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In this article, we trace the journey our professional writing program took from mar-
ginal area to well-supported specialty in an English department—a journey we made
without sacrificing our commitment to prepare students for professional-level em-
ployment. In so doing, we explore the grounds of intellectual compatibility between
our field and English studies and describe the conditions most conducive to profes-
sional writing’s finding a respected place in English departments.

Nine years ago, Rentz (2001) published a commentary—“A Flare from the Mar-
gins: The Place of Professional Writing in English Departments”—calling for
those writing about English studies to acknowledge the increasing presence of pro-
fessional writing in English departments and to factor this trend into their delibera-
tions about the future of English. Despite the continued growth of professional
writing in English departments (Meloncon, 2009), we as a field continue to be
largely invisible to those who explain what English is, does, or should do. Al-
though it is possible that those who have described this vision of English are in the
shrinking number of English departments that do not offer professional writing
courses, the more likely reasons for their neglect of professional writing as a field
are intellectual, ideological, and political.

What does it take—intellectually, ideologically, and politically—for profes-
sional writing to become a bona fide member of an English department? And can
professional writing accomplish this without compromising its obligation to prepare
students to meet the complex challenges they will face as writers and participants in
organizations? Having recently become a (in our view) fully enfranchised specialty
in an English department, we would like to offer some answers to these questions.
Our department recently approved a new track in Rhetoric and Professional Writing
for English majors, and the department now supports, both materially and colle-
gially, our master’s and graduate-certificate programs. Further, we feel that we
achieved this inclusion while maintaining our pedagogical and scholarly integrity.
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Despite the conspicuous absence of professional writing in most of English
studies’ self-representations, we believe that professional writing programs have
never had a better opportunity to become fully vested in English departments. In
this article, after we survey the English studies literature, we tell the story of our
program, whose features were shaped both by chance and on purpose. From this
account we extract three conditions that we believe need to be met for professional
writing programs to thrive in English departments.

THE BIGGER PICTURE: SITUATING PROFESSIONAL

WRITING IN “ENGLISH”

In the 9 years since “A Flare” was published, a number of additional analyses of
and projections about English studies have appeared, yet these still neglect profes-
sional writing almost completely. For example, we might expect a collection enti-
tled The Relevance of English (Yagelski & Leonard, 2002) to discuss professional
writing as one popular and successful effort to acquire the sought-after relevance.
Yet our field was completely ignored. We might also reasonably expect an-
other collection—Beyond English, Inc.: Curricular Reform in a Global Economy
(Downing, Hurlbert, & Mathieu, 2002)—to hit upon the likely relevance of profes-
sional writing to “a global economy.” But our field was not even mentioned, let
alone discussed, as a way “to reconstruct English studies so that our profession can
be accountable to public concerns, student needs, and faculty interests” (p. 14).
Likewise, the issue of College English that featured the symposium “What Should
College English Be?” included no discussion of professional communication, al-
though there was a defense of “communication skills” (Schilb, 2006, p. 107) and
an article promoting professional writing internships (with no mention of any pro-
fessional writing coursework to go with them). More recently, English Studies: An
Introduction to the Discipline(s) (McComiskey, 2006) included articles on lin-
guistics and discourse analysis, rhetoric and composition, creative writing, litera-
ture and literary criticism, critical theory and cultural studies, and English educa-
tion but contained only one paragraph on professional writing (in the rhetoric and
composition chapter). One also searches in vain for a mention of professional writ-
ing in the Modern Language Association’s (MLA’s) Introduction to Scholarship
in Modern Languages and Literatures (Nicholls, 2007) and in its white paper
(2008) on reassessing the undergraduate major in language and literature.

As if all this were not enough to make faculty in our field have their doubts
about finding an appreciative home in English departments, the American Acad-
emy of Arts and Sciences (2009) excluded us from the humanities in general. Their
“Humanities Indicators, a prototype set of statistical data about the humanities in
the United States,” included “English Language and Literature: English, Ameri-
can, and Anglophone literature; general literature programs; creative writing;
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speech and rhetoric” (Statement, 2009) but explicitly excluded technical and busi-
ness writing programs.

