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Abstract

This project is a one-semester, online technical communication class for undergraduates at a
four-year university. The audience includes students who are taking the class to learn about
writing but who generally have majors unrelated to technical communication. The online class
will use best practices in course delivery and will support a constructivist theory of learning,
based on peer-to-peer, as well as peer-to-instructor; interaction. Writing and communication best
practices will make extensive use of revision based on peer and instructor review. Importantly,
this design of the class will make use of the Open SUNY Online Course Quality Review
(OSCQR) Rubric and Process (“About OSCQR,” n.d.). The intent of this project is to deliver a
live product that can be accessed through the Internet and used out of box with little revision
almost immediately. A representative, functional Moodle class will be available at

https://brierleynet.com, and this will be ready for roll-out before the fall 2019 semester.
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Literature Review

This literature review supports the design of an online technical communication course for
undergraduate students who represent diverse majors and who are not necessarily interested in
careers in technical communication. The focus of the course is an audience in the United States
that speaks English.

The literature referred to in this review is limited to English-language content, including
periodicals, journals, books, and online sources. ERIC, Ebsco, Education Source, and Google
Scholar databases were primarily used. Selected literature used for this review is peer-reviewed,
except material from conference proceedings and Websites. The following search terms were
used, alone or in combination with each other: learning, teaching, online, writing, technical
communication, forums, discussion boards, OSCQR, Quality Matters, information design,
Facebook, Microsoft Word, Webex, Moodle, and Camtasia. Results that were for traditional, not
online, learning were excluded, as were results that focused on teacher training and pre-college
students.

Target Audience

The target audience for the proposed project is undergraduate college students who are
studying technical communication for a single semester as an introduction to the topic. Primary
use of this course by undergraduates is expected to be as an adjunct to their primary studies and,
after their graduation, as a supporting skillset for their primary job. The course should also serve
as a satisfactory introduction for any students who head into the field of technical

communication.
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Definition of Technical Communication
The Society for Technical Communication (STC) is by far the largest international
organization of technical communicators. It was founded in 1960 (“Defining Technical
Communication,” n.d.). Along with the Association of Teachers of Technical Writing (ATTW)),
the STC is one of the few international organizations solely focused on technical communication
(“Professional Organizations,” n.d.).
The STC defines technical communication this way:
“Technical communication is a broad field and includes any form of communication that
exhibits one or more of the following characteristics:

* Communicating about technical or specialized topics, such as computer
applications, medical procedures, or environmental regulations.

* Communicating by using technology, such as web pages, help files, or social media
sites.

* Providing instructions about how to do something, regardless of how technical the
task is or even if technology is used to create or distribute that communication.

* The value that technical communicators deliver is twofold: They make information
more useable and accessible to those who need that information, and in doing so,
they advance the goals of the companies or organizations that employ them”
(“Defining Technical Communication,” n.d.).

From the definition, it is clear that technical communication has a broad scope of subject
matter. This broad scope can present challenges to teaching generalist students who are new to

technical communication.



DESIGN OF AN ONLINE TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION COURSE 9

Course Content and Approach

The approach to creating a semester-long technical communication course focuses on written
projects, featuring writing, feedback, revision, and content provided in various online formats.
Revising writing based on feedback is going to be a core concept in this technical
communication course project. In their review of report writing, Eriksson and Liselotte found
that revision of original work based on peer review and teacher review showed significant
improvement over non-reviewed work. This approach to writing, called “process writing” by
White and Arndt (as cited in Eriksson and Liselotte, p. 1295), is common in the teaching of
writing (2018).

As Allen, Jacovina, and McNamara summarize, extended practice and individualized
feedback improve the development of writing skills in students. To develop writing skills in
college students, Kellogg and Raulerson II1 (2007) tell us that training student writers is much
more effective than instructing writers. That is, helping students to understand and apply
knowledge to writing is more helpful than instructing them on specific subjects, such as “correct
spelling, punctuation, grammar, diction, thesis statements, topic sentences and cohesive links
within a paragraph, and global organization of texts” (p. 238). While those individual
instructions are necessary, they are insufficient without training and application of concepts to
new projects.

A significant downside to the approach of writing, feedback, and revision based on feedback,
is the amount of time required of the instructor (Kellogg and Raulerson III, 2007), but that
“intermittent feedback might ... [benefit] long-term learning skills” (p. 240) of the student. This
idea of training mirrors the idea of reflective process described by Williamson, Mears, and

Bustos (2015). The reflective process is one of thinking about learning and discussing learning,
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including in “discussion boards and blogs” (p. 139). This discussion promotes “‘self-regulated
learning” (p. 139) that is important to learning outside the traditional classroom, on one’s own, at
a computer, and in an online class. Indeed, “the use of ... discussion boards provided [students]
with a better understanding of the types of prompts that promote collaboration and reflections,
the most appropriate context for using reflective tools...” (p. 142).

Discussion boards are online forums. These online spaces can have limited access, such as
limited to a particular class, or unlimited access, and can be found across the World Wide Web
(www). Forums are a popular support feature for a variety of businesses in a multitude of
industries, such as Adobe’s community at forums.adobe.com. Unlike a traditional classroom,
where an instructor is the owner, author, or distributor of content, forums distribute more (not
all) control across all participants, and so decentralize the environment.

Dommett (2019) tells that students’ use of forums for peer discussion regarding course
content (“modules”) supported “cognitive skills and professional and practice skills” (p. 339).
Cognitive skills are “learning outcomes normally requiring students to demonstrate particular
abilities” (p.328). The use of peer discussion through discussion boards and social networking is
understood to “facilitate the learning process” (Dawson, 2010, p. 738). A downside to this,
highlighted by Dawson, is that higher-performing students tend to engage more often in the
discussion forums than lower-performing students, and perhaps intervention of the instructor
based on identifying “at-risk students” (p. 750) is necessary. At risk students can be identified in
many learning management systems (LMS) through generated reports detailing participation and
grades.

Many other collaborative online tools can also be used in learning, such as Twitter. Dommett

(2018) reports that while there is a perception that Twitter is used in a learning environment for
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peer-to-peer discussion, it is largely not. Instead, Twitter is used for broader research of class
topics, supporting information, such as general news and information, but not cognitive growth.
Therefore, students do not use forums and Twitter in the same way, but Dommett (2018)
recommends both tools can be used together constructively to serve the improved learning
outcomes.

Like forums and Twitter™, Facebook® is another opportunity for peer-to-peer interaction.
Similar to other peer-to-peer channels, Facebook distributes authorship of discussion among all
participants and reduces the control of the instructor (Niu, 2019). As with forums and Twitter,
evidence shows that increased use of Facebook leads to more student-to-student interactions and
makes instructors appear to be more approachable. As a result of this increased interaction with
class participants, students using Facebook for class generally earned higher grades (p. 1392).
Indeed, using Facebook for English writing increases “learners-learner and learner-instructor”
communication and provides stronger results (Razak, Norizan Abdul, Saeed, Murad, & Ahmad,
Zulkifli, 2013, p. 195). Niu points out, however, that the increased communication is largely
social in nature (Niu, 2019), and balance between academic and social aspects of Facebook is in
need of further detailed research.

In addition to discussion forums and social media, other tools are available for use in an
online class. While Williamson, et al. (2015), did not find a “significant difference among
pedagogical tools” (p. 60), there was some preference for “podcast and videos for learning and
understanding course content” (p. 60). An online academic class can support the use of videos to
aid in learning. Videos can be both with and without audio and can be watched multiple times to
promote a greater understanding of a course topic. Video content can be supported by a school’s

learning management system (LMS), such as Blackboard, or by commercial entities such as
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YouTube.com. Additionally, Facebook will support video and Twitter will link to video, and
some forums can support embedded video or links to video hosted elsewhere.

Videos present content in a different way than text. While video is linear, like text, and
generally must be accessed at a beginning and watched from start to finish, students can rewind
and fast forward as needed to rewatch sections or skip sections. One approach to using videos for
learning would be to break the videos into shorter segments to maintain student attention span
and minimize the need to rewatch or skip sections that the student is familiar with. As
Lagerstrom (2015) points out, there is a myth that six minutes is the best length for video in a
learning setting, because videos longer than that lose their audience and are not watched. Instead,
I propose shorter videos as a way of chunking, or segmenting, content and making it easier to
find. Lagerstrom also notes that students tend to fall into two sizeable groups, one that watches
90-100 percent of assigned video, and one that watches 0-10 percent (p. 11), with very few
students in between.

