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     A goal common to both the traditional literature curriculum and the technical communications curriculum is effective communication.  Communication comes in various forms and can be achieved in many ways.  Presentation, written, and oral communication skills are crucial if a person is to succeed in today's fast paced work environment.  Technical communication study and practice focuses on all three aspects.  

     Teaching technical communications in the twenty-first century is a necessity if we are to thoroughly prepare students for the future, for work, and to function in a technological society.  Applying the principles and skills of technical communication will better prepare students for writing and reading situations they will encounter in the workplace. They will be better prepared because they will have the skills necessary for them to compete in today’s technological society. In addition, students will begin to see the relevance and application of reading, writing, and presentation skills.  Many times students ask the question, “When will I have to know this?”  By teaching applicable skills, we can easily answer this question without pondering the answer ourselves.

     The Language Arts curriculum at Meridian Technical Charter High School focuses on technical communication. This curriculum includes writing, speaking, and reading with a technical emphasis. Our students are held to high achievement standards.  An example of this is the students at Meridian Charter High School are required to complete a two hundred and eighty hour internship their senior year.  It is imperative that the students be able to communicate in the workplace.  Students must be able to assimilate easily into the environment that they will participate in on a daily basis.  This includes being able to create professional memos, letter, proposals, reports, and be able to present related material.  Technical communication studies allow students to create print and non-print materials to function successfully in the workplace.   

     The English curriculum for Meridian Charter High School provides for continued study of important and meaningful works of literature.  This study takes place in conjunction with another area of study.  The literature is integrated with another subject area so students can see the relevance of the literary material.  The obvious integration of literature takes place between English and history courses.  However, many connections can be made with other courses.  The sciences can also be supported with nonfiction and fiction alike. 

     At the same time, students in English/technical communication skills class are expected to devote greater attention to non-print materials and to non-fictional technical and professional communications as objects of study. The curriculum was developed to focus primarily on the type of communication students will need as they enter the job market or a post secondary institution.  The transition from academic writing to technical writing can be easily accomplished. This communication is achieved in many ways: reading a variety of texts, focusing discussion on the author's use of language, and writing sentences and paragraphs modeled on the language of texts read. This mirrors a traditional curriculum but with a broader focus.   The focus of the curriculum is represented as follows:

Technical Communication Focus

Grade by grade outcomes/competencies

Direct teaching of language conventions

Inferential and interpretive reading

Expanded definition of text 

Applied Focus: "real world" applications 

Integration of technology 

Creative and critical thinking skills 

Problem-solving and group skills 

     Because the students at Meridian Charter High School have the opportunity to achieve at their own level, outcomes/competencies are necessary to provide students with guidelines when pursuing this avenue.  Students must not only pass all of their courses with a 74% or better, they must also pass competency tests in each course to receive credit.  These competency tests can be written, oral, or in presentation format.  In English, students take an oral competency test, not only showing their achievements but explaining them as well.  This provides me with an opportunity to hear what the students have learned over the semester and for them to prove they are competent in the required skills.

     Direct teaching of language conventions such as grammar and mechanics is necessary if students are to become proficient in the area of technical writing.  If students are to understand the very basic aspects of this type of communication, understanding the conventions of the language is essential. An example of this would be when teaching students parallel structure in writing.  When creating a bulleted list, each new point should have the same type of structure i.e., beginning with the same part of speech and having the same sentence construction.  In order to be able to effectively write in this manner, students must understand the conventions of the English language.  

     Inferential and interpretive reading skills vary based on the type of reading a person is doing.  If a student is required to read a novel, the student is expected to focus on the elements of literature such as plot, character, setting, and theme. The student is asked to make associations and draw inferences.  In short, the student is asked to use his or her imagination. When a student is asked to read technically, that student is required to read for information.  Skimming and scanning are skills that most students need to be taught.  Because a specific point is what must be found, these skills are necessary to technical reading.  Students must learn how to read charts and graphs, be able to interpret visual aids, be able to decode specialized vocabulary and jargon, and understand cause and effect reasoning.  

     Expanded definition of text must encompass technical, scientific, and business materials as well as non-print material.  Students must realize that text means more than a textbook or a novel.  Students are expected to devote greater attention to non-print materials and to non-fictional technical and professional communications as objects of study. 

     Applied Focus: "real world" applications - writing that thrives on the crispness and accuracy of its presentation rather than elegance of expression and ability to evoke multiple meanings and emotions. In a unit taught in English, the emphasis would be on language used in everyday situations and in the workplace. Job interviews, memos, professional letters, word processing, and technical communication (including the ability to interpret technical reports, manuals, tables, charts, and graphics) could be incorporated when teaching students good writing skills. The emphasis should be on the real world application encountered in everyday life and work.  

     In the English classroom, the integration of technology means using a word processor.  In technical communication study, that integration is expanded.  Use of a word processor could mean creating a document, using headings, creating a style sheet, and using the outline feature.  The uses of PowerPoint, Publisher, web making software and video conferencing are also included in English studies at the charter school.  

     Creative and critical thinking skills are easily assimilated into the curriculum with the technology tools mentioned above.  Using Publisher allows students to create brochures, use clip art, and drawing tools.  An example of an assignment would be putting students in a group and have them create an ad layout and present it via PowerPoint.  This assignment incorporates many skills including creativity and critical thinking skills.  

     A recurring theme in school reform and areas in need of improvement is problem solving and group skills.  In the workplace, most people are required to collaborate with their colleagues to accomplish a goal or task at hand.   Too many times in the public school setting, students are required to work in isolation.  Collaboration allows students to work together on the production of a document or project, to share decision-making responsibility, to interact with and learn from one another.  Because many of the lessons done at the charter school are project oriented, students learn to work in a group setting toward a common goal.

     The goal for creating the English curriculum at Meridian Technical Charter High School was to integrate technical communications with a traditional English curriculum.  Because the charter school is a professional/technical school, this integration was essential to fit in with the overall focus of our school. This approach has been successful as measured by our students’ academic and career success.
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