Although English studies writ large is ignoring professional writing, the reality
is that most professional writing programs are housed in English departments. In
2005, Harner and Rich found that 61% of undergraduate programs were in English
departments, with another 13.5% in humanities departments. For master’s de-
grees, English departments currently award 65% of degrees, and humanities de-
partments 5% (Meloncon, 2009, p. 138). These data emphasize the strong affilia-
tion between professional writing and English departments—an affiliation with a
long history (Adams, 1993; Connors, 1982; Longo, 2000).

Moreover, professional writing programs are growing. From 1997 to 2005, un-
dergraduate programs grew by 22.5%; from 1997 to 2007, master’s programs
grew by 31% (Meloncon, 2009, p. 138), and PhD programs grew by 153%
(Meloncon, unpublished data). This growth rate suggests the vitality of profes-
sional writing programs and the increasing student and stakeholder demand for de-
grees that emphasize writing. Yet the “disciplinary concession granted to writing
is not central to the curricular imagination of the field” because, for the most part,
English departments have not recognized the significance of the writing major
(Porter, Sullivan, Blythe, Grabill, & Miles, 2000, p. 615). In one publication, the
MLA did hint at the possible importance of professional and technical writing to
the larger goals of English studies: Its 2003 report on the English major included
the observation that “majors often increased after the faculty completed a review
and reworking of the department’s curriculum. . . . Among the tracks or majors
mentioned [was] . . . technical communication” (Schramm, Mitchell, Stephens, &
Laurence, p. 84).

Fortunately, the big picture is not the only picture, as has been proven many
times over by the proliferation of professional writing courses and programs in
English departments. Our field has not needed the blessing of MLA or commenta-
tors on English studies to find widespread acceptance on the local level. The chal-
lenge, given our near absence on the larger scene, is to fully integrate professional
writing into our departments’ missions and programs. Our story at the University
of Cincinnati demonstrates that this challenge can be met—but only with persis-
tent work.

THE LOCAL PICTURE: A HISTORY OF OUR PROGRAM

Savage (2003) defended the need for a history of technical communication, and
though his emphasis was on broader histories of the field, local histories are impor-
tant, too, as contributions to understanding the place(s) of programs in depart-
ments, colleges, and institutions and the implications of those locations for our
work.
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Sullivan and Porter (1993) articulated the problems of program location when
they argued “for a space for professional writing as a distinctive field and as a sepa-
rate-but-equal component within the department of English” (p. 391). Sullivan and
Porter pointed out that, historically, “writing and professional writing . . . have re-
mained adjunct” (p. 394), using “adjunct” to mean something added but not essen-
tial. However, along with its problems, being adjunct or in the margins can afford
certain advantages. As Lave and Wenger (1991) pointed out, the periphery can be
“an empowering position,” a “place in which one moves toward more-intensive
participation” (p. 36). In our case, being in the margins of our English department
served just such a purpose. True, our interdisciplinarity was a liability given insti-
tutionalized boundaries between fields, but it also enabled us to speak and appeal
to colleagues in their own disciplinary language. The pragmatic nature of our spe-
cialty helped us pay our own way at key moments. And being under the main Eng-
lish radar allowed us to pursue programmatic and individual success with little in-
terference.

Below we describe more specifically how we worked from within a marginal
space to create the respected, well-supported program we now have, identifying
the main challenges that we faced and the actions and conditions that enabled us to
move forward.

The First Invitation: From Those in the Margins
(1977–1984)

A private university until 1977, the University of Cincinnati (UC) is a public, ur-
ban, research university enrolling more than 37,000 students. Having started the
first co-op program in the U.S. in 1906, the university has a strong tradition of of-
fering professional and experiential programs of study. The Department of English
and Comparative Literature, housed in the College of Arts and Sciences, offers
courses to more than 7,000 students each year. It has been awarding the PhD in lit-
erature since 1911 and was one of the first departments to add a creative disserta-
tion option. In addition, the department currently offers an MA with specializa-
tions in literature, creative writing, and professional writing; a graduate certificate
in professional writing; a BA in English, with a choice of three tracks; a BA in
journalism; and three certificate tracks. A composition program that serves first-
year students university wide and English majors is also part of the department.