Even recognizing some portion of students will not watch a video, videos have significant
potential benefits. The biggest benefit is that a lecture, presentation, and other information can be
watched asynchronously from the delivery of the information, which supports online learning on
the students’ schedule. Additionally, video can be rewound and replayed to review critical or
complex information, which is something that is impossible with live delivery and not supported
by notes taken on live delivery. Video content might include lecture capture, talking-head video,
voice-over presentation, and interactive video (Viera, Lopes, & Soares, 2014, p. 752). Lecture
capture is the video recording of a lecture, talking-head video is the instructor presenting the to a

camera, voice-over presentation is narration of PowerPoint slides or narration over other content,
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and an interactive video has features for the student to manipulate, such as clickable zones and
hyperlinks to other content.

Lastly, the online course itself will reflect information design centered on Mike Cooley’s
ideas of human centered design (Jacobson, 1999, p. 59-81). The design will exhibit coherence in
design, design that is clear and concise and that helps the students understand the material. The
course will promote engagement and inclusiveness through use of forums and peer-to-peer
review and interaction, building a sense of community that makes the students comfortable with
the class, the instructor, and their peers. (p. 68). Use of review and peer-to-peer community
discussion will decentralize learning and make it a community event, avoiding Cooley’s idea of
overstructuring and educated, not trained, learning to assess, understand, and apply concepts (p.
73).

Tools

In addition to discourse, community, and course content, including instructor- and student-
created work, the technical communication course will feature some tools to facilitate the process
of getting concepts communicated and work done. Tools discussed include Moodle™,
Microsoft® Word®, Webex®, and Camtasia®.

Moodle Learning Management System.

Moodle is a free learning management system (LMS), or learning environment. It is a portal,
or Website, set up on the Internet with a URL, and instructors can add course content to it for
students. Supported material includes subject matter, videos, tests, as well as calendars, grade
books, class rosters, and forums. Another benefit of Moodle is the size of its installed base.

“Moodle’s worldwide numbers of more than 90 million users across both academic and
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enterprise level usage makes it the world’s most widely used learning platform” (“About
Moodle,” n.d.).

In his review of Moodle, Abdelraheem (2012) considers students in an “active learning”
environment involving interactive instruction” (p.376). Cabero-Almenara, Arancibia, and Del
Prete agree with the assessment that Moodle supports “flexible and active learning under a
constructivist approach” (2019, p. 25). Abdelraheem points out that Moodle has at least as many,
or more, features than other, more established, LMS, including Blackboard, and has the
advantage of being open source, such that there is an international community of support
continuously developing Moodle. Furthermore, Abdelraheem concludes that student and teacher
interaction using Moodle was positive and that student perception of Moodle was also positive
(2012, p. 375). However, Cabero-Almenara, et al. (2019), warn that Moodle is often being used
only as a “repository for materials and information” (p. 31) and for other administrative
functions. Other approaches are recommended in addition to Moodle to provide instruction,
collaboration, discussion, feedback, and revision. Support for these approaches is provided in
Moodle (Cabero-Almenara, et al., 2019, p. 25), such as discussion forums, and care must be
taken to deliberately take advantage of these tools in Moodle to support class learning objectives

of training through writing, review, revision, and discussion.
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Figure 1. Moodle LMS. Breadcrumbs are provided for navigation on top: Dashboard, My
courses, and Tech Comm. A table of contents is provided to the left. And content to the right,
below the breadcrumbs.

Microsoft Word.

Microsoft Word is an obvious choice for the writing application used by the online class, not
only because Word is one of the most popular technical communication tools in the world, but
because it is very common in businesses and is available free or low cost to students at many
universities as well. Other software, including Google Docs, which is free, could be considered,
but, even with plugins, Google Docs does not have robust support for templates and styles that
Microsoft Word features, making Google Docs a poor choice for technical and even business

communication.
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Word files containing writing projects and assignments can be uploaded to Moodle or
another LMS for the instructor to review. As noted in Stellmack and Barthel (2019, p.1), students
prefer submitting work electronically to providing printed copy. Such assignments and projects
turned in as Microsoft Word files can be reviewed electronically using Word’s built in review
tools, including the track changes feature. These features let an instructor or editor make changes
to the document that are visible but not permanent. The original author can review the changes
and choose to make them permanent or reject them. Additionally, the instructor can leave
comments and notes in the Word document using Word’s reviewing tools. As demonstrated in
the literature, students, in general, prefer to receive electronic rather than handwritten feedback
(Johnson, Stellmack, & Barthel, 2019, p. 20).

Reviewing tools within Microsoft Word have to be used with caution. If the instructor types a
revision the student needs to make, the student can blindly accept all revisions, replacing the
incorrect content with the revisions and may not read or understand the revisions. However,
Johnson, et al., (2019, p. 20) identify that instructors are more likely to provide notes and
comments rather than rewriting content. Instructors who provide more detailed comments to
students electronically typically find that students have more success implementing electronic
comments than hand written feedback. So, while it is possible for a student to accept all revisions
as a shortcut to making changes, it is unlikely that the instructor markup and workflow will make
this a successful approach. It is more likely that electronic comments will be read as written
before being included manually by the student.

Webex.

An obvious benefit of an online class is that participants, students and instructors, do not

have to be in the same place at the same time, and presentation of course material, learning,
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consumption of course content, and discussion can happen asynchronously. However, there are
some benefits to having live discussion. As Srichanyachon (2014, p. 51) points out, online
content might be delayed, students might lack support, such as tutors and technical help. Some
learners benefit from the motivation provided by in-person interaction, and online classes might
not be designed to best meet the needs of the audience. Webex provides the means to hold a
discussion live, entirely online, with everyone logging in to the same virtual meeting room at the
same time. Webex meetings can also be recorded for later playback and review.

The advantages of Webex in online classrooms, and a positive reaction to its use, led to a
250-percent increase in requests for Webex by the University of Southern California (USC)
Distance Education Network (DEN) in 2004 (Srichanyachon, 2014, p. 57). Similarly, Wake
Forest University students and faculty positively responded to the use of Webex. In 2011, Wake
Forest’s Chief Information Officer, Rick Matthews, said “Webex makes WFU professors and
students more accessible to each other, going beyond the brick and mortar buildings to provide
new avenues for learning” (Anderson, 2011). Overall, the use of Webex for office hours and
online class meetings is worthwhile in the course being designed.

Camtasia.

TechSmith® Camtasia is software that can record a computer screen, computer sounds,
sounds captured by an external microphone, and input a variety of resources created elsewhere,
such as other video and PowerPoint slides. Camtasia can create some interactivity with the video,
including tables of content for videos, zooms and special effects, and external links. In an online
class, Camtasia would be used to create talking-head video, voice-over presentation, and
interactive video. Importantly, Camtasia does support ADA compliant output (Miller, 2014, p.

25).
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Miller’s review of using Camtasia echoes previously stated advantages of video over live
lecture. Indeed, Miller uses Camtasia to create a voice-over-PowerPoint presentation in place of
traditional lecture and shows a small increase in positive outcomes for students as a whole, but a
significant increase in the population of students who were lower performing (Miller, 2014, p.
23). The improved performance of lower-performing students using video (supplied in the LMS,
Blackboard®) was echoed by He, Swenson, and Lents (2012, p. 1131). Their study revealed that
average and lower-performing college students had more success because they could control the
time spent reviewing important concepts, skip unimportant concepts, and control the pace and
the time spent learning the content. In general, He, et al. (2012, p. 1132), noted no change in the
performance of top students, many of whom did not use the video at all.

Literature Review Conclusions

The online technical communication class being proposed will use a write, review, edit, and
revision approach to developing technical communication skills, following the approaches and
best practices outlined in the reviewed sources. These approaches will be supported by
instructor- and student-led discussion in forums, and using in-course messaging if needed.

Microsoft Word will be used as a technical writing tool for assignments and projects in the
course. Furthermore, Word’s review and track changes tools, along with electronic submission of
files, will be used to provide feedback and provoke student engagement in understanding
concepts and developing stronger communication.

