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Chapter Takeaways

This chapter:

• Provides technical and professional communication program administra-
tions (TPC PAs) and faculty the ability to ensure that their editing courses 
align (in ways that make sense locally) with national trends and approaches.

• Provides insights into how editing courses can be improved.
• Encourages a more in-depth engagement with how an editing course is 

defined and what should be included.

The editing course has been identified as a “core course” in both undergradu-
ate and graduate degree programs (Melonçon, 2009; Melonçon & Henschel, 
2013). While this course may be offered in a large number of programs cur-
rently, TPC PAs and faculty have little understanding of what is actually being 
taught in it. In similar ways to Chong’s (2016) study on usability courses across 
programs or the more analogous study on capstones (Melonçon & Schreiber, 
forthcoming), this chapter seeks to provide an overview of undergraduate and 
graduate editing courses at the field-wide level. Programmatically, the broader 
view from across the field enables technical and professional communication 
(TPC) to look beyond individual program-specific case studies, which can set up 
the potential to design and/or to improve editing courses.

Thus, the goal of this chapter is straightforward: to offer TPC PAs and faculty 
insights on the current pedagogical approaches to the editing course. After an 
overview of the methods for data collection, I provide information from course 
catalogs, syllabi, course materials, and interviews with TPC PAs and/or faculty. 
Informative sections include course titles and descriptions, general approaches 
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to the course, common assignments, crossover courses, and faculty staffing. The 
final section looks at implications for TPC including what is currently working 
in editing courses and areas for improvement.

Methods for Collecting Data

I confined my analysis to institutions where the editing course is required as a 
part of a degree program. Degree program here means that a student can pur-
sue a credential that will appear on her transcript, and degree programs include 
undergraduate degrees (both degrees in TPC and those degrees in something 
with an emphasis, concentration, or track in TPC), graduate and undergraduate 
certificates, minors, and master’s degrees. I limited my analysis to institutions 
with required editing courses; required courses suggest a level of agreement 
among faculty about the importance of the course as necessary for the degree 
program. The limited scope also made data gathering and subsequent analysis 
more manageable.

Using a current list of degree programs from TechComm Programmatic 
Central (Melonçon, 2018), I located all the institutions that require an editing 
course no matter what type of degree program it is. (See Facts and Figures below 
for a complete breakdown.) Following the methodology of previous program-
matic work, I started my investigation with information found in course catalogs 
(Melonçon & Henschel, 2013, pp. 46–47). The course titles, course descriptions, 
prerequisites, and credit hours were gathered, but it was clear additional infor-
mation would be needed to fully understand the editing course and how it was 
being taught.

As a required course (discussed in more detail below), it is most likely that 
the course would be offered at least every other year, so I went to each institu-
tion’s scheduling system and located who taught the course within the last two 
years. This type of attention to detail in the research study design ensures the 
most accurate information and also provides the opportunity to ask follow-up 
questions to the person who is teaching the course. While time-consuming, this 
approach to research study design is essential in gathering accurate and com-
prehensive data about courses. More so, gathering information in this way can 
lead to research results that can potentially be generalized, which is not some-
thing that can occur from generic survey requests to disciplinary listservs. (See 
Melonçon, 2018, for more information on research study design for program-
matic research like this.)

To obtain a richer data set that included localized contextual data, in late fall 
2017 and early spring 2018 I emailed faculty members asking if they would share 
their course materials. I emailed all the graduate level (n = 19) and crossover 
course (n = 11) faculty. Because of the large number of undergraduate degree 
programs (n = 105), I selected half of the institutions to contact based solely on 
the ease of finding online information about who was teaching the course. That 
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is, some institutions’ websites are so painfully difficult to navigate that some 
information was never located. Thus, when I located contact information for 
half of the undergraduate degree institutions, I went with that list because previ-
ous research indicated that this number of contacts would generate adequate 
data for analysis and a reliable set of data from which broader generalizations 
could be made. I sent out requests to this list and asked for syllabi, assignments, 
reading lists, and/or anything that would help the field understand the pedagogi-
cal approach to the course. I intentionally did not define pedagogical approach 
nor did I put stipulations on the request for information.

I received information from 40 schools: 11 graduate (69% return rate); 4 cross-
over courses (36% return rate); 26 undergraduate programs (60% return rate). 
In some cases, I completed an asynchronous interview with faculty (St.Amant 
& Melonçon, 2016, p. 349) that garnered additional institutional context for the 
course materials that were provided. All of the specific identifying information has 
been removed based on Institutional Review Board (IRB) stipulations1 and/or my 
own approach to research practices, which aims to put the focus on the curricula 
and information rather than on individual programs. Therefore, data reported are 
referred to by Carnegie classification (see http://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu for 
a full description of classification types). For example, I may discuss the editing 
course from an R2 institution (higher research activity).

Facts and Figures

In this section I provide basic facts and figures about editing courses and the 
data that was gathered.

