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CHAPTER 9

“I'LL TRY TO MAKE MYSELF SOUND
SMARTER THAN | AM”

Learning to Negotiate Power in Workplace Writing

Brian Fitzpatrick, George Mason University, United States
Jessica McCaughey, George Washington University, United States

Work is, by definition, getting things done. And in a knowledge
economy, writing is the mechanism through which most of that
work happens. This chapter examines the ways in which two
workplace writers from very different fields have adapted as writers
on the job in order to do that work more effectively through a
negotiation of language, identity, and power. For one of our
interviewees, a marketing director for an educational software
company, the work that must be done is primarily sales. For the
other, a records management specialist for a network of museums, in
this context, the work is confirmation of the completion of delegated
tasks. These narratives offer us some insight into the ways in which
writers continue to learn, adapt, and “get work done” in writing
on the job.

We know that writing transfer is elusive, particularly univer-
sity-to-workplace transfer (Beaufort 2007, 1999; Dias et al. 1999;
Fennick, Peters, and Guyon 1993; Freedman and Adam 2000;
Anson and Forsberg 1990; McCaughey and Fitzpatrick 2020), and
a “complex phenomenon” (Moore 2017, 6). Student interns and
new graduates often report feeling a “disorientation” upon enter-
ing the workplace (Anson and Forsberg 1990). They wonder why
“they weren’t better prepared for the writing tasks that they face in
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their jobs” (Fennick, Peters, and Guyon 1993, 47), and they even
report feeling “so struck by the differences between academic and
workplace writing that they feel quite hurt by their institution’s
failure to provide them with easily transportable knowledge” (Brent
2011, 411).

What transfer research hasn’t yet explored substantially is work-
place hierarchies, decorum, and expectations about how profes-
sionals learn to “get the work done” through writing. In their book
Power and Politeness in the Workplace, authors Janet Holmes and Maria
Stubbe write that “people draw on a variety of discourse strategies to
manage problematic workplace encounters” and that “considerations
of politeness” are key to understanding such exchanges (2015, 52).
Here, we would define “problematic” as both the challenges individ-
uals face in completing job tasks as they depend on others, and the
roadblocks they encounter as they try to do so. Holmes and Stubbe,
although interested in “talk” rather than text, write that employees
put forth “a good deal of effort” (Holmes and Stubbe 2015, 138)
into communicating with an eye toward fostering and maintaining
strong working relationships with their colleagues. Holmes and
Stubbe write that the “interplay between the imperatives of power
and politeness is especially foregrounded in cases of miscommuni-
cation and problematic discourse” (Holmes and Stubbe 2015, 139).
And these two factors—power and politeness—are very likely at the
heart of some of the most compelling challenges our writers in the
workplace face, particularly as we see the writers below struggle to
adapt and negotiate new writing contexts.

We argue here that one piece of the “elusive” writing transfer
relates to notions of compromise when it comes to encounters with
complex audiences and systems. Claire Lauer and Eva Brumberger
write about “responsive” workplaces and the writers within them,
claiming that the actions these communicators must take happen
“across a vast landscape of contexts and rhetorical practices, affecting
our very notions of what writing is and how it gets done” (2019,
636). Here, we witness precisely this: two writers working respon-
sively, struggling to get things done in ways they could not have
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expected when they were students in the university. Throughout
our exploration of these narratives, we focus on the ways in which
these writers navigate complex audiences and systems—whether
these audiences and systems are bureaucratic, hierarchical, digital,
or cross-industry. Both of our interviewees are negotiating between
what Koerber calls “competing alternative discourses” (2006, 94)—
particularly in email, which we primarily focus on below. Our
marketing director must move between the corporate world and
higher education, and in doing so, struggles to “sound smarter than
I am.” Our records management specialist takes the opposite tack,
as she’s learned to “play sort of dumb” when attempting to get a
response from professionals above her in the larger bureaucracy.
Leydens considers “rhetorical evolution in individuals over time”
(Leydens 2008, 259) to be a crucial element in the development
of a writer as they move from “novice” to “insider.” We see these
writers negotiate expertise and authority, as well as rhetorical skills
agency—all in complex and unexpected ways.