In addition to written course content, Camtasia videos, including talking-head and voice-over
videos, will be provided, to help all students with core concepts, but particularly to improve the

success of middle- and low-performing students. As needed, an in-person, online meeting will be



DESIGN OF AN ONLINE TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION COURSE 19

arranged through the Moodle interface using Webex so that students, particularly those who are
new to online learning, can have in-person, live conversations with the instructor and classmates.
Problem Statement and Research Questions

Access through the Internet to online classes has changed how and when students learn. With
online media come new challenges that are more than just putting assignments online. One of
these challenges is that students can no longer interact easily in person with a teacher or
classmates. Additionally, students need help resolving questions to do with both course concepts
and technological barriers of the online medium itself. With this in mind, the online class must
provide an environment that is comparable to, or, perhaps stronger than, the traditional
onground, brick-and-mortar environment it replaces.

Another challenge is specifically supporting a constructivist teaching method. That is,
building in peer-to-peer contribution and casting the instructor in the role as a facilitator.
Because the class is online with no set time, and not a hybrid online class that has an in-person
component, generating positive and constructive asynchronous online discussion is a cornerstone
of this online course.

If a constructivist approach is a cornerstone of the online class, then teaching the actual
content of technical communication is the keystone. The content of the course is the reason for
everything, and one of the objectives of the course space is to reflect values of technical
communication. So, the class must provide new knowledge and, more importantly, more
understanding about the domain of technical communication.

However, all of that domain information, design, and pedagogy, has to be presented in a way
that is useful to the audience. Wrapping those goals up into an online package remains a

challenge that makes the layout and design of the class space itself important. Traditional
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methods of layout design will be used to help students find and consume content, where
consuming content is reading, watching, listening, processing, and understanding of information
provided.

Methods

Several approaches were considered, in large part based on current literature, to wrangle all
of the course questions and challenges into an online deliverable.
Design

The learning space must be designed in a conducive way to easily help students find and use
information. While the online course does not focus on design, design fundamentals will be used
in constructing the online space, including white space, repetition, contrast, alignment, and
consistency. Students should be able to consider concepts they are discovering and see those
concepts reflected in the online site. Additionally, these fundamentals will blend with the
concepts of information design from Jacobson’s Information Design (1999), in particular Mike
Cooley’s Human Centered Design discussion (p. 59-81).

White space will be used to chunk content into logical pieces, using less white space to keep
related content together, and using more white space to separate unrelated content. In this way,
traditional paragraph formatting will be used for text, to break up slabs of content, and white
space will help a video or other resource stand out on the virtual page.

Repetition of structure and style will be used to help the audience expect and anticipate
content. Similar content will be presented to the student in a repeatedly reliable way, so the
students will quickly recognize what the content is about and learn where to find it. One example
of this is presenting videos the same way on the page, repeating the way headings are styled so a

student inherently recognizes a subheading from a higher-level one, and structuring content so
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the student knows what to expect, such as using numbered steps written a certain way for
instruction. Use of bold, for example, will highlight things a student needs to click or interact
with, so a student could scan a list of instructional text and only process the items in bold to
complete the task.

Contrast will be used in a repeated way to call out material. By making certain content
different from the material around it, the student’s task of filtering and understanding the
information on the page is made easier. Approaches include using color, such as red for cautions,
and using more white space so an object on the page is more easily seen. By removing the
burden of figuring out the page layout and where items are, the student has more time and focus
for the content itself.

Alignment is yet another way that content will be designed for ease of use and consumption.
In lists, a hierarchy of indents will denote subtopics and less important material; sublist items
will be indented further to the right, whereas parent topics will align further to the left. Content,
such as text and images, will be aligned block left, to give a reliable starting point for a person
scanning the text and to leverage better readability of left-aligned text online (Ling & van
Schaik, 2007, p. 65).

Finally, the content design will use consistency to help engender a familiarity with the online
interface that helps students with their navigation and use of materials and resources. As much as
possible, the layout of course items and controls will be repeatedly and reliably placed in
consistent locations, common verbiage will be used for text, and the organization of sections will
be recognizably similar. All of this aims to reduce information overload and make the processing

of information easier for the student.
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Constructivism

In addition to creating a familiar environment, the online course supports student engagement
and participation in the creation of learning. The very first module of the course generates a clear
understanding of the course and interaction needed from students for success, from introductions
to using discussion forums and providing a baseline sample of writing. These interactions and
this approach form a basis multi-module review, revision, and discussion assignment (Grier-
Reed & Williams-Wengerd, 2018, p.3).

Building on that, student discussion is elevated in a later module to provide a presentation on
concepts, using online media to present an understanding and perspective of class material, along
with peer-review and discussion around concepts. Having previously applied concepts, students
create discussion about understanding of the concepts and then review each other’s work in
forums. Building class discussion as forums into modules, with instructor guidance, is intended

to build a positive learning community.

B P1: General Review

-_l P1: General Questions
Add general questions about the Project 1 Introduction assignments here. Don't post anything gradable here.
Syllabus
Read the syllabus. Ask one question in the Project 1 Syllabus forum. Also, reply to one question in the Project 1 Syllabus forum.
P8} P1: Introduction
Post in the Project 1 Introduction Assignment forum to introduce yourself. This assignment is for a homework grade that includes the syllabus post and is to be done as follows:

Consider your audience (me) and anticipate questions | might have, including (but not limited to): why you are taking the class (satisfies a W is fine), what your background in
English is, when the last time you took an English course was, what you want to do for a career, and whether you have used Blackboard before. Use correct grammar.

Also, post a follow-up to two of your classmate's initial posts. Make all three posts on different days. Make sure the follow-ups are interesting and adds to the conversation, rather
than just being a me-too reply.

Post your initial thread by 1/29 and both of your follow up posts by 2/2 at the latest. Late posts may receive a zero or reduced grade.

Note that these are forum posts and not Word documents or other attachments. Do not upload or attach any files for this; just type into the forum.

P1: Memo Word Document Upload

Complete the memo assignment. Review the .MP4 file | have uploaded.

Based on the MP4 file, submit a Word document file as an attachment using the upload location provided in Blackboard project 1. | expect the document to be no more than two
pages. Make sure you meet my requirements for content.

This is for a homework grade. Make sure you use Microsoft Word, make this a memo to me, and put the file in the upload location. This is due 1/31.
IMPORTANT: Do not use first person (I, me, we, us, etc.) when writing for this class. (The introduction assignment is a rare exception, of course.)

P1: Section Quiz

This is an introduction to section quizzes in this class.

Figure 2. First module.
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To a degree, using modules this way mirrors the idea of wayfinding in information design.
The idea is that the student begins with a task (P1), receives feedback (P2), and continues to
apply feedback and grow the content into a final draft. Along the way, feedback and discussion,
along with specific requirements or way points, push the students to create specific output and
make decisions that result in a well-constructed final draft (Folz, 1998). P5 is a step along that

path, where students are assigned to present on the very concepts they are employing.

P5: Focusing on Styles

u Create a Presentation about Styles

Create a Prezi that introduces styles in Microsoft Word.

1. Sign up for a Prezi.com account.
2. Create a Prezi presentation that communicates these things to your audience:
* Introduce styles.
¢ Tell what styles in Microsoft Word are and why they are useful.
* Provide steps to instruct your audience how to use our memo template in this class. Make sure your steps are written as required by course conventions.
* Provide steps to instruct your audience how to apply a style to text.
3. Post a functional, clickable link of the Prezi in the P5: Prezi Links forum for an assignment grade. Due Saturday 3/2 at 11:55pm. Of course, introduce your post and use a good
subject.

IMPORTANT: test your link before you post it. Make sure you post a link that works without having to sign in to Prezi. Use the Internet to help with questions about Prezi, as well as
our forums.

A link your audience cannot use won't pass. Test the link on a different computer than you used to create the Prezi to make sure it opens without credentials.
ﬂ Post Feedback on Classmate's Prezi

Post a grammatically correct reply to a classmate’s Prezi post and critique the following:

* Whether the Prezi explains why styles are useful.