Our story begins in 1977. The English department at that time was traditional—
almost exclusively literature focused, with only a smattering of other course offer-
ings. Countering the marginalization they felt, a creative writing professor (origi-
nally hired in literature) and a journalism professor (originally hired as the student
media advisor) created an undergraduate writing-certificate program with three
tracks: journalism, creative writing, and something they called “professional writ-
ing.” The professional writing option was included at the urging of a literature col-
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league with professional writing experience. Even with their orientation toward
traditional literary study and scholarship, the English faculty approved this pro-
posal. The pragmatic tradition of the university helped to create a friendly climate
for it, but so did two other factors, according to one of the proposal’s coauthors.
First, several literature faculty working in such areas outside literary criticism as
creative writing, biography, and bibliography were persuaded to support the new
growth areas. And second, times were flush; the department and university were in
a hiring boom, making the department feel expansive.

However, it took 6 years before faculty were hired to fully implement the pro-
fessional writing certificate. With the support of other department administrators,
James Berlin, then director of freshman English, spearheaded a drive to hire two
professional writing faculty: a nontenure-track instructor in business writing who
had a literature PhD and, 1 year later, a tenure-track faculty member with an MA in
literature and a PhD in communication and rhetoric with a specialization in techni-
cal writing. Although their credentials in professional writing were strong, it is un-
likely they would have been hired without credentials in literature and composi-
tion. The decision to hire “hybrids” set a pattern for future professional writing
hires and helped lay the groundwork for our success in the department.

The Second Invitation: “We Want Everything” (1984–1991)

During the job interview with the department head, one of the successful profes-
sional writing candidates asked, “What does the department want?” The head re-
sponded, “Everything.” As it turned out, the department administration did want
almost everything that a program in professional writing could offer, and they
wanted it all surprisingly fast. Once the two new faculty were on board, three
things happened in quick succession: two new service courses, Writing for Busi-
ness and Technical and Scientific Writing, were offered; the undergraduate writ-
ing certificate in professional writing was actually started; and the faculty voted to
begin new MA tracks in professional writing, linguistics (no longer offered), and
creative writing.

Shortly after the launch of Writing for Business, the College of Business asked
the department to teach a required writing course for 500 business majors at the ju-
nior-senior level. The two professional writing faculty, not eager to handle such
growth so quickly and not seeing any additional resources, actually asked the Eng-
lish faculty to vote “no,” but the department decided to approve the request if
money could be found. Shortly afterward, we applied for and won a statewide Aca-
demic Challenge Award. The $1.3 million, awarded over a 3-year period, enabled
us to support the College of Business’s new writing requirement. But more signifi-
cantly, it was used to establish a writing program in the English department, sepa-
rate from the first-year composition program, that brought together under one um-
brella the MA programs in professional writing and creative writing and the
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undergraduate certificate tracks in professional writing, journalism, and creative
writing. Because at least part of the money was permanent (not “soft” money that
would disappear at the end of the three years), we were able to create two ten-
ure-track and two full-time positions in professional writing, as well as two posi-
tions in journalism. Because of the grant, the provost also immediately released
funding for two literature positions. The professional writing program now had the
department’s goodwill, along with administrative support staff, graduate assistant-
ships, and computer labs (funded by additional grants).

In designing our curriculum, we made choices that enabled our program to
cohabitate successfully with the more traditional areas of study in the department.
First, we used as a center Burke’s (1950) definition of rhetoric: “the use of lan-
guage as a symbolic means of inducing cooperation in beings that by nature re-
spond to symbols” (p. 43). We also embraced Miller’s (1979) article, “Humanistic
Rationale” and Bazerman’s (1983) “Scientific Writing as Social Act.” So from the
beginning, we subscribed to a social, interpretive, nonpositivist view of language
that enabled us to raise many of the same issues that were being discussed in litera-
ture classes, such as how symbols come to have meaning, how form creates expec-
tations, and how social forces shape perspectives and tastes. Second, we drew
upon a number of relevant “conceptual areas” in professional writing: “human fac-
tors, information design, linguistics, visual theory, management theory,” and
many others (Sullivan & Porter, 1993, p. 408). Finally, we also found inspiration
in Schön’s (1984) popular book, The Reflective Practitioner, which supported our
view of professional writing as a field that combined techniques, skills, and
pragmatics with theory, reflection, and critique.