Number of Required Courses

What follows is the number of required editing courses and the type of degree 
program in which they are required. The difference in the number of degree 
programs and the number of faculty contacted can be attributed to several insti-
tutions that require an editing course for multiple degree programs.

• 105 undergraduate degree programs (at 86 institutions) that require an 
editing course:

{ 29 TPC degree programs (out of 74 degree programs in TechComm 
Programmatic Central);

{ 31 emphasis degree programs (out of 125 degree programs in 
TechComm Programmatic Central);

{ 26 minors (out of 141 degree programs in TechComm Programmatic 
Central);

{ 19 undergraduate certificates (out of 67 degree programs in TechComm 
Programmatic Central).
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• 19 graduate degree programs (at 16 institutions) that require an editing course:

{ 13 MA/MS degree programs (out of 111 degree programs in TechComm 
Programmatic Central);

{ 6 certificate programs (out of 52 degree programs in TechComm 
Programmatic Central).

Crossover courses break down as follows:

• 20 degree programs (at 11 institutions) that require an editing course:

{ 7 MA/MS degree programs;
{ 3 graduate certificates;
{ 3 undergraduate TPC degree programs;
{ 4 undergraduate emphasis degree programs;
{ 1 undergraduate certificate;
{ 2 minor degree programs.

Table 9.1 provides the number of undergraduate courses for each academic level.
Crossover editing courses are at the senior-level undergraduate level and the 

introductory graduate level.

Course Titles

As the outward-facing information that students and other stakeholders see, 
course titles (and descriptions) are important institutional and programmatic 
documentation. Unlike other courses, however, the editing course is a bit more 
straightforward in being able to succinctly describe what the course contains 
based on its title. The data gathered indicates field-wide commonalities in course 
titles across the United States. The information here includes all of the required 
editing courses in all types of programs.

• All graduate courses and crossover courses include editing in the title.
• 10 of 19 graduate courses include technical.
• 15 out of 19 crossover courses include technical.

TABLE 9.1 Academic level of undergraduate editing courses.

Academic level # courses

100: freshman 1
200: sophomore 10
300: junior 42
400: senior 31
500: advanced 2
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Undergraduate courses fell into the following types of course based on the 
titles:

• Editing—20.
• Publishing or publication (e.g., editing and publication)—9.
• Professional (e.g., professional editing)—10.
• Style (editing for style and clarity)—19.
• Technical (e.g. technical editing)—28.

Additionally, only four undergraduate editing courses had grammar in the 
titles, while all but two undergraduate courses had editing or edit in the course 
title.

Based on the titles of the editing courses, the field seems to agree that editing 
is a key marker for students, faculty, administrators, and those in industry who 
would review transcripts or curriculum. However, at the undergraduate level the 
inclusion of style or publishing indicates that the courses do have different foci.

Course Descriptions

Understanding the limitations of course descriptions as a form of institutional 
documentation that is often changed by the instructor, course descriptions still 
provide important insights into the editing course at the field level for that very 
same reason. That is, they are the institutional description of the course that is 
outward-facing to students.

What follows are representative samples from course descriptions across 
both undergraduate and graduate editing courses. They are listed here 
together since there was no discernible difference in the course descriptions 
at the different levels.

• Grammar & mechanics, copyediting, style, organization, graphics, elec-
tronic editing, professional concerns. Major portfolio assignment. Essential 
for students planning to work as technical editors. (Research 1, undergrad-
uate course.)

• Students will examine the general principles and practices of sound edit-
ing of and for writing in the workplace. The course prepares students in 
all aspects of editing documents, from proofreading for surface errors to 
ensuring appropriate content, organization, visual elements or compo-
nents, and usability, needed for editing tasks in the workplace. (Master’s 
Medium, undergraduate course.)

• Theoretical and practical grounding in professional workplace editing as 
an evolving profession. Design, edit, and manage complex workplace docu-
ments using both manual means and industry-standard software. (Master’s 
Large, undergraduate course.)
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• Study of advanced technical communication situations such as formal 
reports, grant proposals, and professional articles, and extensive discipline-
specific professional level practice in these forms. Study of general editorial 
techniques in formats, graphics, and layout and design methods in technical 
publications. (Master’s Large, undergraduate course.)

• Proofreading, copy-editing, comprehensive editing. Students primarily use 
electronic editing methods. Editor’s responsibilities, relationship to writers, 
roles within an organization, style guides, ethical choices. Editing in global 
setting. Editing/style for visual design and online documents. (Research 2, 
graduate course.)

• Examines complex roles editors assume in creating technical and nontech-
nical documents. Principal components include working with substance of 
documents, mediating the writer–reader relationship, and exemplifying the 
application of rhetorical theory in editing. (Research 2, graduate course.)

• Editing the content, organization, format, style, and mechanics of docu-
ments; managing the production cycle of documents; and discovering and 
learning computer and software applications for technical editing tasks. 
(Master’s Large, crossover course.)