* Whether the instructions on how to apply a style in Word worked. Test the instructions. Only do what is written. Note that not everyone is on the same OS, so pick an OS that
matches what you can test.

* Whether the steps comport to course standards on how to write steps.

Your critique is for an assignment grade. Due Monday 3/4 at 11:55pm.

-_l P5: General Questions

Ask general questions here and hold discussion. Do not post your Prezi link or anything gradable here.

-_l P5: Prezi Links

Post your Prezi link here. Make sure it is clickable.

Also, post feedback and critique of Prezi links here, in the appropriate thread.

Figure 3. P5 features Students explaining concepts to other students. Forums are used for general
questions and peer-to-peer comments on student work.
Domain Content

This course would not exist without the need to help students discover the domain of
technical communication. A significant goal of this course is to showcase the very elements that

are being taught, so, in addition to design, the course content will be reflective of technical
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communication principles. These principles include being clear, concise, comprehensive,
grammatically correct, and accurate about the subject matter.

The issue of subject matter is a complex one, given that the purpose of technical
communication is to “[communicate] about technical or specialized topics” (“Defining Technical
Communication,” n.d.). Technical or specialized topics might be computer hardware, software,
industrial machinery, aviation, pharmaceuticals, telephony and networking, power generation
and distribution, construction, and the list goes on. This raises the issue of how to teach the
subject, such as telephony and networking, engineering, etc., while also teaching how to create
technical communication. After all, the subject matter of the technical communication may very
well require many years of study all by itself.

In response to a need for something to write about that is accessible and easy for students to
work with and understand, the class is set up to use technical communication, itself, as the
subject matter. Considering the anticipated audience is undergraduates who are taking the online
course to satisfy a writing requirement, teaching about the field of technical communication in a
way they can immediately apply in the workplace has merit. To achieve this end, the class is set
up with three core central themes. The consideration is that, in any given semester, one of these
themes can be the primary focus of the class, and the other two tangential. That way, the class is
not repetitive from semester to semester, and the tangential content can be updated and refreshed
during alternating semesters. The three themes used are templates and styles, graphics, and
layout design.

The use of styles and templates is fundamental to technical communication. Templates and
styles save time and effort that would have been devoted to tweaking look and feel and frees up

that time for creating content. Furthermore, the use of templates and styles is de rigueur in the
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business world, where corporations want communication to look like it belongs to one company
and not have every entity in the company using its own style and messaging. By using templates
and styles, one can efficiently meet the formatting and content presentation needs of corporate
communication. Students can apply this concept if a corporation does not have templates and
styles, and they will be aware of the advantages of these strategies and be able to advise on the
benefits of implementing them to their employer. For students going on to work in technical
communication, templates and styles are a cornerstone of more complex workflows, including
reuse and single-sourcing, where one set of information is manipulated automatically to provide
multiple different deliverables, differing in format as well as content. This course will provide a
substantial and beneficial foundation for students moving on to technical communication.

Understanding graphics is also important to technical communication. Use of the wrong
graphic can look unprofessional and amateurish, and use of the right graphic can save time,
effort, and money. Imagine using a low-resolution RGB image for a corporate holiday card, only
to find out that the $10,000 spent on the project is wasted, because the colors were not correctly
represented and the images blurry. More to the point, even if the student is not a graphic artist or
photographer, a background in graphics lets the student smartly choose the proper image when
working with other teams or contractors, such as print houses, and Web designers.

Finally, understanding layout design applies directly to technical communication and the
efficient and clear presentation of content. Layout design might be for online communication,
print, setting up a photoshoot for an advertising flyer, or using the rule of thirds to compose
visual images. Understanding the use of space and style elements can be used directly or
indirectly, by working with content creators to produce deliverables that work effectively the

first time.



DESIGN OF AN ONLINE TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION COURSE 26

The Mechanics

The challenge with an online deliverable is how to gather the course material and concepts in
a useful way and move forward with an online deliverable. The mechanics of doing this include
the learning management system, authoring tool, providing a place for discourse, creating and
hosting video, and supporting in-person meetings. These include the learning management
system, authoring tool, mechanism for discussion, video creation tool, and online meeting
software.

Learning Management System.

A learning management system (LMS) houses much of the course content, though some can
be outsourced to Dropbox, YouTube, Ted Talks, and other such resources. The LMS also
provides the structure and administration of the course, maintains the class roster, maintains a
record of grades, hosts a calendar, and provides the framework for how learning happens.
Overall, the LMS is the object, or portal, through which the student interacts with the class.

Moodle is a strong selection for use as the MLS, based on its installed base (“About
Moodle,” n.d.) and reviews of its suitability for the approach to the class (Abdelraheem, 2012, p.
375). Additionally, with an active, large, open-source community, technical and usability support
for Moodle in online platforms is significant, and will help overcome tool-use issues with the
platform. Importantly, Moodle itself is free, although hosting a Moodle site has costs related to
server space and domain name. Moodle can support the various approaches and tools planned for
the online class, including hosting video, discussion forums, inline marking, and gradebook
support (“Features,” n.d.). Moodle can provide for transparency to the students and helps with
coherence as a design element in the course. From its layout, where sequence matters, to

symbolic icons, the design of the Moodle course has meaning that helps the student find and use
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content. Access to content and controls is reliably repeated, so they can be efficiently accessed
and provides a cohesive learning environment.

Authoring Tool.

A key ingredient in a technical communication class is the authoring tool. In planning for the
class, several authoring tools were considered. Adobe® FrameMaker® is a long-lived
professional technical communication tool, but using it would only benefit those going into the
technical communication field, as the tool is not mainstream. Madcap® Flare® is a tool with a
reputation for excellent support of online technical communication, and print on the side.
However, while Madcap will provide educational seats for free, Flare only runs in Windows. So,
Mac users would have the added burden of buying, installing, using, and supporting a complex
software environment; such complexity might interfere with course goals. Google® Docs was an
attractive solution, also, because it is free and readily available through a browser. A drawback to
this tool is its lack of support for technical communication necessities, like robust style and
template use, meaning Google Docs probably needs more development and enhancement before
it can be considered as a serious and efficient technical communication tool.

So, Microsoft Word is the tool of choice for the online technical communications class.
Arguably, Word is the most commonly used business word processor and technical
communication tool in the world, with interface translations into most languages and a robust
installed and user support base. Additionally, Microsoft Word is free or low cost to college
students. Microsoft Word does support features that technical communicators rely on, including
template, styles, a wide variety of image formats, along with generated tables and indexes, plus
support for long documents and programming of custom automations. In addition to the utility of

this tool for general undergraduates moving to the workplace, Word has features for dedicated
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technical communicating students to build on when they move into the field. Finally, Word can
support review, revisions, track changes, and be able to support the kind of write, review, and
revise workflow planned for the class.

Discourse.

Undoubtedly, one of the challenges with the class is to encourage students to engage in, and
help build, a discourse community. Within the discourse community, students and instructor
would share ideas and discussion on the concepts of technical communication. Beginning in
week 1, such discussion would be instructor guided, but the goal is to raise the comfort level of
all students so that peer-to-peer discussion happens and students begin to be comfortable owning
discussion of concepts and provoking a responsive class that meets their needs for understanding
and success. In recognition of academic reality, and to support such discussion and the
development of community, a grade value would be assigned as an incentive to general course
participation, as well as specific forum posting assignments.

The discourse community will center around discussion forums, where students and the
instructor can pose questions, responses, and deliberate on concepts and course-related material
(an off-topic forum will be provided, also). In addition to discussion about core concepts, some
review and revision would be hosted in the forums, to present the material in a less sterile,
friendlier way. Important aspects of the forums include the building of community, the resulting
engagement of students, and their comfort in using the course to meet their needs. One of the
challenges of the forums is to be inclusive and encourage participation from and engender

comfort in all students, especially the low performers.
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Video.

Video is expensive and is time consuming to produce. It requires special software to produce
and features large file sizes, so hosting it online is expensive. Additionally, people are used to
video of the quality they see on television; anything less than broadcast quality video gives the
appearance of a lower quality. Even with this in mind, the course recognizes that some visual
learners benefit from watching a process, and low-to-mid performers see measurable benefits
from the use of video (Miller, 2014, p. 27). As a result, most modules will have supporting video
content, to appeal to the broadest set of learners. Video has a place in technical communication,
because many software companies, including Adobe and TechSmith, along with hardware,
engineering, and manufacturing companies provide video tutorials for internal and external
customers.

