 
throughout the study. 

The low percentage of time devoted to using the collaborative courseware 
may reflect how much time was spent in groups during class. I tried to 
devote at least one full session a week to collaborative group work using 
the software, and during these sessions groups would discuss the tutorial 
while one member used the keyboard to take notes on the discussion. 
In addition, I attempted to give at least ten minutes on the other class 
days to groups for them to exchange ideas or research, and to plan 
meetings . Moreover, student writers will tend to view their group activity 
as more important if it is given adequate time in class (Allen, et al. , Ede 
& Lundsford, 1986; Kraut, et al., 1988). For all these reasons, students 
did not need as much instructional support to collaborate outside of class. 

Though many grade schools are working towards preparing students for 
computer use, I think that at this stage of the "technological revolution," 
college teachers are still introducing first-time users to computers. By pro
viding instructional and peer support for students learning to use com
puters, writing programs perform a valuable function in preparing students 
for their professions . 

Collaboration Strategy. I found that pairs of students tended to choose 
a team approach, while groups of three tended to choose some form of 
a one-member emphasis. Once the strengths, weaknesses, and idiosyn
cracies of the group members were revealed, groups who chose to adjust 
their collaboration strategies were more likely to accomplish set tasks, 
and to be more satisfied with their group process as well as with their 
writing products. Members of the group which did not adjust to its own 
strengths and idiosyncracies found themselves learning more about in
terpersonal communication skills than about writing, clearly because that 
topic continued to dominate their group meetings. 

Conflict. Most conflict episodes occurred in the planning stages of the pro
ject, a time when the most important decisions were made together by 
people who were, for the most part, unfamiliar with each other's work 
habits . As the study progressed and people became acquainted, the 
number of conflict episodes dropped . Instead of producing a period of high 
conflict, the final week of the study created an atmosphere of pressure 
which encouraged group members to unite behind a common goal. 

Satisfaction. Individual writers' satisfaction with their group product was 
clearly related to their group's flexibility in terms of their chosen col
laborative strategy. For example, as it always happens, some students 
had to fall behind in their group responsibilities for personal reasons and 
found their groups willing to readjust task allocations so that the work 
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would still be fairly divided at the outcome. These students were very vocal 
about their satisfaction with their groups. Moreover, I found students com
plementing other group members on their willingness to work. Again, the 
possible exception would be the group who chose not to tailor its col
laborative strategy to the particular needs and strengths of its members. 

DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE TEACHING 

The memo I used to elicit responses could be revised to include "com
puter software" under the list of collaboration tools, as many but not all 
students listed some type of software as a part of their collaboration pro
cess. The memo could also be made more thorough ifit were a checklist. 
The teacher making that change, however, would need to agree to sacrifice 
the real improvement in layout and communication techniques 
demonstrated over the course of these five memos. In addition, she would 
risk losing the increase in communication between teacher and students 
as a result of these memos, which was truly valuable. My students felt 
that they received more personalized attention and guidance,just at the 
times when they needed it most. 

Although all teachers using the Macintosh lab distributed step-by-step in
structions for using the computers and the Appleshare network, students 
continued to report computer-related problems, whether in the software 
use itself, or in accessing the network, or from being infected by the virus. 
In their final memo reports, several students suggested that a one-credit 
computer course be a prerequisite for this writing class. While not 
everyone experienced this problem, learning computers and collaborative 
writing simultaneously wasjust too difficult for some students. 

Ultimately, I am drawn back to the group which had the most conflict, 
and which did not adjust its collaboration strategy. Though I met with them 
to facilitate their communication, I did not intervene in demanding that 
they take specific action. The choices were always up to the students. Had 
one woman agreed to assume a leadership role and sacrifice her personal 
needs, the group as a whole would have functioned beautifully, but this 
was a choice that I, as an instructor, could not make for a student. So 
I find myself facing the question that every teacher of collaborative writing 
will have to address, which is greater, the good of the individual writer, 
or the good of the collaborative writing group? 

In a recent essay, Trim bur ( 1989) examines an important criticism of col
laborative learning, namely, that it is "an inherently dangerous and poten
tially totalitarian practice that stifles individual voice and creativity, 
suppresses differences, and enforces conformity." This was precisely the 
fear which restrained me from intervening in a more directive manner 
with the group of two women who had such difficulty in their collaborative 
writing process. Trimbur's proposed solution is to redefine the way we 
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look at the goal of collaborative learning-consensus-not in terms of col
lective agreements but rather as collective explanations of the ways that 
collaborators differ, and how groups can work together with these dif
ferences. Redefined in this way, conflict and difference are no longer seen 
as problems but rather as natural components of the collaborative learn
ing process. Depending on the amount of conflict and difference they ex
perience, some groups will take more time to reach consensus than others. 
But in the end, the group of two women did reach a consensus in regard 
to their differences, and were able to submit a high quality product for 
their final report. Taken in this light, then, the good of the individual writer 
depends upon the good of the collaborative writing group. 

Collaborative learning requires more time of both instructors and students 
than more traditional, individualistic techniques of writing instruction. To 
acknowledge and encourage this increased effort, instructors need to 
reward both the writing product and the collaborative writing process itself 
(Beard, et al., 1989; Lay, 1989 ). In return, however, collaborative writing 
strategies offer students a means of empowering each other through 
shared learning, thereby replacing an outdated and static pedagogy which 
defines learning as the transmission of knowledge from teacher to stu
dent, and replacing it with a pedagogy which defines students as producers 
of knowledge. As a preparation for business and technical writers, col
laborative writing may be the key to a more dynamic and powerful method 
of teaching and of learning. 
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VISUALIZATION AS AN 
IHVEHTIOH TECHNIQUE 

by 
Nancy MacKenzie 
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This article is divided into three sections , the first introduces the concept 
of visualization drawings as an invention technique for writing students 
and describes various visualization exercises, with student examples in
cluded; the second part summarizes the findings ofan experimental study 
I conducted on teaching visualization to technical writing students; and 
the third section speculates about the advisability of teaching visualiza
tion to students in composition and creative writing courses at both the 
secondary and college level. 

Background 

The idea for studying visualization stems from my own use of free sketch
ing and diagrams as a prewriting invention strategy. I did not used to think 
ofit as a technique but more as a quirk or habit ofmy own. Then it occur
red to me that maybe if sketching ideas and diagramming helped me get 
started on a piece of writing, it might help students. 

I was able to give my idea direction after reading an article by Barton and 
Barton, entitled "Toward a Rhetoric of Visuals for a Computer Era" where 
the authors assert the need to move away from "behaviorist and 
theoretical" genre guidelines in teaching the use of graphics in technical 
writing ( 128 ). I was also influenced by Betty Edwards' book, Drawing on 
the Artist Within, A Guide to Innovation, Invention, Imagination, and 
Creativity. Edwards points out that language tends to describe idea genera
tion in visual terms. She noticed that when talking about their creative 
processes people tend to describe the fourth stage of creativity, or il
lumination, in terms of..vision, "All at once I saw the answer." Another 
term closely related to illumination is insight-and similar terms such as 
foresight, hindsight, clear-sightedness. We talk about seeing an idea in 
perspective, seeing in proportion, seeing the light, or getting an idea in focus. 
Edwards believes these common expressions suggest a definite link be
tween language and drawing (pp. 38-40). 

Because she is an art teacher, Edwards' interests are chiefly with the draw
ing itself. But because I am a writing teacher I wanted to investigate the 
teaching of sketching or non-artistic drawing-doodling-as a type ofvisual 
brainstorming preparatory to beginning a draft of a piece of writing. 