The common characteristic, no matter the emphasis in the description, is 
practice-based experience. In addition, course descriptions emphasize that the 
course covers the full range of editing practices from line edits and grammar to 
larger issues of aligning purpose and audience.

In a recent conversation in the LinkedIn Technical Communication Forum, a 
question was raised about what academic programs actually include in a course 
because the original poster was frustrated by the course descriptions she could 
find online. As I found out, editing courses are much more involved and include 
more diverse work than what is found in the course descriptions. Admittedly, 
I understand the difficulties of getting catalog information changed or updated 
and the delays in that information appearing online. However, as Melonçon and 
Schreiber (forthcoming) pointed out,

the external views of the field will remain limited unless TPC PAs and 
faculty take on this rhetorical challenge and find better ways to write about 
and document the processes and practices that are actually occurring in 
our courses and programs and foreground connections between academic 
concepts and TPC knowledge work.

(n.p.)

This is definitely true in the case of the editing course. As the descriptions 
above indicate, much of the language being used to describe the course needs to 
be edited to be more concrete with a clear view of what students will be doing 
and to what end. The next section, however, does shed additional light on the 
actual practices and approaches that occur in the editing course.
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Approaches to the Course

The information in this section about approaches to the editing course is based 
on course materials received from faculty teaching the course. In total, I received 
information from 40 institutions: syllabi with schedules of topics and assignment 
descriptions/assignment sheets, as well as additional information that placed the 
course in a local context or provided additional context for the course itself.

Topics

I use topic here to mean the weekly goals set forth in a syllabus. The topic descrip-
tion indicates to students what the focus of the reading and classroom exercises 
will be for a particular week, and when the topics are read together across the 
term they suggest what instructors—and programs—feel is valuable for students 
to learn in a course. What follows are the most common topics found and a brief 
description of what they cover:

• Fundamentals of editing: Spelling, grammar, punctuation, style.
• Types of edits: Copyediting marks both on paper and electronic.
• Practical editing: How to work with writers, types of editing, history of edit-

ing, working with clients; the process (publishing).
• Tools: Style guides and computer tools (e.g., Microsoft Word’s track 

changes and Adobe Acrobat’s editing features).
• Comprehensive editing: Larger order concerns around purpose and audi-

ence are being attended to as well as issues of organization and content.

One can see how these primary topics could be spread over an 8-, 10-, or 
15–16-week term to provide students with both the skills and approaches to 
editing.

Assignments

The most common types of assignments could be placed into the following 
categories:

• Quizzes and exams
• Style exercises
• Comprehensive and/or client-based projects.

Quizzes and Exams

Across the board all institutions required some type of quiz or weekly exercise/
drills to ensure that students were gaining proficiency in certain editing tasks. 
As Boettger (2014) has found, editing tests are a common part of hiring practices 
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for technical and professional writers, which makes this good practice for stu-
dents. These assignments were mostly confined to fundamental editing around 
grammar, spelling, punctuation, and ensuring the consistency of these items 
throughout a document. These also included quizzes or tests around copyediting 
marks. This category of assignment also included midterm and/or final exams, 
which are another way to gauge student proficiency around certain topics.

Style Exercises

Style exercises typically fell into one of three approaches:

1. Analysis of style guides so students could see the rhetorical nature of them, 
as well as their functional use to make decisions for consistency.

2. Creation of a style guide.
3. Application of a style guide to a small-scale editing exercise.

The emphasis on style guides demonstrates the need for students to under-
stand that writing and designing is usually driven by a set of standards that is 
particular to an organization. The style-guide assignments most often indicated 
the disciplinary or industry-specific preferences for certain styles as well as some 
of the differences between print and online styles. Learning that these standards 
can change across organizations and across style guides themselves is an essen-
tial skill for students to combine with understanding the nuance and complexity 
of audience and purpose.

Comprehensive and/or Client-Based Editing Projects

The comprehensive editing project is designed to have students start the edit-
ing process thinking about audience, purpose, and use; and then move on to 
issues of design, consistency, organization, clarity, and support; and then to 
sentence-level issues of grammar, etc. The comprehensive editing projects were 
the most diverse in subject matter or requirements, but they were consistent 
with the aims and outcomes of the project. Some examples of comprehensive 
editing projects included websites, manuals, procedures, reports, academic 
articles, and newsletters.

While much of the course up to this point was instructor-driven, the compre-
hensive editing project was typically student-chosen and also had the option of 
working in collaboration with another student(s). Many of the comprehensive 
or client projects also had the requirement that the student editor(s) needed to 
correspond or interact with the author(s) of the document so they could gain 
practice in working with authors and learning the process of editing. Several 
of the assignment sheets had similar language when they stressed that the pro-
jects needed to be “real,” “live,” or “from an actual author or organization.”  
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The emphasis on client-based projects is a hallmark of TPC education and has 
been found to be a characteristic of other courses within the TPC curricula 
(Melonçon & Schreiber, forthcoming).