One of the challenges to using video is making it easy to use. To accommodate user needs,
TechSmith Camtasia will be used with a plan to create tables of contents for video, so students
can jump to, rewind to, or skip specific sections, as they are likely to do (He, Swenson, & Lents,
2012, p. 1132). In order to accommodate the needs of students with disabilities, closed
captioning or a transcript of video will be provided, and Camtasia helps with the creation of such
resources.

One of the biggest markets for video technical communication is YouTube, which hosts
instructional videos on everything from home appliance and car repair to using software and
cooking. As a result of the significant use of YouTube for technical communication, part of the
course will feature an introduction to social media, including the use of Facebook and Twitter, as

a gateway to or platform for technical communication.
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In-Person Meetings.

The online class will be constantly evolving and will build upon the feedback and
experiences of the students. That is, the class is going to accept ongoing feedback and
incorporate feedback into future enhancements in instruction and delivery. As part of this
feedback mechanism, it is understood that many students still enjoy the benefits of in-person
coursework and evaluations. While students might take an online class because it fits their busy
schedule, many students, including non-traditional students, benefit from some synchronous, in-
person interaction and discussion. In-person meetings can be used to reach out to students who
are struggling, have not been engaged in the forums, and to be responsive to the needs of
students who need extra assistance. In-person meetings are a way to humanize an instructor who
otherwise just typed feedback on a writing assignment or a presented as a disconnected voice on
a video.

Webex is a video conferencing software tool that can be used for the one-on-one and group
live Web meetings that the class needs. Additionally, Webex has a plugin that supports the
Moodle LMS.

The only caveat to using such technology for meetings, aside from getting everybody
together at the same time, is the technological challenge for some students to implement the
software. Since the class is online, and since students probably do not use Webex regularly, there
might be some difficulty for the students to set up this software on their computer. This can be
mitigated by forum discussion and a video showing setup of the software.

Open SUNY Course Design Review
To understand the use of the Open SUNY Course Quality Review (OSCQR) Rubric and

Process, it is important to consider the Quality Matters (QM) Higher Education Rubric that
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preceded it in use. A copy of the QM Specific Review Standards from the QM Higher Education
Rubric, Sixth Edition, is provided in Appendix B.

The Quality Matters rubric was designed at the MarylandOnline, Inc., and has gained
widespread national acceptance as a rubric for online and blended (online plus onground)
learning. The QM rubric is applied not only to education, but to business and industry as well,
commanding a position of respect through implementation by contractors and corporations
looking to approve quality of content based on measured performance (“Helping you deliver on
your online promise,” n.d.). While OSCQR has six sections for design review, QM’s rubric has
eight: course overview and introduction, learning objectives, assessment and measurement,
instructional material, learning activities and learner interaction, course technology, learner
support, and accessibility and usability. Many of the items in QM’s rubric overlap OSCQR. As
SUNY’s Director of Distance Learning and Interim Library Director, Rick Shelton pointed out,
QM additionally has formal review tools and formal certification, but otherwise uses a similar
flow to OSCQR (personal communication, April 26, 2019).

OSCQR is used as a guide to aid in course design instead of QM’s rubric for several reasons.
Firstly, the course is a SUNY Polytechnic class. Secondly, whereas QM’s solution has a starting
price of over $1,750 (“Higher Education Memberships,” 2017), SUNY’s OSCQR is free.
Overlap in the six sections of OSCQR compensate for the slightly broader aspect of QM’s rubric.
The OSCQR Design Review used by this online course, included in Appendix A, has these main
sections: course overview and information, course technology and tools, design and layout,
content and activities, interaction, assessment and feedback (“OSCQR Course Design Review,”

n.d.).
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Course Overview and Information.

Many of the items in the course overview and information met the requirements of OSCQR.
An online and syllabus for the class is provided and is fairly comprehensive (and defensive),
including university policies, resources, such as the help desk and writing center, hardware,
software, textbook, and attendance policies and expectations, as well as plagiarism. The course
objectives match well with OSCQR objectives and the grading policy supports the class
objectives as well.

The challenge with the syllabus for an online class was setting office hours. Since the course
is completely online, and not a hybrid, office hours are online only. Asynchronous
communication, as offered by email, discussion boards, and the like, can be insufficient for every
student and not inclusive of some learners. Synchronous chat is supported by Moodle, but it is
text based and communication format is limited. With that in mind, Webex video conferencing
software will be implemented to fill the communication and understanding need.

Course Technology and Tools.

The software tools used in this class will include a Web browser, the Moodle LMS,
Microsoft Word, and Webex. The tool challenge will be supporting Webex, because it is unlikely
that undergraduates have run into these tools before. Most students will have a limited
knowledge of using the Web to access an LMS, perhaps through Blackboard, and a cursory
knowledge of using Word. Discussion in the forums with supporting video will be used to help
overcome any issues with tools, so students can focus on course priorities.

The course-specific use of software tools to capture screens, create zip files, use styles,
templates, and reference lists, are all introduced and reviewed as part of the modules that use

them. All tools will meet accessibility guidelines, and accessibility challenges will be on the
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resources side, such as providing text for videos and making sure alternative text is provided for
all images used in Moodle. That said, OSCQR reinforced the need to introduce tools and provide
accessibility along with interrogating course domain material.

Design and Layout.

Design and layout requirements for OSCQR mirror best practices for technical
communication. Refraining from use of tables to house content, for example, and providing
clear, well-written instructions are squarely in the purview of technical communication. The
course will be laid out and delivered to meet design requirements taught in the course, including
use of white space and chunking of information.

The OSCQR design rubric and use of fonts requires more study and work for use in the
course. For online content, such as information designed to be viewed in a browser or text in a
video, a sans-serif font was always going to be used, because tradition has been that sans-serif
fonts are easier to read on a low-resolution device like a computer monitor. Although, the
reasons for these conventions are becoming more obsolete as technology advances; monitors are
no longer a standard 72 or 96 pixels-per-inch (ppi), but are often 144 or higher ppi, especially on
laptops with 3000 to 4000-pixel displays. A review of the literature, however, found that some
fonts are specifically designed for viewing on a computer screen and not for print, specifically.
Verdana is an example of such a font that provides increased readability of text on-screen
(Hojjati & Muniandy, 2014, p. 162). Even though Hojjati, et al, erred in their assessment of
computer monitors as 72-ppi devices, as a result of this specific information, fonts used for
online display in Moodle will be changed over from Arial to Verdana.

Not all information is created for online display; some of the material is designed to be

printed. For that text, an old tradition of a sans-serif font for headings and a serif font for the
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body will continue to be used, as printers are consistently high-resolution — above 300 dots-per-
inch (dpi) — devices. Even so, the OSCQR note on font use was carefully considered and
implemented with sans-serif fonts for online.

Content and Activities.

Collaboration, reflection, and analysis are featured in the content and activities design
requirements for OSCQR. This required no change for the course design, as write, review,
revision, and discussion are part of the mechanism for delivering the online course, primarily
using Word’s review and revision tracking and discussion forums. Moodle’s inline commenting
can also be used.

Use of accessible text as HTML, alternate text for images, descriptive hyperlink text, and
images and video understandable without color, are all implemented to communicate effectively
with the widest audience. Many of these approaches are supported, if not required, by Moodle
(for example, Moodle requires alt text for all images).

Interaction.

Timely turnaround of instructor feedback and review of student modules, projects, and works
is understood. An off-topic forum will be provided for social banter and to promote engagement
and inclusiveness, and expectations will be set about how posting should be accomplished in that
and other course forums. As an icebreaker, the first week of class features an assigned
introductory post by all students, with some guidance from the instructor on suggested content.

As a result of reviewing the OSCQR design guidelines, the timing and frequency of
contributions will be supported by a requirement to post twice per week, and a weekly quiz will
be implemented as a way to entice students to engage more readily in course discussion about

technical communication concepts.
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Assessment and Feedback.