It’s our hope that this chapter will add to the growing body of
work surrounding workplace writing broadly, and writing transfer
specifically, and that such scholarship is taken up by both faculty
and administrators to decrease the number of graduates who feel
such disillusionment in the future.

Participants

Below, we explore two interviews from our larger data pool in
an effort to provide specific, illustrative examples of both on-the-
job struggles and the on-the-job learning that arises from such
struggles. While multiple interviewees speak to the ways in which
they adjust their language in this way, these two participants provide
what we see as the most robust and complete examples. First, we
look to the narrative of our marketing director, who works at a
technology company in the higher education space. Next, we turn
to an interview with a records management specialist, who primarily
performs archival work for a network of museums. These interviews
come from a larger IRB-approved study that includes ffty-two
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workplace writers across industries, collected over the past four
years. Overall, we seek to better understand how writing works in
these various workplaces and for these particular writers: the kinds
of writing they do, the challenges of learning to perform it, and
how these writers perceive that their university writing experiences
informed, helped, or did not contribute to their ability to write
successfully in their work lives.

These semi-structured interviews typically last between twen-
ty-five and fifty minutes. In recruiting, we relied heavily on our
personal and professional networks and on social media. We also
saw success in the snowball method (Groenewald 2004), in which
we used our relationships with participants to inquire about possible
interviewees in their networks. Selection criteria were fairly simple;
participants must have had at least a bachelor’s degree and currently
hold a position that requires some writing. We did not interview
those who are titled writers or editors, as we feel other research in
professional and technical communication has well explored such
communicators (Hart—Davidson 2013; Henry 2007; Jones 2016;
Karatsolis et al. 2016; Winsor 2003; Slack, Miller, and Doak 2006).

Negotiation and Compromise in Action

Our two participants here, the marketing director and the program
specialist in records management, primarily discussed their
workplace writing that takes place via email. Patricia Welsh Droz
and Lorie Stagg Jacobs (2019) deem the email form a “chameleon
genre,” one that “does whatever its users want it to do.” By this they
mean that an email might be straightforward, delivering logistical
information, for example. It might also be “persuasive or narrative
or informative; it can be conversational or formal; it can pick up
where other communication modes have dropped off” (Droz and
Jacobs 2019). We agree, and we go further. To the two writers
below, email is in some ways this chameleon genre, yet even more
so in email they become chameleon writers. These two professionals
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show us the ways in which they move in and out of specific personas
and tones in an effort to perform their jobs well.

Our first interviewee, the marketing director, discusses the
challenges in navigating audiences in discourse communities of
which he is not a part, particularly over email, stating, “You have
to adapt to those audiences and sometimes change your tone and
sometimes change the way things are presented.” In his current
role, his primary audience is university administrators, particularly
those who make purchasing and curricular decisions. He states that
he struggled especially to connect with this audience because “I'm
not a member of the higher education community . . . so I have to
immerse myself in that world.” Yet even having “immersed” himself
in the language of higher education, he recalls:

I'm talking to somebody in the academic community,
so I'll try to make myself sound smarter than I am, and
so the writing comes across fake and phony. A president
of a university is a person too, and they’re going to
respond differently to something that sounds fake and
phony than something that’s a little bit more organic.
So, people will tone it down a little bit, and you know,
“Back off of that a little bit, or maybe you rephrase
this, and you don’t have to sound so stuffy about this
particular research study, it’s not that big of a deal.” . ..
I think I would tend to overcompensate to try to make
it sound a little bit more professional. But I've learned
over time, these are people too, and they respond just
like any other human responds to something.

The marketing director has learned through trial and error that his
initial impulse, to situate his writing within the academic community
by “sounding smart,” actually impedes his ability to effectively
communicate. Only through giving up the perception of in-group
authority, the idea that he “belongs” to the same community as his
audience, and instead writing more “organically” is he able to be
seen as authentic and effective. He notes the difhiculties in shifting
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audience and emphasizes the need for rhetorical awareness and
adaptation to be successful in his writing, especially in email.

