
Reviewer: I read your abstract and, frankly,
it really didn’t tell me anything about your
manuscript. It has some real problems. When
I removed the fluff but kept your original
words, it distilled down to three simple sen-
tences: Astudy was done. Results were found.
Conclusions were drawn. It gave me nothing
specific about the content of your manuscript.

Author: So? Do you have a problem with
that?

R: (speechless with quizzical look)



Breaking the cycle can only be done only by mandat-
ing change. It cannot be done by simply paying lip service
to the need for change.

Ironically, I wrote this column while visiting Seoul
National University (SNU) in Korea. I was visiting the
campus to give a short course (four days, four hours per
day) on technical writing for publication to engineering
and science graduate students. This is my second time
giving this course. In my first Writer’s Block (March 1998),
I described what I learned when preparing my lecture
notes for my first course. Well, I went back again. It is
quite a task to lecture in English (I don’t know Korean)
about publishing in English to students and faculty whose
mother tongue is not English. It is also interesting to note
that this course is totally optional, and each participant
paid about US$25 to attend. Two years ago I lectured to
about 85 students; this time it was about 200. Why the
increase? I’d like to believe I was brilliant and was return-
ing for an encore performance. However, I’d probably be
inflating the facts. SNU has instituted a requirement that
each graduate student must publish in an international
journal in order to get a master’s or Ph.D. However, like
many curricula in the United States, SNU’s engineering
and science curricula do not require or offer any courses
on technical writing. Ergo, this special course and its high
enrollment. 

The English language proficiency of these students
was, in general, wonderful. Although often slow and some-
what deliberate when speaking (I assume because they
were translating from Korean to English in their heads),
their comprehension was wonderful. I say this because they
laughed at my jokes (most of the time), and catching the
subtleties of humor in a foreign language is not easy.
However, based on samples (I gave them a writing assign-
ment during the course), their writing skills were much
weaker than oral language skills. Fortunately, the profes-
sors and administration at SNU who invited me recognized
this weakness and are trying to break the poor-writing
cycle.

So what should we do about the uninformed-stu-
dent-becomes-weak-writer? Change university curric-
ula? This would certainly help, especially if taught by
someone qualified in technical writing (and NOT by
English majors professing technical writing skills based
on a history of studying Shakespeare, Chaucer, Dickens,
Hemingway, etc.—a topic for another day). However, in
my opinion this is not going to happen from within acad-
eme. Based on my experience at more than one univer-
sity, changing curricula from within a department
mandates an act of Congress but can be done given a few
years. Changing curricula to include subjects viewed to
be peripheral to the main emphasis of a department
requires divine intervention of the first kind! Getting
faculty members to agree on the change and finding the
available block in which to insert the new courses is not
a simple task or one not easily accomplished in a single
lifetime.

What then? How do we break the cycle? We need to
do a number of things. First, we need to tell academe that
it’s turning out students poorly prepared for the technical
writing demands beyond the ivy-covered walls. Poor writ-
ing in school means a poor grade, poor writing in a pro-
fession can have greater consequences, including lost
revenue. Next we need to apply pressure ... especially by
those groups and/or individuals who finance academic
programs, projects, etc. The pull of the purse strings is very

persuasive, particularly within universities.
We also need to focus beyond academe. We need to

do something about weak writing within the profession.
We need to improve our short courses and make—not
encourage—students and new, young, and seasoned pro-
fessionals take them. Short courses can open eyes, blow
away dust, and re-polish tarnishing skills. However, one
has to be careful not to assume that short courses are the
total answer.  They are good but not the whole answer.
Short courses can teach concepts but do not have enough
time to provide practical feedback, evaluation, and
rewrites of the students’ work. You can lecture people until
the Chicago Cubs win the World Series—a feat usually
described by “Wait till next year!”—but the real test comes
when they write. If not, we would all be Rembrandts after
listening to lectures on painting. Short courses are a par-
tial fix.

The full fix will come only when we finally stop accept-
ing substandard work. Within organizations this may
require time-consuming rewrites. That’s expensive, but in
the long run, it should pay dividends. Within the publi-
cation world, it means not accepting and pushing through
substandard manuscripts. Editors and reviewers have to
accept the stewardship of their professions, even if it means
controversy or stepping on some toes. In general, it means
we must accept that all dispersed material, whether within
an organization or within the professional community, is
an example of technical writing quality that subsequent
writers may follow. We must immerse readers in a sea of
top quality not a sea of overwhelming quantity or the
cycle of poor writing will continue. LE
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