Assessment and feedback is clear and concise, to meet OSCQR rules. For each module, the
items being reviewed for grade are be listed and explained, discussion forums will be used to
clarify confusion or questions, and the syllabus outlines what is expected for course
performance. Initially, a weekly quiz will be used in place of automated self-tests and
assessments due to the resources needed to get the course running.

Review of course design, content, and experience will be requested by the university. At all
times, students will have access to message the instructor for feedback. A forum is used to
collect comments about the course, but probably will not see much use because students likely
will shy away from non-anonymous critique. In the final two weeks of the semester, an
anonymous poll will be posted by the instructor looking for specific ratings on areas of the
course, with a text box for free-form feedback.

Finally, grades will be updated and available to students in real time. At any time, a student

can review the grade book and see their grades on all work to date.
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Application Discussion
The sample application of the online course project includes at four sample modules:
Semester Resources, P1 Introduction, P2 About Styles, P4 About Graphics, and P8 User Guide
Project.
Accessing the Project
Students will be notified before the course begins how to access the course. To access the
project:

1. Go to https://brierleynet.com.

2. Enter your Username and Password.

3. Then, click Log in.

Moodle

SignIn

Username
SunyPoly
Password

Forgotten your username or password?

Figure 4. Accessing the Moodle site
4. Select Site Home.

5. Double-click Technical Communication to select the course.
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Figure 5. Select the Technical Communication course
6. The Technical Communication course opens. Navigate the site to become familiar

with it.

Technical Communication

Semester Resources Your progress &

This section contains semester-long resources that apply to everything this
semester. Content includes:

e Syllabus: a PDF version suitable for printing
e Helpful links

o Helpful forums

o Off-topic forum

Review this content and become familiar with it. Reach out in discussion with
questions, suggestions, and conversation about this and other content.

.j Syllabus O

Figure 6. Technical Communication course with Semester Resources module showing
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Module Semester Resources

Semester resources are resources and content that are available for students in the course to
use for all modules. These resources provide an introduction to the structure that will be used
throughout the online course. With the idea of Cooley’s purpose of design in mind, the Moodle
space is designed with learning, not instructing, as the primary focus. The design of all resources
considers an approach that uses discussion supporting content creation, review, and revision
based on review (McArthur, J., 2011, p. 69). Semester resources include content that support
semester-long course activities, discussion, and learning. Semester resources include, printable
PDF and Web versions of the syllabus, announcements, a forum for off-topic banter, questions

about the Moodle LMS, and a forum for listing and discussing course conventions.

Semester Resources Your progress

This section contains semester-long resources that apply to everything this semester. Content includes:

» Syllabus: a PDF version suitable for printing
» Helpful links

» Helpful forums

» Off-topic forum

Review this content and become familiar with it. Reach out in discussion with questions, suggestions, and conversation about this and other content.

l:] Syllabus

This is a Web version of the syllabus.

-_l Announcements
Review announcements often. Course activities and important course items are displayed here.

-_l Chez Red Herring

This is where everyone can go all kinds of off topic and chat about anything except projects and class work. Do not discuss topics relevant
to class here.

-_l Moodle Questions J
Post questions and discussion about using Moodle here. Also post things you like and dislike about our use of Moodle.
-_l Course Conventions

As the semester progresses, you will be introduced to conventions required for technical communication in this course, and you are
required to apply those conventions.
Discuss the conventions here, including asking questions about them.

This might also be a place for an enterprising student or two to create a forum listing the course conventions, so you can find them easily
when writing for this course.

Figure 7. Screen capture of semester resources. Syllabus, announcements, off-topic forum, LMS

forum, and course conventions forum shown.
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The syllabus is available as HTML and as a printable file, and is assigned as reading in week
one. There is an off-topic forum to promote a sense of community, inclusion, and familiarity, in
addition to assigned, project-related discussion forums. A sample post is provided, to give an
indication of how conversation might go, at least initially. This forum serves as an introduction

to what other forums in the modules will be like.

Technical Communication

& - Table of contents
Syllabus
<> + 1. Course Identification
and Instructor
* 2. Course Objectives

1. Course Identification and Instructor « 3. Required Course

Technical Writing and Communication tate

Term: Fall 2019

Class: English 304 Online
Instructor: Sean Brierley

Office Hours: Online by appointment
Email: brierleys@sampleURL.edu

Tags:

Figure 8. Web syllabus page one shown. Table of contents shows other sections of syllabus.
Other forums provide content that supports students understanding. For example, while
grammar is not a focus of the course, and using English grammar correctly is presumed to be
carried forward from previous courses, a forum is provided to outline the correct use of commas
in six instances. This use of forums provides an understanding that the student can apply to
future modules, and the discussion promotes Cooley’s design idea of inclusiveness. An idea of
student ownership is generated by the forums, and Moodle elements will be clear, backed with
text, and it is clear what can be done with the site (Jackson, 2000, p. 68). Students can become
comfortable discussing and engaging each other in understanding and the correct application of

concepts.
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Beginning in the first week with the ice breaker, and continuously building throughout the
course is the idea that forums can be used as a place to belong to the discourse community and
feel invited to contribute to the class. Use of forums promotes a way to bring the course together
in one location so that students can interact with each other and the teacher. Physical aspects of
lighting and temperature (McArthur, J., 2011, p. 69) are replaced in the virtual online space as
open, easy-to-navigate spaces, where contribution is encouraged, and success is reflected in
stronger grades. The course conventions thread also opens discussion on the core concept of
styles and the concept of headings, with regards to organizing content into logical chunks.
Module P1 Introduction

The first module is focused on introducing student engagement and participation in the
creation of learning. This module generates a clear understanding of the course and expected
interaction, from introductions to using discussion forums and providing a baseline sample of
writing, which forms a basis for multi-module review, revision, and discussion (Grier-Reed &
Williams-Wengerd, 2018, p.2). The work and discussions in this forum are designed to provide
an introduction, as well as helping students become comfortable with the environment and
understand how parts of the online class are used.

This module features a required reading of the syllabus, and an easy but important quiz on
elements of that syllabus to show its importance and to provide graded incentive for students to
review the syllabus. A required forum post on the syllabus further provokes students to engage
the class in discussion of important class topics. These topics are designed to initiate discussion
on course content with each other online, asynchronously.

Additionally, an assignment on writing about software communication during this week

identifies several goals:
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Shows students how to upload Word in Moodle. They need this skill going forward, and
this is the introduction to that workflow, so they can ask about it and become comfortable
with it.

Shows students that Word is important in this class. From a course administration
perspective, this helps identify students who are not using the necessary version of Word.
Shows where students are in terms of their best work without instructor guidance and
provides a baseline for student knowledge at the beginning of the course

Establishes a project used for review, repetition, and introduction of concepts for half the
semester, culminating in the major course project, the user guide.

Provokes students to use and get comfortable using the forums for discussion of class
work.

Provides an easy quiz to reinforce core concepts.

The goal of this module is to introduce and make students familiar with course structure and

components. This module aims to begin building a community and establishes the first project

that will be used going forward for development of concepts. Forums are used as a basis for

peer-to-peer and peer-to-instructor interaction and the development of understanding.
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P1: Introduction

Welcome to Tech Comm. This project runs two weeks and Introduces you to things we do In this course.

B °1: General Review O

In general, click through what is available to you in the course Moodle site. Spend 30 minutes becoming available with what the course site is like. Optionally, ask questions
in the P1: General Questions Forum.

-_l P1: General Questions

Add general questions about the Project 1 Introduction assignments here. Don't post anything gradable here.
Syllabus

Read the syllabus. Ask one question in the Project 1 Syllabus forum. Also, reply to one question in the Project 1 Syllabus forum.
-_l P1: Introduction ]

Post in the Project 1 Introduction Assignment forum to introduce yourself. This assignment is for a homework grade that includes the syllabus post and is to be done as
follows:

Consider your audience (me) and anticipate questions I might have, including (but not limited to): why you are taking the class (satisfies a W is fine), what your background
in English is, when the last time you took an Enaglish course was, what you want to do for a career, and whether you have used Blackboard before. Use correct grammar.

Also, post a follow-up to two of your classmate’s initial posts. Make all three posts on different days. Make sure the follow-ups are interesting and adds to the
conversation, rather than just being a me-too reply.