Similarly, the program specialist must also often give up the
perception of authority in order to achieve her writing goals. She
states that emails are a “learn on the job type thing.” She works in
the office of her organization’s highest ranking ofhcial, and often
has to communicate with the heads of various museums and cultural
institutions across the country, most of whom she notes that she’s
never met in person. She states that when an email request goes
unanswered, she has to choose how to proceed. In some cases, she
will “loop her boss into it,” although this is rare and “uncomfortable.”
She works to get a “read” of the person she’s communicating with,
and very often learns “from back-and-forth email interactions with
them [they] don’t respond well to that, and they see that as some
. . . challenge to their title or something.” The program specialist
then takes the opposite approach:

And so, then I have to kind of play sort of dumb and
pretend like, [pleading voice] “I know this is a real
bother, but can you please, please do this and it’s like a
hassle, but like we just need it done and like once it’s
done, I'll close it out and it will be over with and you
won’t have to deal with it anymore.” And that’s sort of
a strange way to interact with people. But that’s kind
of how the job works.

This professional must negotiate a complex system of authority
capital—writing on behalf of an authority (the head ofhice) to those
who are protective of their titles and the capital that comes with
them. She finds herself trying to avoid the discomfort of “tattling” on
her unresponsive audience by looping in the head of her organization
in follow-up emails, by sacrificing her own authority even further
and “dumbing-down” her voice, playing to the ego of the audience.
Despite her own expertise and the authority-by-proxy from which
she writes, she chooses to supplicate herself and her position to
achieve her purpose efhciently, because “that’s kind of how the
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job works.” While it might be more expedient to immediately go
to the head of the organization, she is aware of the importance of
maintaining relationships through positive interactions with her
audiences, despite the seemingly incongruent goals she has (to get
a response) and those of her audience (to avoid response unless
pressed).

Interestingly, we see the marketing director and program
specialist negotiating challenging audiences in opposite ways—
one by reverting to his authentic voice, which is less “scholarly”
or academic, and the other by abandoning her authentic voice to
appease colleagues—yet they ultimately achieve similar ends. Eliz-
abeth Wardle notes, “Some new written practices may be opposed
to newcomers’ values and ethics; [and] may ask them to give up
some measure of authority to which they believe they are entitled”
(2004). The marketing director attempts to elevate his language as
a means of establishing his authority. However, as he is not a part
of the discourse community of his audience (broadly, academia), he
comes off as “phony” and inauthentic, thus damaging his authority
with that group. The way in which he ultimately finds success in
his writing is by writing more organically/naturally and finding
authority through authenticity.

On the other hand, the program specialist is writing to an audi-
ence that bristles if and when she asserts her authority, and she finds
that they typically “don’t respond well” when she urges action. In
converse of the marketing director, who first elevates and then
reconciles his language within his authentic identity, the program
specialist intentionally becomes inauthentic; she voluntarily relin-
quishes her authority by diminishing her language, performatively
pleading in order to mollify her audience and bolster their sense
of authority in the transaction. It’s important to note that although
we do not know the genders of the audiences about whom the
program specialist speaks, we must consider how much gender
dynamics and expectations come into play as well, as we see this
female employee relinquishing her authority to placate her audi-
ence. This is a potentially rich area of future study across industries.
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While these two workplace writers apply opposing means, both
achieve the same goal. They each must “read” their audience and flex
accordingly. The marketing director recognizes that the academics
will see through his attempts at miming their writing style, while
the program specialist can tell when her audience will be resistant
to prodding. Both must adapt their approaches (one by becoming
more authentic, the other less) to get what they need from their
audiences. We can see that both interviewees are writing in difhcult
situations—confined within complex systems and limitations on
their writing and composing to audiences that each want something
that is difhicult or impossible to provide. In order to be successful in
their communications, each must negotiate a balance between the
ideal and the realistic, for the sake of efhcacy.