Metacognitive Work

A large number of institutions required students to provide an additional 
document that explained or provided a rationale for their decisions. These sup-
plemental parts to assignments are worth noting since they do such important 
pedagogical and learning work. The “reflective” or “explanatory” memo requires 
students to discuss their decisions in light of course materials and in light of the 
goal for the assignment. This type of metacognitive work ensures that even in 
the applied, client-focused projects students are being asked to think critically 
about the work and knowledge production of editing. More so, incorporating 
metacognitive aspects for assignments situates students to better transfer their 
editing knowledge to other situations, which is vital since some form of edit-
ing is crucial to the role of the technical and professional communicator in any 
organization.

Implications for TPC Programs

In this final section I overview what editing courses are doing right, where they 
can be improved, how labor issues impact curricula, and, finally, I address the 
biggest question that was raised with this research, “what is editing?”

What We’re Doing Right

What was striking about the course materials was the attention to having stu-
dents focus on audience, purpose, and language. These three facets remain key 
to any editing project no matter what form it may take, so even the digital and 
video content that Lang and Palmer (2017) advocate for could be improved 
by an editor who has a keen focus on audience, purpose, and language. It’s 
important to remember that no program can ever be agile enough to keep up 
with every new trend in industry. It’s impossible to do that for all sorts of insti-
tutional reasons from policies and procedures for updating curricula to hiring 
faculty with needed skills. But what has made TPC programs vital and sustain-
able for the last 60 years is their ability to ground students in transferable skills 
that move across modes and changes in technology. The most important of 
those skills is understanding that clear, concise, and (mostly) error-free writ-
ing is connected to a specific purpose and audience and must be designed and 
delivered in particular ways. Much of the curricula’s pedagogical approaches 
are connected to underscoring these primary tenets of technical and profes-
sional communication.
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Editing Fundamentals

Moreover, the editing course is providing students with editing fundamentals—
the process of editing, grammar, spelling, and other lower-order and higher-order 
concerns (explained above). This finding aligns with Lang and Palmer’s (2017) 
suggestions for improving the editing course and with the findings from Kreth 
and Bowen’s (2017) survey of working technical editors. The fundamentals of 
editing are also being discussed within programs from a variety of perspectives 
that include that of an independent editor (much like the ones who participated 
in the Kreth and Bowen survey), the author as editor, and editing as part of a col-
laborative writing process that crosses over work divisions. Fundamental skills in 
editing are still a key part of the work of a technical and professional communica-
tor’s job and need to remain in curricula moving forward.

There seems to be a disconnect between the skills in the limited number of 
job ads posted by Lang and Palmer (2017), which were from a decidedly limited 
view based on the Society for Technical Communication (STC), and the richer 
and more diverse picture of what a technical editor is across fields from informa-
tion found in the work of Kreth and Bowen (2017). By expanding the view of 
a practicing technical editor beyond the STC, Kreth and Bowen’s (2017) list of 
what editors do is in conflict with the perceived needs as outlined by Lang and 
Palmer (2017). Based on the information from the 250+ respondents from 12 
different professional organizations of editors, Kreth and Bowen’s (2017) data 
shows that rarely, if ever, do editors work in audio or video. The types and kinds 
of editing (see Tables 2 and 3, pp. 242–243) they do is much more in line with the 
types and kinds of assignments being given in TPC programs.

Connecting to Workplace Practice

As briefly noted in the Assignments section above, the majority of course materi-
als referenced a direct connection between the course and the practice of editing 
in the workplace. One way they help to make this connection is through assign-
ments that encourage working on projects for real authors or organizations 
(rather than classroom-generated scenarios that can still provide important 
and relevant practice). Technical and professional communication has long 
advocated for client-based projects throughout the curriculum (e.g., Dubinsky, 
2002; Youngblood & Mackiewicz, 2013) because “[c]lient-based writing classes 
may function as effective sites for bringing together the standards of school and 
work, as well as writing and technical fields” (Taylor, 2006, p.112). All institu-
tions should require students to do this sort of practice-based work. The positive 
aspects of the editing course ensure that it not only meets the goals of the TPC 
programs, but that it also appeals to “students who are uninterested in major-
ing in technical communication but who might be attracted to complementary 
minors or certificate programs” (Kreth & Bowen, 2017, p. 254).
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Room for Improvement

While TPC programs are doing much right in their editing courses, there is room 
for improvement or room for asking questions about current practices. In this 
section, I focus on improving the editing course by thinking about whether the 
current course is too narrowly focused, by questioning pedagogical approaches, 
and by considering what the differences are between undergraduate- and  
graduate-level courses, and the inclusion of important topics that are not cur-
rently prevalent in editing courses.