Post your initial thread by 1/29 and both of your follow up posts by 2/2 at the latest. Late posts may receive a zero or reduced grade.

Note that these are forum posts and not Word documents or other attachments. Do not upload or attach any files for this; just type into the forum.

u P1: Memo Word Document Upload

Complete the memo assignment. Review the .MP4 file I have uploaded.

Based on the MP4 file, submit a Word document file as an attachment using the upload location provided in Blackboard project 1. I expect the document to be no more
than two pages. Make sure you meet my requirements for content.

This is for a homework grade. Make sure you use Microsoft Word, make this a memo to me, and put the file in the upload location. This is due 1/31.
IMPORTANT: Do not use first person (I, me, we, us, etc.) when writing for this class. (The introduction assignment is a rare exception, of course.)

P1: Section Quiz

This is an introduction to section quizzes in this class.

Figure 9. Screen capture of the P1 module. Notice how familiar icons, such as the speech bubble
for forums, help students become familiar with content.
Module P2 About Styles

Module P2 immediately introduces the idea of templates and styles, discussing the
importance and use of these approaches in course lecture. A memo template and styles template
are provided as files for students to use for all of their work going forward in the class. The
content provided in the memo and styles templates are used to supply information on course
conventions. This method also introduces the students to the idea of reading files as a means of
understanding concepts. Students will have to review, discuss, and understand instructor and
peer review in their Word documents throughout the semester, and using the information in the

templates is preparation for that.
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P2: About Styles

a About Templates

[] Styles

Styles are an important component of templates. Styles define how individual elements within the template display.

m Styles Template
m Memo Template

e Using Templates and Styes

This is an introduction to template and style use.

1. Get the memo template Word document.

2. Get the styles template Word document.

3. Read both and take notes.

4. Click in both and see which styles are used there, and where the styles are used.

5. Make a copy of the memo template and rename it using class filename conventions.

6. Retype the content of your P1 memo into the memo template that you renamed.

7. Apply styles to your content. Do not use Normal style. Read both templates and inspect them to see what styles are used and where.
8. Upload your memo document here.

ﬂ P2: Use a Template and Styles

() Using the Styles Template Video

Figure 10. Screen capture of the P2 About Styles module. Notice the YouTube video link.

This module is the foundation for student discussion that is elevated in a later module to
provide a presentation on concepts, using online media to present an understanding and
perspective of class material, along with peer-review and discussion around concepts. The
student writing here forms the basis for a multi-module review, revision, and discussion
progression of understanding that supports constructivist approaches (Grier-Reed & Williams-
Wengerd, 2018, p.2).

With this module, the class is set up to use technical communication itself as the subject
matter. Considering the anticipated audience is undergraduates who might not go into the
technical communication field, the teaching of using styles is a foundation of technical
communication that can be immediately used in business and industry. Moreover, P2 introduces
video to support text and discussion in a multi-modal approach to learning. The video is created

using closed captioning for students with disability. This use of flexibility in design will be
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augmented with a Twitter or Facebook assignment to build community and support a wide array

of traditional and non-traditional students (Boothe et al., 2018, p. 7).

Technical Communication

Styles - Table of contents

€ >

4. Microsoft Word Styles

This class uses styles In Microsoft Word. + 4. Microsoft Word
Styles

d Is used because of Its ublquity In business and technical communication environments. Additionally, Word s free or low cost to students. Furthermore, Word
trong support for use of styles and other features helpful to business communication

Hoc Formattir

2. Highlight
3. Click the style ant to use In the pane, window, or dlalog box

€ >

Figure 11. Class discussion of technical communication in Module P2. Notice the table of
contents that provides access to all course lecture.
Module P4 About Graphics

More than previous modules, this module carries a large amount of lecture presented as text.
Concepts introduced here, for example, image resolution and purpose, challenge students to
rethink concepts they have been considering as fact for as long as they have had smartphones.
An included forum presents the opportunity for students to ask questions, for the building of
community, and for instructor guidance on the use of graphics and images. Associating content
with popular social media, such as Facebook, is intended to draw some discussion, opinion, and
interest. For example, based on the information in this module, a question students might think to

ask is how does megapixel resolution in camera phones relate to actual image use on Facebook.
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About Graphics & - Table of contents

+ 1. Introduction to
Graphics

. . 2. Overview of Color

1. Introduction to Graphics Font

Business and technical communication use a lot of Images. It Is a best practice to use Images to support text, Including procedures In technical communication or product * 4. Vector Image

photographs In business communication . 5. Raster Image:

It Is Important to conslder the type of Image you want to Include.
Image types Include, but are not limited, to

+ Fonts
. Raster Images
+ Vector Images

Images comprise colors, Including:

+ Additive Color Model

+ CMYK Color

+ Color Specifications

+ Hex Color

. Paletted Color

+ RGB Color

+ Spot Color

+ Subtractive Color Model

Fonts, vector Images, and raster Images are kinds of Image that are created differently.

t} Vector
/

/ soccer ball

Raster
photograph

Font

Soccer Subaru, L

Figure 12. Screen capture of Module P4. Notice the topics fonts, vector images, and raster
images in the table of contents for this module.

By applying concepts found in content for this module, students create discussion regarding
understanding of the concepts and then review each other’s work in forums. Building class
discussion as forums into modules, with instructor guidance, is intended to build a positive
learning community. From a technical communication perspective, students get to understand
what images to use, at what resolution and size, and when it is appropriate to use images. Such
understanding can be applied to an array of communication projects, including printed output,
online output, marketing output, and technical output, created by the student or by a contractor
with active, knowledgeable student involvement. There are two assignments that focus on
applying the understanding of images: one about a photograph for Facebook and another for
screen captures for the P1 memo. These assignments build on the P1 memo as an engine for

driving review and revision.
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P4: About Graphics

.] About Graphics

This content provides a review of various graphics types used in technical communication.
-_l P4: Discuss Images, Photos, and Graphics
ﬂ Add Screen Captures to Your Memo

a Create a Photograph

Figure 13. Screen capture of the P4 About Graphics module.
Module P8 User Guide Project

All of the domain content, design, and pedagogy, has to be presented in a way that is useful
to the audience. The goal of this module is to begin wrapping those goals up into a coherent
package. P8 builds on the foundations of the first module and continues the theme of writing
software documentation. Furthermore, this module builds on the second module, by requiring
use of class templates and styles. Use of course conventions, as highlighted in peer-to-peer and
instructor-led forum discussion, and also presented in the course templates, is paramount. Use of
appropriate graphics to support technical communication leverages the graphics module. Forum
discussions are provided to support this expanded application of understanding.

This module asks students to write software instruction. Since the focus of the course is
technical communication as the subject matter, the software that the students write about is
Microsoft Word, which should be familiar to them. What might be new, however, are the topics
that are required. Addressing unfamiliar topics in familiar software pushes the students to do
some research and provides for more communication within the class and forums.

This module takes the review and revision from previous modules, the first, third, fourth,

fifth, and seventh, and has the students expand their understanding of those concepts to



DESIGN OF AN ONLINE TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION COURSE

something new. In this way, student learning and communication builds and is applied as the

semester goes on. Student discussion is initially instructor led but becomes increasingly peer-to-

peer discussion of instructor topics. Application of technical communication is introduced with

lecture and brought forward with the aid of discussion. The goal is to achieve a level of

understanding that leads to students comfortably applying writing concepts to new projects.

P8: User Guide Project

.j User Guide Project

Review this material for an overview of the user guide project. The user guide project is a significant work and a large portion of your semester grade.

_l P8: User Guide Forum
Ask questions, answer questions, and discuss the user guide assignment here, including the outline memo, rough draft, and final draft.

a P8a: Outline Memo

u P8b: Rough Draft of User Guide

Figure 14. Screen capture of the P8 User Guide Project module.

User Guide Project °-

1. User Guide Overview

There Is a lot of Information here. Read It at least twice. It might help you to hand copy It onto paper, so you become more familiar with what Is here. Apply everything we have
discussed so far this semester to this assignment, Including all course conventions and heading logic.