These proved to be good choices. Porter and Sullivan and Slack, Miller, and
Doak argued in their 1993 articles in Journal of Business and Technical Communi-
cation that effective, responsible professional/technical communication practice
is, by its very nature, theory (or theories) in action. Good professional writing
breaks down the binary of “theory versus practice” (Porter & Sullivan, 1993, p.
409), and the aware professional writer is not a translator but an “author,” articulat-
ing identities (of objects, organizations, people, contexts) and relationships among
them (Slack, Miller, & Doak, 1993/2004, pp. 168–72). Our emphasis on the social,
interpretive dimensions of communication dovetailed well with the direction in
which professional writing, composition, and English studies as fields were all
heading.

With this theoretical underpinning, we set about designing a curriculum. We
were aware that the new track could not compete head-on with the well-estab-
lished MS in Scientific and Technical Communication at nearby Miami Univer-
sity. With no clear definition of the field in the literature at the time, we were com-
fortable with a generalist approach that would allow students to pursue individual
interests. To equip students for a wide range of professional roles, we required a set
of courses that included Web design, desktop publishing, report and proposal writ-
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ing, editing, research, and rhetorical and professional writing theory. (See Ap-
pendix A for the current program offerings.) Students could also take electives in
literature, journalism, and creative writing and from other departments in the uni-
versity. Because we kept our program small, we were able to work intensely and
successfully with individual students whose interests led them to jobs not always
seen as being part of professional writing but nonetheless tied to technical, busi-
ness, and scientific communication interests—jobs in such areas as specialized
journalism, public relations, advertising, and book and magazine publishing. Cast-
ing such a wide net enabled us to bring in a range of professionals or would-be pro-
fessionals who wanted to expand their employment options. It also helped us meet
the needs of area employers, who hired many of our graduates. The program at-
tracted the interest of the department’s doctoral students, several of whom chose
professional writing as one of their three exam areas and one of whom chose it as
his dissertation area.

Embedded within this story, however, are the same problems that Porter and
Sullivan (2007) warned us to expect, even for the autonomous professional writing
department: “territorial battles, challenges to its status and right to exist, and ques-
tions about its scholarly integrity” (p. 17). We participated in endless discussions to
justify teaching so pragmatic a subject and to defend the ethics of working for busi-
ness or submitting to technology. The most contentious debates took place when
the department was required to create a point system for giving merit raises. Al-
though there really are no sensible answers to such questions as, “Should 4 days’
consulting for a company be worth the same as writing a review?” or “Should a pa-
per published in Technical Communication Quarterly count the same as a paper in
Modern Fiction Studies?”, we were able to use these forums to describe and promote
our professional organizations, journals, publication topics, and consulting as equal
to, though different from, those in literature. In the long run, we found that such dis-
cussions helped us, especially at tenure and promotion meetings, because we had
prepared the literature faculty to assess our achievements on our field’s terms.

By the end of the 1980s, the department had a theoretically sophisticated, tech-
nologically current, and practice-rich professional writing program that attracted
strong applicants and produced graduates who found impressive jobs. But even
during this time of growth, clouds were gathering. In 1984, a management-trained,
humanities-hostile provost had come on board, and nationwide, a conservative
backlash to the liberalization of higher education was also beginning, one that
would escalate into the so-called culture wars. The consensus-building work we
had learned to do would prove to be critical in the next decade.

The Third Invitation: Stepping Up for the Department (1991–2000)

In the late 1980s, state and university budgets everywhere began to tighten, and
UC’s was no exception. Between 1991 and 1998, our department lost over 10 ten-
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ure-track lines (from 40 down to approximately 30), largely because faculty who
retired or moved elsewhere were not replaced. The politically conservative state
legislature also went after state universities’ doctoral programs, and ours almost
lost its funding. It was a time when everyone in the department felt besieged.