Too Narrow a Focus

Lang and Palmer (2017) assert that technical editing courses in higher education 
need to be revamped because they are too situated in “textually based processes” 
(p. 298). Their study, however, was limited in scope and focus since they only 
viewed three courses in higher education and a smattering of job ads. Therefore, 
their findings are overstated based on the evidence they provided, and one could 
say that the study was reverse-engineered to prove the point they wanted to make. 
Even with this substantial problem, I cannot argue with their biggest concern 
that the current iterations of editing courses are narrowly focused. However, 
Lang and Palmer (2017) imply that the current version of the editing course is a 
complete waste of time, and, based on the evidence in the actual courses and the 
information from Kreth and Bowen’s (2017) well-designed study, I would not 
draw the same conclusion. More than anything, faculty need to understand that 
our ongoing reliance on poorly designed research that relies on limited evidence 
(Melonçon, 2018; Melonçon and St.Amant, 2018) places the field at a disadvan-
tage in actually building and sustaining TPC programs.

A large portion of the courses spent a good deal of time on the fundamen-
tals. While this is a positive aspect, it also deserves additional scrutiny as being 
something that is enabling editing courses to remain too narrowly focused. For 
example, a crossover course at a baccalaureate institution spends eight weeks 
on copyediting, terminology, practicing copyediting for correctness in hardcopy 
and electronic, and then editing for syntax and structure, which culminates in 
the midterm exam in which students put these fundamental editing skills into 
practice. Only three weeks are focused on a comprehensive editing project. The 
other three institutions where they use a crossover course and whose materials I 
received did not look much different from this model because they respectively 
spent five, five, and 11 weeks of a full semester term on fundamentals. Crossover 
courses are not unusual, with graduate courses spending roughly 50% of the 
academic term on fundamentals of editing.

While I do understand the need to provide students with the fundamentals of 
editing and appreciate the different ways, from quizzes to short practice assign-
ments, that move students through these skills, I do wonder if the emphasis on 
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fundamental editing is limiting or too narrow for the current workplace and 
whether we should be spending more time within a term on comprehensive 
editing and client-based projects. The latter of which also provides students with 
practice in working with clients/others and more generally in working in virtual 
environments.

Pedagogical Approach

The course materials I received were a mix of face-to-face and online courses 
with almost every course relying heavily on an institutional learning man-
agement system (e.g., Canvas). This meant that, almost universally, at both 
the graduate and undergraduate level, a large percentage of the student grade 
was contingent on discussion posts or reading posts. I do understand that 
this is a common pedagogical practice as a means to ensure that students 
are reading the material, but it struck me as odd that, in what should be a 
practice-driven course, so much of the pedagogical focus would be on posts 
to a discussion board.

Since I recognize that the materials I received are only a slice of the peda-
gogical approach, I would like to raise the question: Is this the best pedagogical 
approach? And a related concern: Is this the most effective way to ensure that 
students are doing the reading and such that they need to apply to practice, 
specifically for such an applied course as editing?

Another aspect of the pedagogical approach that I found disconcerting (and 
I acknowledge this could just be me) was the heavy reliance on quizzes and 
exams. Admittedly, I can see how a variety of quizzes could be tied to editing 
drills and short exercises to gauge how well students are learning certain aspects 
of editing, but, as research in writing has shown, grammar is best learned in 
context (see Crovitz & Devereaux, 2017; e.g., Williams, 1981). For example, in 
over 90% of the courses that I examined, their materials had a grammar quiz. 
Having received a number of the actual assignment sheets for the grammar 
quiz, these were actual quizzes mostly devoid of contextual frameworks that 
might include a short scenario to help understand purpose and audience. I 
do understand that the purpose of the grammar quiz is to ensure that stu-
dents themselves understand grammar in order to be able to find these errors 
in documents. However, I do have to wonder if a more effective pedagogical 
approach would be to place these sorts of checks within a broader context, 
such as the actual editing of shorter documents that had the same sort of errors 
found in the quizzes.

Technical and professional communication has always been a leader in 
pedagogical innovation with its emphasis on theory to practice, technologi-
cal incorporation into pedagogy, and incorporation of experiential learning 
opportunities to name but a few ways. Thus, it struck me that the editing course 
materials and approaches as evidenced in the syllabi and other materials seem 
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to be taking part of the context out of editing. So I will end this section on 
pedagogical approaches with the simple plea for TPC PAs and faculty to seri-
ously consider new and innovative ways to “test” whether students are getting 
important concepts that do not eliminate the rhetorical context and reduce 
editing to the popular-culture notion of the editor as someone who is only 
concerned with grammar.