The user gulde project requires you use the styles template (this Is not a memo) to write a user guide Includes these three components:

+ An outline memo that Is a regular assignment grade
. A 10-15 page rough draft of a user guide worth 15% of your grade
+ A final draft of the user gulde worth 15% of your grade (see the separate final draft project for detalls)

write this as a user gulde, not an assignment. So, don't refer to this as an assignment In the content you provide and also make the content useful to an audlence of Word users
outside the class. Assume your audlence understands the basics of computing, such as turning on a computer, opening MWord, saving files, but not much more.

+ Use only our template
+ Use only our styles that are not modified (so, Steps for Instructional steps, for example).
+ Use course ntions.

Include the following content In your user gulde. Make sure you describe what these features are as well as providing Instruction on how to use these features. Remember to
Introduce concepts before you discuss them In detall.

+ Using document properties feature. (Don't guess at what these are before writing about them. Look up what Word document properties are.)

. Using styles. It Is Important that you make sure you discuss this In a generic way that does not use the names of styles specific to this class, because people not In this class
won't necessarily have our st . (To repeat, do NOT use the names of sty specific to this class. Specific s for this class that you should NOT refer to Include Body,
Bullet, Steps, Note, and others. I recommend NOT using the names of an s.)

+ Creating headers and footers. (Notice that headers and headings are different things.)

. Using graphics, with examples that Include screen captures. Note that Installing Jing Is out of scope for a document about Word.

. Adding callouts to graphics. Show at least one example that uses a Word callout to Support your text.

+ Creating a table of contents using Word's bullt-in Indexing tools. This Is you providing Instruction on how to create a table of contents using Word's features. I will provide
Instruction on doing this.

+ Creating an Index using Word's bullt-In Indexing tools. This Is you providing Instruction on how to create an Index using Word's features. You must figure this out
Independently and through discussion. Your Index should be the last section In your document

. Provide an actual table of contents for your user guide using Word styles. The table of contents should be after the cover page and before the Introduction.

+ Provide an actual Index using Word's bullt-in Indexing tools. Create at least six Index entires. The Index should be your final section.

Your document should also have:

+ An Introduction that Introduces the user gulde. This should have the heading, "Introduction.” It should provide Information that lets your audlence make an Informed decision
on whether to read the document or not. So, It should discuss the operating system and version of Word you are documenting, as well as Introducing what the document Is
about.

+ A works cited sectlon. Put this Immediately before the Index to cite any sources you used. Note that we use MLA for works cited (reterences), and MLA requires corresponding
In-text citations.

Review this material twice. Take notes on It. Ask In the discusslon board If you have questions.

Table of contents

+ 1. User Guide Overview

2. Outline Memo
3. Rough Draft

Figure 15. User Guide Project module content.




DESIGN OF AN ONLINE TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION COURSE 48

Conclusions

Current literature supports a constructivist approach to an online class, and an approach to
learning comprising content creation, review, revision, and discussion. With this approach in
mind, the mechanism for creating the course, LMS, tools, and practices, is designed for support
of best practices with reflection on concepts of information design. The evidence supports the
methodology and tools for use in creating and working within this online class. The course is
structured to make the methodology and tools work in a live environment.

Currently, the Moodle project for this thesis is in development. At least four weeks of classes
are created that support the concepts and approaches discussed in this review. Mechanisms for
feedback to change the system are in place. An additional eleven weeks of course content are
outlined and planned, but have to be implemented for a complete class.

Providing an online class in technical communication, by having three primary topics for the
class, allows the content of the class to be rotated each semester, so the content does not become
stale. Under this approach, content can be updated and changed based on new tools and student
feedback when it is not the primary topic.

Using the OSCQR Design Review underscores the approaches used as best practices, and
this is in part due to the fact that these also mirror common practice within the art and science of
technical communication. Changes were made to accommodate OSCQR, such as font choices
and quizzes, and some, such as pretests, are planned for future implementation.

This thesis supports an online technical communication class for general-study
undergraduates. Four modules are developed and an additional eleven are outlined, and the
course space is available. Constructivism, information design, and document design feature in

the course design, and provide for a learning environment based on discourse and understanding.
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Appendix A: OSCQR Version 3.1
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Figure 16. Screen capture of OSCQR page 3 (OSCQR Course Design Review).
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Figure 17. Screen capture of OSCQR page 3 (OSCQR Course Design Review).
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Figure 18. Screen capture of OSCQR page 3 (OSCQR Course Design Review).
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Appendix B: QM Higher Education Rubric, Sixth Edition
Specific Review Standards from the QM
Higher Education Rubric, Sixth Edition
General
Standards Specific Review Standards Points
Course 1.1 Instructions make clear how to get started and where to find various course components. 3
Overview and 1.2 Learners are introduced to the purpose and structure of the course. 3
Introduction 1.3 Communication expectations for online discussions, email, and other forms of interaction are clearly stated. 2
1.4 Course and institutional policies with which the learner is expected to comply are clearly stated within the course, or a 2
link to current policies is provided.
1.5 Minimum technology requirements for the course are clearly stated, and information on how to obtain the technologies 2
is provided.
1.6 Computer skills and digitalinformation literacy skills expected of the learner are clearly stated. 1
1.7 Expectations for prerequisite knowledge in the discipline and/or any required competencies are clearly stated. 1
1.8 The self-introduction by the instructor is professional and is available online. 1
1.9 Learners are asked to introduce themselves to the class. 1
Leaming 2.1 The course learning objectives, or course/program competencies, describe outcomes that are measurable. 3
Objectives 2.2 The module/unit-level learning objectives or competencies describe outcomes that are measurable and consistent with 3
(Competencies) the course-level objectives or competencies.
2.3 Learning objectives or competencies are stated clearly, are written from the learner’s perspective, and are prominently 3
located in the course.
2.4 The relationship between learning objectives or competencies and learning activities is clearly stated. 3
2.5 The learning objectives or competencies are suited to the level of the course. 3
Assessment 3.1 The assessments measure the achievement of the stated learning objectives or competencies. 3
and 3.2 The course grading policy is stated clearly at the beginning of the course. 3
Measurement 3.3 Specific and descriptive criteria are provided for the evaluation of learners’ work, and their connection to the course 3
grading policy is clearly explained.
3.4 The assessments used are sequenced, varied, and suited to the level of the course. 2
3.5 The course provides learners with multiple opportunities to track their learning progress with timely feedback. 2
lnstru_ctional 4.1 The instructional materials contribute to the achievement of the stated learning objectives or competencies. 3
Materials 4.2 The relationship between the use of instructional materials in the course and completing learning activities is clearly 3
explained.
4.3 The course models the academic integrity expected of learners by providing both source references and permissions for | 2
use of instructional materials.
4.4 The instructional materials represent up-to-date theory and practice in the discipline. 2
4.5 Avariety of instructional materials is used in the course. 2
Leaming 5.1 The learning activities promote the achievement of the stated learning objectives or competencies. 3
Activities 5.2 Learningactivities provide opportunities for interaction that support active learning. 3
and Learner 5.3 Theinstructor's plan for interacting with learners during the course is clearly stated. 3
Interaction 5.4 The requirements for learner interaction are clearly stated. 2

Figure 19. Screen capture of QM first five sections (“Specific Review Standards from the QM

Higher Education Rubric, Sixth Edition,” n.d.)
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6.1 The tools used in the course support the learning objectives or competencies.

6.2 Course tools promote learner engagement and active learning.

6.3 Avariety of technology is used in the course.

6.4 The course provides learners with information on protecting their data and privacy.

7.1 The course instructions articulate or link to a clear description of the technical support offered and how to obtain it.

7.2 Course instructions articulate or link to the institution's accessibility policies and services.

7.3 Course instructions articulate or link to the institution's academic support services and resources that can help learners
succeed in the course.

7.4 Course instructions articulate or link to the institution's student services and resources that can help learners succeed.

8.1 Course navigation facilitates ease of use.

8.2 The course design facilitates readability.

8.3 The course provides accessible text and images in files, documents, LMS pages, and web pages to meet the needs of
diverse learners.

8.4 The course provides alternative means of access to multimedia content in formats that meet the needs of diverse
learners.

8.5 Course multimedia facilitate ease of use.

8.6 Vendor accessibility statements are provided for all technologies required in the course.
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Figure 20. Screen capture of QM first five sections (“Specific Review Standards from the QM

Higher Education Rubric, Sixth Edition,” n.d.)