Fortunately, the collegial relations we had helped foster within the department
were strong, and the writing side of the department held relatively steady in rela-
tion to the literature side. During this era, the three tenured composition faculty
were able to argue successfully for the hiring of a writing across the curriculum
(WAC) expert—though she was not replaced when she left 3 years later. The Col-
lege of Business suspended the Writing for Business requirement during this time,
hoping (mistakenly, it turned out) to meet their students’ writing-instruction needs
through the WAC initiative. Faculty in professional writing continued to have the
same support—or lack thereof—as the rest of the English faculty. Our class sizes
did not increase, we shared equally in the meager travel money, and our certificate
and master’s programs were never threatened. At the request of UC’s graduate of-
fice, we also began our graduate certificate program.

We did suffer some losses. The writing program office, secretarial help, and
computer-lab graduate assistantships that the grants had established gradually dis-
appeared during this period, with the administrative burden being shifted to other
support staff and faculty. We lost one position (nontenured) in professional writing
and one in journalism.

But we also gained more credit during this time because of individual contribu-
tions by our program’s faculty. One professional writing faculty member had just
begun a 5-year tenure as graduate director when the state’s review of doctoral pro-
grams hit in 1994. After a state-appointed committee overturned a positive outside
review of the department’s doctoral program, she led the department through a
thorough rethinking and focusing of the program. Another of our faculty was hired
as an associate dean of the College of Arts and Sciences. Active in our professional
organizations, we continued to serve on department, college, and university com-
mittees and to assist with departmental and college initiatives. A high point was
that our undergraduate certificate program was featured in the publication Aca-
demic Programs that Work (Keene, 1997), sponsored by the Society of Technical
Communication. Our collegiality combined with documentable achievement kept
us off any major chopping blocks.

The Fourth Invitation: Becoming Part of English Studies
(2000–present)

The start of the new millennium brought several defining moments to the profes-
sional writing program. Because professional writing, journalism, and creative
writing had developed into distinct areas with their own concerns and had become
too much for one director to handle, the unified writing program established under
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the Academic Challenge Grant in 1984 became three distinct programs. Each pro-
gram was appointed a coordinator to direct and manage the program and to repre-
sent their programs to the department at large, an arrangement that has worked out
well. The College of Business reinstated the Writing for Business requirement and
eventually helped to fund a fourth tenure-track faculty member in professional
writing. Another gain was the inclusion of a new professional writing–based
course, Discourse Communities, among the four courses that English majors could
take to fulfill their “toolbox” requirements (the other three being Introduction to
the Study of Language, Introduction to Literary Theory, and Advanced Composi-
tion).

An especially critical defining moment occurred when a new head, a literature
scholar who had been hired from outside and who had served in English depart-
ments whose only writing faculty had been compositionists, drafted a 5-year plan
stating that the department would “not seek to replace” any faculty vacancies that
arose in professional writing. But after a strong campaign on our part, we were able
to reassert the grounds of our belonging in the department, get the plan changed,
and win the new head over as a supporter.

There have been additional victories. Two professional writing faculty have
won the departmental teaching award, one has been promoted to full professor,
and another has moved into a vice-provost position. In a recent university-man-
dated review of the department’s graduate programs, the professional writing pro-
gram was specially commended. As a way to attract MA applicants in literature
and creative writing, the department has begun discussing the possibility of a hy-
brid MA that would enable students in those tracks to earn the professional writing
graduate certificate as part of their degree requirements. We believe our positive
external review and the success of several literature students who completed the
certificate help account for this move, which we are gratified by and are happy to
support.

