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Introduction

This paper describes a multiyear plan to integrate a specialized writing course, required of all undergraduate engineers, with the writing component of a senior design course for electrical and computer engineering (ECE) students. Since 1999, the Shackouls Technical Communication Program (TCP) in Mississippi State University’s Bagley College of Engineering has offered an in-house technical writing course to satisfy the college’s junior-level writing requirement. This course is now required of every undergraduate engineering major. Current with national trends, however, the Shackouls TCP also seeks to integrate more substantive writing experiences into the engineering curriculum itself rather than relying solely on one specialized writing course to improve students’ writing abilities. The Shackouls TCP and MSU’s ECE Department have therefore teamed to merge focused writing instruction with applied engineering design. This proposal was motivated in part by extensive feedback from students indicating a strong desire to couple the two writing experiences.

Under the proposed plan, students enrolling in the ECE design courses will also be required to enroll in an ECE-only section of the college’s writing course during the same semester. Instructors for these courses will synthesize their respective content, contributing technical, engineering-related subject matter and designs on the one hand and discipline-specific writing instruction and resources on the other. Using the substantial writing experiences already offered to students in senior design, the plan will provide rigorous instruction and practice in technical writing as part of the students’ capstone design process.

Topics discussed in this paper include the rationale behind and objectives for this proposed merger, a plan for executing the merger, an assessment of the ECE-only pilot section of technical writing offered spring 2004, and a schedule for fully implementing this senior design/technical writing co-requisite in future semesters.

Rationale for This Project

The rationale for this plan involves the union of two existing, engineering-specific writing experiences that have in the past been only tangentially connected. Although the college’s technical writing course is wholly focused on engineering-based writing in both form and content, gaps still exist between the differing expectations of writing teachers and engineering professors. Such gaps are unavoidable because writing and the process of teaching/evaluating writing are inexact sciences: there are no universally accepted right and wrong answers for how students should write an introduction or how they should organize a lab report or whether they should use the passive voice to avoid first-person pronouns. One natural development of this lack of standardization is the desire to house writing/speaking instruction literally inside even more specific discourse communities – individual departments within an engineering school, for example, rather than simply engineering as a whole (VA Tech & UT-Austin??). The result of such movements is the integration of writing and speaking experiences into a technical curriculum rather than providing such training solely through a separate, nontechnical course. 

The MSU College of Engineering began its quest for enhanced writing/speaking training via a specialized course because the requirement for such a course had long been present in the engineering curriculum. However, the college has always planned to use this course more as a means of integration as described above than an end in itself, and the merging of its technical writing course with ECE’s senior design component is one of the earliest steps in that process.

Executing the Spring 2004 Pilot Section

Formal execution of this plan began with restricting one of the seven sections of technical writing to ECE majors only and directing incoming senior design students to enroll in this restricted section (10 students eventually enrolled). Next, the instructors for senior design and technical writing synthesized their course outlines and content by grafting the extant senior design writing assignments onto the technical writing assignment schedule. Figures 1 and 2 below show the original technical writing assignment schedule and the integrated schedule (SD assignments are in bold).

	Figure 1. Original TW Assignment Schedule
	Figure 2. Integrated SD-TW Assignment Schedule

	DATES

ASSIGNMENTS

January 27 & 29

Homework #1 (letter)

February 3 & 5

Paper #1 (report) first draft

February 10 & 12

Paper #1 final draft

February 17 & 19

Paper #2 (journal article) first draft

February 24 & 26

Homework #2 (proposal description & briefing)

March 2 & 4

Paper #2 final draft

March 9-11

Homework  #3 (document analysis)

March 23 & 25

Paper #3 (group proposal) first draft

March 30 & April 1

Group presentations (based on proposal)

April 6 & 8

Group presentations; paper #3 final draft

April 13 & 15

HOMEWORK #4 (document revision)

April 20 & 22

PAPER #4 (instruction manual) first draft

April 27 & 29

PAPER #4 final draft


	DATES

ASSIGNMENTS

January 27 & 29

Homework #1 (problem statement)

February 3 & 5

Paper #1 (design constraints) first draft

February 10 & 12

Paper #1 final draft 

February 17 & 19

Paper #2 (journal article) first draft

February 24 & 26

Homework #2 (proposal description and briefings based on SD project) 

March 2 & 4

Paper #2 final draft 

March 9-11

Homework #3 (document analysis); midterm presentation: problem statement, design constraints, product specifications
March 23 & 25

Paper #3 (group proposal based on SD project) first draft

April 6 & 8

Paper #3 final draft

April 13 & 15

Homework #4 (document revision)

April 20 & 22

Paper #4 (final SD report, 50-75%complete) first draft 

April 27 & 29

Paper #4 final draft




Figure 2 highlights one of the benefits of this merger for students: the ability to make documents work for both courses. Five of their assignments for technical writing – homeworks 1 and 2 and papers 1, 3, and 4 – draw directly on their senior design assignments, and students could even decide to formulate topics for paper 2 that draw on senior design. The more important benefit, of course, is the potential for improvements in the quality of senior design documents and the retention of important technical writing concepts and strategies resulting from the union of the two courses.

The next step in executing the merger involved normalizing the evaluation process for written work. 

Assessing the Spring 2004 Pilot Section

The pilot section of senior design/technical writing is ongoing, so the instructors currently have not assessed the merged course’s effectiveness. Below, however, are the methods that will be used at the end of spring 2004 and during summer 2004 for assessment:

· Student feedback – informal class discussions, standard university course-evaluation forms, and a questionnaire devised specifically for senior design/technical writing students

· Project advisor feedback – comments from senior design students’ project advisors concerning the relative improvement of senior design documents

· Instructor impressions – views from the instructors of record on what worked well and what did not during the pilot semester

Plan for Future Semesters

The general plan for the future of this project is official co-requirement, where all ECE students will be required to take senior design and technical writing in the same semester. 
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