Elizabeth Wardle, in her article “Identity, Authority, and Learn-
ing to Write in New Workplaces,” examines the case of Alan, a
computer specialist assigned to work with a group of academics in
a humanities department (Wardle 2004). Alan struggled to adapt
his writing persona when faced with a new expert audience and
ultimately failed to become a member of the community. Alan fails
because of an incongruity between his perceived and his actual
authority. He sees himself as an ultimate authority and either refuses
or is unable to bend in his asserting of that authority to his audi-
ence. When contrasted with Alan, we can see how these workplace
writers, the marketing director and the program specialist, succeed
where he failed. Workplace writers have to negotiate their own
values, at times, in order to successfully participate in new commu-
nities, sometimes taking on roles or personas that are not congruent
to their identities (Russell 1997; Lave and Wenger 1991; Wardle
2004). In Alan’s case, authority is held by his audience (an academic
department), but he believes it is his. However, our marketing direc-
tor is fully aware that his audience, academic decision makers, hold
the power, and so he, after initially faltering, is able to adjust his
approach and adapt to them, approaching them more authentically
and succeeding in his interactions.
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The program specialist has the choice of either asserting her
authority (by prodding or by bringing in the head of the organi-
zation to handle things) or by ceding authority (either genuinely
or for show). While she could be “successful,” in the sense that the
tasks she needs done would get done, by looping her boss into
every communication, she recognizes that this strong-arm tactic
could damage relationships she needs to maintain. Additionally,
this tactic might also backfire in that by asserting “authority” by
proxy (via her boss), she might actually appear less competent and
authoritative in the eyes of her employer—that she is unable to “get
the job done” on her own. She chooses to downplay her authority
to her audience and is successful in getting responses from them by
appearing capable to her employer.

We aren’t arguing, of course, that individuals should have to
capitulate in this way, or that the kind of pleading our program
specialist, for instance, performs is right or even the most effective
method to getting work done. But as we can see in both of these
interviews, some workplace writers strongly feel the need to take on
dramatically different tones or identities in order to get work done.

Implications for Teachers

The concept of the “chameleon writer,” discussed above, as well as
email as a “chameleon genre” that Droz and Jacobs (2019) propose,
are valuable ones as we consider workplace writing preparation in
the classroom. Droz and Jacobs further argue that writing instructors
aren’t teaching email writing—or perhaps any writing—in this way
(2019). We see it as crucial that writing instructors and instructors in
various disciplines who teach and require writing look beyond the
classroom and devote deliberate attention to framing such complex
rhetorical “shifting” not as a move that may occur in future work
spaces, but one that students will no doubt encounter and be forced
to confront. Even more so, we encourage those Wwriting instructors
who are lucky enough to oversee and mentor students through
workplace internships to take advantage of the authentic and
no-doubt complex rhetorical contexts these writers find themselves
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in, however temporarily, and discuss negotiating authority via email
to achieve goals.

Finally, we are happy to point teachers and administrators to
the Archive of Workplace Writing Experiences (www.workplace-
writing.org). It is in this archive that our workplace writer inter-
views are available in audio and written transcript form for class-
room use, so they can play interviews in class and have discussions
with students about negotiating power. Further, in the “Resources”
section of the archive, faculty and administrators will find trans-
fer-focused, authentic, and adaptable lesson plans, assignments, and
activities rooted in these interviews which meet these needs.

Implications for Administrators
This research, at its core, offers a glimpse into the gap between the
writing, disciplinary and otherwise, that we teach in the university
and the writing that these workplace professionals are being asked
to do on the job. Every workplace—and every worker—must be
responsive. Lauer and Brumberger write that “the workplace is,
more than ever, an environment that requires the kind of rhetorical
and critical communication skills that our students learn in our
writing classrooms” (Lauer and Brumberger 2019, 660). It’s clear
that critical thinking and rhetorical flexibility are central to both
environments, and many scholars and teachers, of course, argue
for “critical thinking” models in the classroom (Bloch and Spataro
2014; Page and Mukherjee 2007; Paulson 2011). But we would
ask program administrators to consider more deeply the nuance of
negotiation between audiences, arguments, priorities, and goals that
these writers—and many of the other writers in our study—must
perform multiple times each day.

Bergmann and Zepernick write, “Longitudinal studies . . . make
a strong case that the orderly progression implied by a FYC-to-writ-
ing-in-the-disciplines model is little more than an optimistic fiction”
(Bergmann and Zepernick 2007, 125-26). While we likely wouldn’t
go that far, we do think that as we continue to learn more about the
transfer-related struggles of our graduates in the workplace, we need
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to continue to reconceive of such programs to better meet students’
needs. We place this task on administrators as a foundational respon-
sibility: View preparation for university-to-workplace writing as
a mandate, and do so, first, by working to better understand, as a
field, the incredibly complex nature of even seemingly mundane
and “easy” workplace tasks, such as email correspondence. We call
on writing program administrators to consider the ways in which
such learning and development might be more explicitly built into
curricula.
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