But the most significant milestone we have reached in the effort to grow the in-
tellectual and social capital of the program within the department has been the cre-
ation of a new Rhetoric and Professional Writing track for the English major. With
a PhD in literature and a strong commitment to this cause, one of our faculty spear-
headed the effort to integrate professional writing into the English major. It took
over 8 years and numerous terms on the department’s undergraduate studies com-
mittee. It also took the retirement of a few literary studies faculty and, as we
explain later, the general relaxing of traditional literary studies’ stronghold on
English as a discipline. Consisting of professional writing, rhetoric, and other dis-
course-focused courses as well as a literature and theory core (see Appendix B),
this track creates curricular space for the overlapping interests of the professional
writing and the rhetoric-composition faculty—interests that are becoming more
aligned as a writing studies major gains ground in composition. (See the special is-
sue of Composition Studies on the writing major [Adler-Kassner & Estrem,
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2007].) But more importantly, the undergraduate track finally gives English ma-
jors the option to take their analytical and writing skills directly into public service
or the world of work.

By always being prepared to show what we bring to the table, we have become
a valued area of expertise in our department, with two undergraduate programs,
two graduate programs, and more demand for our service courses than we can
meet. Like Porter and Sullivan (1993), “We see professional writing as . . . closely
allied with English as a field, focusing more on writing and promoting a more gen-
eral humanities perspective” (p. 413). We have found that if we resist the notion
that professional writing is fundamentally at odds with the other areas of English
studies, an English department can be a very good place for professional writing.

WHAT IT TAKES FOR PROFESSIONAL WRITING
TO BE HAPPY AT THE ENGLISH TABLE

Given our history, we would assert that three conditions need to be met for a pro-
fessional writing program to be and to feel fully a part of an English department.
We offer these as a guide for those who may be trying to start programs and as cri-
teria for a reflective exercise for those in existing programs that may need to be ex-
panded, updated, or changed.

1. The Professional Writing Faculty Must Become Visible Contributors
in the Department and Find Ways to Integrate Their Program’s Purposes
and Needs into the Department’s Priorities. Sullivan, Martin, and Anderson
(2003) argued that it is only through “the individual practitioner’s effective partici-
pation in local endeavors that preconceived notions of his or her status will be re-
structured” (p. 116). Although they were specifically referring to technical com-
municators in the workplace, their contention applies equally well to professional
and technical writing faculty members and their place(s) in academic departments.
The more professional writing faculty are able to “effectively participate in” and
contribute to the department’s goals and objectives, the more likely the department
as a whole will begin to “restructure” its notions about the place and worth of pro-
fessional writing. In effect, professional writing faculty must model the same rhe-
torical skill that we hope our students will develop.

As our field’s absence in the English studies literature indicates, professional
writing faculty need to work hard to make their presence known and valued in an
English department—or perhaps any department not exclusively their own. What
this has meant in our case is that we have had to be constantly representing our-
selves, constantly present on important department committees, persistently gen-
erous with our service to the department. We have survived three university presi-
dents, two provosts, five deans, and five department heads and all their visions
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largely because we make sure we are in on every important conversation affecting
us, whether at the department, college, or university level.

At first we found it easiest to work with the other marginalized faculty: journal-
ists, composition specialists, and creative writers. The literature faculty seemed
worried about what our addition to the department would mean. We tried to dis-
cover the kinds of threats we posed and keep those to a minimum. For example, we
made sure to show we “got” English. We avoided the contest for resources by pay-
ing our own way through several successful grants, and we found ways to give
back to the department by funding student publications, speakers, and equipment.
We actively tried to help the department in practical ways and to influence its cur-
ricula development.

In addition to being ever present, we have also made concerted efforts to ad-
vance departmental goals and objectives. Besides serving on work-intensive grad-
uate admissions, steering, and curriculum committees, professional writing fac-
ulty have served as administrators of the department’s graduate studies, writing,
and composition programs and as administrators for the college and university.
We have helped with job searches, with directing internships for English students
outside our program, and with proposal writing and Web site development, and we
have served on literature and creative writing doctoral students’ exams and disser-
tation committees. When the composition faculty recently undertook to turn the
literature-based third course of first-year composition into a sophomore-level
course focusing on writing in different disciplinary areas, we gladly offered our
help.