Differences Between Undergraduate and Graduate

Lang and Palmer (2017) situated their view of the editing course at the gradu-
ate level, and I have provided more comprehensive information across the field 
that includes graduate and undergraduate courses. Echoing the concerns of 
Keene (1997), I have to wonder, however, what is truly the difference between 
the two levels of courses. Keene (1997) encouraged the field to “pay attention 
to the differences among our levels of instruction” (p. 195), but, from course 
descriptions to course materials, there was no specific distinction in course 
outcomes between the undergraduate courses and the graduate courses. For 
example, the crossover courses provide evidence for this concern. For those 
institutions, the only difference in the courses is that graduate students are 
asked to do an additional assignment, lead discussions, or, in the words of 
one faculty member, “they are graded at a higher level” (from a Research 2 
institution). Crossover courses and their ubiquity in TPC programs seem to 
underscore that there is definitely a grey area in need of exploration around the 
distinctions between a graduate-level and undergraduate-level editing course. 
The materials from the crossover courses make few—if any—distinctions 
between the student outcomes.

Having taught these types of courses myself and having talked with faculty 
about them, it seems the difference is played out in the level of assessment of 
student work. But even that distinction is muddied when things such as editing 
tests or exercises around style and copyediting are assessed in the same way for 
undergraduates as they are for graduate students.

Part of this could be attributed to the fact that many master’s-level institu-
tions recruit students on the premise that they do not need prior educational 
experience in TPC; thus, a course like editing would need to be designed assum-
ing no prior knowledge. The lack of distinction or difference between the levels 
of the course raises broader programmatic questions about what it is we value 
and how we assess and describe that value and the differences in these courses 
to stakeholders outside of our programs. But if this is indeed the case, which is 
most likely, then it does mean TPC needs to have hard conversations about the 
broader aims and goals of a master’s degree, including expectations for different 
types of masters’ degrees (e.g., ones that are specifically geared to serve as some-
thing akin to a terminal professional degree like an MBA or those that are more 
focused on preparing students for a PhD program).
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Important Topics with Little Coverage

From the course descriptions to the topics within the syllabi there were some 
noticeable omissions: ethics, visual and/or design, and intercultural/global con-
cerns. What is noticeably absent from any of these descriptions is a mention of 
or emphasis on ethics in the practice of editing. This was a noticeable omission 
since ethics only appeared in three of the course descriptions. Only four syllabi 
had weekly topic units on ethics. While ethics can definitely be embedded within 
class discussions, it is discouraging that there is not more of a direct emphasis 
on the importance of ethics, particularly situational ethics that will likely come 
up a number of times for most of our students during the course of their careers.

It was also noticeable and surprising that the editing course descriptions 
also did not regularly and consistently talk about the editing of visual or design 
aspects. There were only 12 course descriptions that explicitly discussed the 
visual: four references to visuals; two to document design; four to layout and 
design; and two to design principles. The course descriptions aligned with the 
syllabi, since there were 13 syllabi having a single week devoted to the topic. 
Some might counter this information with the idea that visual rhetoric or docu-
ment design is integrated into other aspects of the course. This may be true at 
some locations; outside of managing fonts or headings with a style guide, there 
was little to no discussion in the course materials on how to edit visuals, infor-
mation, or the document’s design. The ongoing emphasis on information design 
and electronic delivery means that TPC programs are missing a huge opportu-
nity (as the most generous way of saying it) to integrate and emphasize the need 
to better design information for current expectations in the workplace.

Finally, a glaring omission in the topics covered was the limited or nonexist-
ent emphasis on editing for global or cultural contexts. While St.Amant’s chapter 
in this volume provides some important guidelines, I would offer a call to action 
to include a greater emphasis within editing courses since only four institutions 
(two undergraduate and two graduate) had global issues as a single weekly topic.

It is important to point out that these omissions are from my own personal 
understanding of workplace practices, having spent over 20 years as a practicing 
consultant. This means that someone else could examine these same materials 
and find areas that need additional coverage. For those that may say there is no 
way to cover every topic in every course, I would counter with the idea that, 
based on the course materials I received, TPC faculty could easily reduce the 
number of weeks spent on copy marks and grammar and include at least an 
introduction to other important topics such as the ones mentioned here.

Issues of Labor

Time constraints of getting this chapter completed prohibited a more thorough 
understanding of the labor issues involved in this course, but it is important 
that TPC always be aware of the teaching labor behind our curricular initiatives 
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(Melonçon, 2014, 2018). As an almost singular voice about labor issues in TPC 
(Melonçon, 2017; Melonçon & England, 2011; Melonçon, England, & Ilyasova, 
2016; Melonçon, Mechenbier, & Wilson, forthcoming), I insist that the field 
cannot discuss curricula in any capacity without taking a moment to talk about 
labor issues and to review who is teaching TPC courses.