The presence of professional writing in our department has made the English
faculty more aware and appreciative of the workplace writing that also enables
their own work—from grant and research proposals to reports to administrators
and instructions from the instructional technology staff. There seems to be a gen-
eral acknowledgement that workplace writing is important to everyone, not just to
professional writers. Embracing our own identity as a field—not trying to become
a permuted version of literary, cultural, or composition studies—has turned out to
be a successful strategy, but only because we have also worked hard to understand
and support the department’s other areas and find common purpose with them.

2. The Professional Writing Faculty Need to Use Caution When Re-
sponding to the Demand for Professional Writing Coming from Outside the
Department and to Encourage the Demand Coming from Inside the De-
partment. Like many other professional writing programs, ours was able to ac-
quire faculty lines in our department in part because of other departments’ demand
for professional writing instruction. But we also recognized that because we were
established in an English department, our loyalty was to our own students.
Keeping this priority in mind has saved us from the fate of many first-year writing
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programs, whose survival depends on the heavy obligation of providing service
courses in composition.

We continue to nurture our MA program and graduate certificate, which have
consistently attracted strong applicants in sufficient numbers through the years.
The size of the program is manageable, and it allows us to meet the diverse needs
of our students. Creating a writing studies emphasis in the PhD program has come
up for discussion from time to time, and though we believe we would be a wel-
come part of such an initiative, we will continue to avoid any significant additional
obligations without sufficient resources to meet them.

Yes, our ability to serve other departments’ writing-instruction needs has con-
tributed to our staying power, but developing our own programs has been the
stronger long-term strategy. This understanding, we believe, is what has enabled
us to offer service courses on our own terms. For example, each time the College of
Business wanted to require our Writing for Business course, we argued that we
would not be able to take on that load and continue the quality of our instruction
unless it was done right: that the course would be taught only at the junior-senior
level; that it would be rhetorically based; that we would teach absolutely no more
than 24 students (ideally 20) per class; and that most of the sections would be
taught by full-time faculty. Each time, after an impasse of several months, we were
able to meet the business college’s request on those terms. Our two service courses
now reach over 900 students a year. Because these courses are taught at the ju-
nior-senior level, we have successfully argued and, as a result, staffed these
courses with faculty, including adjuncts, who have appropriate degrees, training,
and industry experience and who are also up to date with research in their respec-
tive fields. These qualified instructors are not easy to find. Because our graduate
and undergraduate programs are key parts of the department, the department now
supports our decision to say no to the service load if we do not receive funding for
qualified faculty to teach the courses. It is a constant balancing act, but one we
must perform if we wish to maintain the validity of our own field and the quality of
our instruction.

3. The Department and the Professional Writing Faculty Need to Nurture
an Intellectual (and to Some Extent Ideological) Compatibility Across Eng-
lish Subfields. We believe that our recent success in the department has had a
great deal to do with trends in both English studies and professional writing that
have enabled a rapprochement between the two fields. We also believe this rap-
prochement gives today’s professional writing faculty a good chance to become
fully invested in departments more quickly than the 25 years it took us. These
changes have, in our view, brought English and professional writing closer intel-
lectually and ideologically than they have ever been.

Over the past 20 years, the literature side of English has moved away from aes-
thetics toward cultural and discourse studies, which has broadened both the kinds
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of texts that literature faculty count as worthy of study and their appreciation of the
real-world “work” that texts do. Much of the theory informing English studies to-
day—the ideas of Foucault, Bakhtin, Bourdieu, Baudrillard, and others—can help
form an invaluable conceptual framework for budding professional writers. For its
part, professional writing has shifted away from a focus on “fidelity” and informa-
tion transfer to a more sophisticated view of language—one that is more interpre-
tive, more discourse based. This movement by literary studies and professional
writing enables a department to emphasize common intellectual ground.

A few years ago, we advertised in the same year for a position in professional
writing and one in Romantic literature. The similarity between the two top candi-
dates’ on-campus interviews was striking. Whereas one candidate (the Romanti-
cist) talked about maps and topological vision, the other (the professional writer)
discussed spatial formations of knowledge and the impact of space on writing. At
times it was difficult to tell who had applied to which position. Both candidates
were hired, and they continue to discuss their separate but similar interests in maps
and topography. The professional writing faculty can help nurture such intellectual
compatibility by staying abreast of trends in English studies and by helping to hire
candidates who favor interdisciplinary thinking.

We would be remiss not to acknowledge that tensions between professional
writing and other areas of English studies exist. For example, the literature and
composition fields tend toward a neo-Marxist, critique-oriented approach that pro-
fessional writers often find at odds with a need for productive action, whether in
supporting or in challenging the goals of the organizations or stakeholders for
whom they work. But cross-specialization talk is still possible, and it can benefit
all parties involved. We find that literary study helps students analyze and interpret
a variety of texts, which broaden students’ exposure to different types of language
and audiences. Reading works by and about marginalized or non-U.S. people and
cultures is particularly valuable along these lines. Literary and linguistic theories
increase understanding of language as a system of symbols and of the embed-
dedness of values and perspectives in any discursive act. Creative writing (whether
read or actually produced) has similar benefits for students of professional writing,
in addition to fostering creativity and attention to craft. Critical/cultural and rheto-
ric/composition studies give students a wealth of concepts for thinking about lan-
guage, its contexts, and its effects. Our students find it both liberating and useful to
consider the ways in which certain discourses (of science, technology, consump-
tion, gender, race, and so forth) have become entrenched, institutionally sup-
ported, and rendered nearly invisible in Westernized cultures.

In turn, other faculty have come to recognize that professional writing can have
salutary effects on an English department. Professional writing helps keep the
universe of English studies open by broadening the kinds of texts that English stu-
dents study. D’Angelo (2007) answered the question, “What should college Eng-
lish be?” by calling for a functional approach. He defined function as “an orienta-
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tion toward what texts do, not merely what they mean” (p. 89). One can hardly
think of texts that “do” more than professional writing texts. The restructuring of
the English major that led to our new rhetoric and professional writing track also,
significantly, changed the required foundational course, Introduction to the Study
of Literature, to Introduction to English Studies. The deliberate intent here was to
adopt “a broad understanding of what counts as a text within the field,” as the offi-
cial course description states. The possibility that workplace documents can be
discussed in this course, which represents a major political advance for profes-
sional writing, is a plus for students, who need some understanding of the genres
that will be likely to exert the most influence on their lives after graduation.

Yet the professional writing faculty cannot allow their own mission, values, and
disciplinary identity to be compromised. In the UC program, we have kept to our
original rhetorical foundations, we have remained “reflective practitioners,” and
we have continued to draw insights and applications from many disciplines be-
sides English. Most importantly, at no point in our journey to departmental accep-
tance did we waver from our central purpose: to prepare our students to contribute
well and responsibly in the workplace. Having professional writing at the table
helps English faculty remember that the students in our classes are going out into
the world to work, to live, and to be fulfilled, as well as to use their language for the
social good. We have an obligation to help our students reach these goals.

DECIDING TO ACCEPT THE INVITATION

In a reconsideration of their 1993 article on the place of professional writing in
English departments, Porter and Sullivan (2007) remarked that “not much has
changed” (p. 15). Professional writing “still occupies the same (queasy) space”
(p. 15). We can attest that, for some of us in English, the curricular geography has
successfully changed—but only because the three conditions we describe above
were met. Given our experience, we would recommend that professional writing
faculty in English departments actively work toward creating these conditions.
Success in this effort can lead to an exciting, productive synergy between profes-
sional writing and the other facets of English studies.

So can professional writing academics expect future books about the shape of
English studies to proudly feature our field? To this we would answer, “Only if we in
professional writing write them.” Unfair as it may seem, we must articulate our own
place in English studies just as so many of us have done and are doing on the local
level. That simply comes with being on the margin of a larger, more deeply estab-
lished discipline. But higher education’s turn toward cultural and civic engage-
ment—a turn anticipated by professional writing—is creating an increasingly hospi-
table environment for our contributions. If we apply the same energy and skill that
we bring to the classroom and to departmental conversations to the larger conversa-
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tions about English, broad disciplinary change may come. Until then, doing what we
do with integrity, persistence, intellectual openness, and political savvy can make
our own English departments places where professional writing will thrive.
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