Unlike some of the other courses in the TPC curricula (e.g., the service course 
that is primarily taught by contingent faculty, see Melonçon & England, 2011), 
more tenure-line faculty teach the editing course. Of the 48 institutions (out of 
86) where I identified the specific faculty who had taught the undergraduate edit-
ing course recently, 65% of those courses are being taught by tenure-line faculty. 
However, that still means that contingent faculty teach 35% of editing courses 
at the undergraduate level. Since I only examined institutions where editing is a 
required course, this fact means that the curricular mission of many departments 
could not be met without the reliance on contingent faculty. It is important to 
note that while labor issues are usually confined to undergraduate curricula, they 
can also impact graduate-level curricula. Half of the crossover courses and two of 
the graduate-level editing courses are taught by contingent faculty. Granted, the 
original reason that higher education justified adjunct labor was to find specialists 
to teach certain types of courses. This is exactly the case for the two graduate-level 
editing courses, but it is important to talk about all aspects of contingent labor 
when we are talking about TPC programs and staffing required courses.

Also, with the large number of editing courses offered, it is likely that there 
are more contingent faculty teaching than I have captured here. For example, 
in some cases, I could not find who taught the course, which means more than 
likely it is being taught by a term adjunct or a graduate student with some work-
place experience. Or, the issue is obscured because I knew a tenure-line faculty 
who had taught the course and for ease of gathering information I stopped 
searching when I came across someone that I knew teaching the course.

While Lang and Palmer (2017) point out that “faculty may possess neither 
the comfort nor expertise with moving a technical editing class toward multi-
modality” (p. 307), I would counter that this may not necessarily be true. All of 
the tenure-line faculty (at the graduate level) have experience with teaching in 
different modes, as do many of those teaching at the undergraduate level. I can 
say this with confidence knowing the faculty, their scholarship, and their orien-
tations to the field itself. It seems that the faculty issue in question is not about 
expertise or qualifications, but rather, simply the need for more tenure-line or 
long-term full-time faculty, and as the next section considers, what faculty and 
programs mean when they talk about editing courses.

So What Is Editing? What Should It Be?

Across all degree types, around 85% of all institutions have an editing course, 
which makes it the most common course across all curricula in the United 
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States (outside of the service course, which is usually used for degree pro-
grams). Because of this fact, it seems TPC PAs and faculty have tacitly agreed 
that editing is an important skill for students to learn. However, the number of 
institutions that require that course is relatively low compared with the num-
ber of institutions where it is an option as part of the degree program. This 
raises the question, why is the course not required at more institutions? In 
other words, why does the field seem to agree that it is an important course, 
but yet does not require it?

The answer to that question seems to be keyed to a number of practical con-
cerns. For example, a TPC PA from an R1 institution (highest research activity) 
explained that the editing course went from being required to being an elective 
because of the concerns over staffing. A required course must be taught regu-
larly and this particular institution was facing faculty reduction issues (without 
replacement of tenure lines). While the course is still offered semiregularly, 
it is no longer required. In a separate example, the TPC PA from an R3 insti-
tution explained that while they feel editing is an important skill, the course 
wasn’t required because editing is both implicitly and explicitly embedded in the 
majority of courses in the curriculum.

Meanwhile, editing still remains a vital component of the work of technical 
and professional communication. As one faculty member, who teaches editing 
at an R1 school, pointed out,

Teaching rhetoric in the abstract is not really all that difficult, and basic 
editing skills can be taught to just about anyone who really wants to learn 
how to write clearly. Applying editing techniques with a rhetorical sen-
sibility is the more difficult thing, but it is our way in to providing our 
students with applied rhetorical skills that really sets them apart from 
other professionals in the workplace.

It remains essential that, as a field, we have conversations about what an edit-
ing course is and whether the traditional focus on fundamental editing needs to 
shift, and, if so, how that can be done within the constraints of current curricula.

The tension of what is editing is even found in the book many institutions 
use, Technical editing. In this textbook, Rude and Eaton (2011) posit the idea 
that editing is more than “grammar janitors,” but the text itself still focuses 
most predominately on the editing fundamentals to the detriment of what they 
claim to be doing. For example, Rude explains that the “comprehensive editing 
process requires the editor to analyze the document’s purpose, readers, and 
uses” and this “precedes editing for grammar, punctuation, and mechanics” 
(2005, p. 231). Yet, the book is organized so that the mechanics precedes the 
information on comprehensive editing. And, unfortunately, all the syllabi and 
materials I reviewed followed this pattern, which seems fundamentally backward 
to what TPC professes to be doing.
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The tensions between Kreth and Bowen (2017) and Lang and Palmer (2017) 
exemplify the tensions within academic programs and the wide variety of 
approaches to the editing course. While, across the board, all editing courses 
provide students with the foundations of editing (the actual working with words 
and sentences and grammar, etc.), after this common trait the “editing” courses 
have little in common, even though the course descriptions and titles seem to 
indicate that they do.

Lang and Palmer (2017) advocate for multiple editing courses in the TPC 
curricula that include a “fundamentals” course, which would be the majority of 
courses currently being taught, followed by more different approaches to edit-
ing. The problem with Lang and Palmer’s position is that there is little room 
in the curricula for their advanced courses, and as Kreth and Bowen’s (2017) 
work illustrates, there is little demand for the multimodal skills Lang and Palmer 
describe.

“Rather than shrinking in importance and relevance, the work of techni-
cal editors continues to find new and diverse homes where technical editors’ 
skills and strengths pay dividends” (Kreth & Bowen, 2017, p. 254). The 
prevalence of editing-type jobs in the workplace means that TPC needs to 
consider what it actually means by editing, particularly in light of the idea 
that many communication-type jobs—in which the majority of our students 
work—combine the author and editing role. Thus, editing is still a vital and 
important skill for programs to be teaching.

Programmatically, faculty and TPC PAs need to determine what their pro-
gram means by editing and then how to best address that within their curricula. 
This could mean keeping and sustaining the current editing course with its focus 
on fundamentals, or it could mean expanding the course to include some of the 
aspects brought up by Lang and Palmer (2017), or it could mean not requiring 
the course and including components of it in other courses. All three of these 
models are currently being used in programs and courses across the United 
States.

It is clear that there is not one “editing,” and, for TPC, we need to advance 
discussions around what editing does mean and, more importantly, what defi-
nition will guide the creation of “editing” courses. Having spent a considerable 
amount of time over the last several years examining programs and courses, and 
talking to faculty and administrators, I have learned that there is never any easy 
one-size-fits-all answer to any curricular question. But there are always better 
answers than others, and the better answers always rely on having data available 
from across the field to match them to local circumstances. Therefore, the edit-
ing course does not need a major overhaul. It needs a better definition of what it 
is with a visible declaration of that definition so that students and stakeholders 
know how that program defines the course. The course should include editing 
fundamentals and information on how editing works within current workplaces 
in a more distributed and/or collaborative fashion. There must be an emphasis 
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on visuals and design, ethics, and intercultural concerns. Courses need a greater 
emphasis on comprehensive editing (which by its very nature includes funda-
mental editing) that provides students with the opportunities to practice the full 
range of editing and what it means to do that work, from line editing, to work-
ing with difficult collaborators, to managing the process through technologies. 
And as important, this practice is situated within a specific context that ensures 
students are getting additional exposure to the complexities of purpose and 
audience.

When asking what editing is, I am also encouraging TPC PAs and faculty 
to consider where these other types of skills—those mentioned by Lang and 
Palmer (2017) and also those mentioned in a variety of published literature (see 
Henschel & Melonçon, 2014, table 2, pp. 11–12; c.f., Lanier, 2017)—are cur-
rently being taught. Programmatically, some of what Lang and Palmer attribute 
to an editing course is actually already going on in other parts of the TPC curric-
ula, such as in technology-centric courses like information design and content 
management.

One of the reasons I have advocated for moving programmatic research to 
the field-wide level (Melonçon, 2018) is because often faculty make moves to 
curricula based on their limited view of what the field is and what the field needs. 
The recent move to examine job ads as a way to calibrate programs (see, e.g., 
Brumberger & Lauer, 2017; Stanton, 2017) is misguided because it fails to place 
that information into both a local and field-wide academic context. It also fails to 
recognize the limitations of the job ad as an artifact in determining what is actu-
ally happening in the workplace. For TPC PAs and faculty, asking the questions 
“what is editing” and “what does it add to a program” are vital starting places in 
determining how singular courses fit into an overall vision in preparing students 
for the diverse range of jobs they take on in a diverse range of industries and 
professional settings.

Pedagogical Applications

The data and implications provided here should provide instructors with 
insights into current trends across the field in the United States, about what the 
editing is and what it is doing. This information can assist faculty and program 
administrators with updating their courses or, at the very least, with having a 
conversation about the role of the editing course in the curriculum and what the 
course should be doing for students.

Looking Ahead

The editing course remains the most prominent “core course” across the field, 
but until now—some 60 years after the field’s first degrees—TPC did not have 
a thorough understanding of the course and the pedagogical approaches to it. 
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The day-to-day life of faculty and TPC PAs often mean being embedded in local 
institutional cultures to the point that we need to be reminded of the larger field 
and what can be referred to as effective practices and approaches. Overviews like 
this one are important to TPC because they afford the field the opportunity to 
see things at the macrolevel (field-wide level) and microlevel (course level).

Understanding the multiple layers of editing from the document’s pur-
pose and audience to issues of consistency in visual design to sentence level 
copyediting are all essential skills that any practicing technical and professional 
communicator needs to know. The editing course remains a vital and key com-
ponent to TPC curricula. However, how editing skills—from fundamentals to 
more advanced issues in different modes and mediums—are integrated into the 
TPC curricula is one that needs more intensive scrutiny, debate, and research.

Pedagogical Practicalities

The information presented can be used by TPC PAs and program faculty to 
determine how their local courses match, or not, to current trends across the 
United States. Faculty and administrators should use this field-wide informa-
tion as a way to place their local course and localized contexts, that is, how their 
students are using these skills in their jobs, to update and to keep their editing 
courses relevant and useful for students.
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