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WRITING FOR THE PUBLIC is an upper-level composition course in which you will explore the theories 
and practices relevant to writing that serves the public interest. We will grapple with the definition of 
public—and, as we move from writing on the page to writing for the eye and ear, we will likely grapple 
with the definition of writing, too. But one way to begin thinking about what writing that serves the public 
interest entails is as writing that is done in order to effect some sort of change in the world.  
 
In this section of WFP, we will focus on issues related to class and labor at the university. Among other 
things, we’ll read about and discuss current, troubling trends in university education in the United 
States, and we’ll consider the ways that universities entitle some students to certain kinds of 
experiences while excluding others. At the heart of this course will be your sustained research focus on 
a particular angle of this issue; for the duration of the term, you will investigate and write about your 
focus in several genres—professional, creative, digital—and you will produce projects that bring 
together visual, verbal, and aural components across digital and non-digital platforms. The major 
projects in this course will require you to experiment with different methods of research, and we will 
keep an eye on the research process itself as something accumulative, inchoate, challenging, exciting, 
and creative. 
 
WFP is a writing course—one meant to help you work on the mechanics of your writing and become a 
better reviser of your own work. A major portion of our class time will be devoted to workshops and 
peer feedback. As long as you stay on top of drafting deadlines, you will always have the opportunity to 
revise your work before you receive a final grade. I encourage you to experiment with genre, language, 
tone, design, and anything else you can think of, even if these experiments result in grand and gawky 
failures.  
 

____________________________________ 
 

 
1    Course Introduction 
 
 
1 . 1    Program Goals for WFP  Writing for the Public is a core writing-intensive course in Pitt’s 
Public and Professional Writing (PPW) Certificate Program. The course enables students to do the 
following:  
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Learn how persuasive writing functions in both nonprofit and government contexts. Students 
will learn about standards for writing and the range of genres that constitute writing in the 
public interest, and they will learn how to identify and research public issues.  
 
Learn how to engage with the contexts and goals of writing in the public interest, including 
ways of satisfying the needs of their readers and what is at stake in writing a document that is 
published by an agency or nonprofit.  
 
Compose sustained arguments supported by research (including interviewing) to persuade a 
particular audience to take a particular action. Students will choose a social issue or problem 
to research and write about and will narrow their focus to create a project that can be 
completed during the course.  
 
Address the rhetorical and technical challenges of using images, captions, tables, charts, and 
other design elements to advance an argument and persuade an audience.  
 
Craft language with attention to both style and precision. The course will allow students to 
better edit their own writing and to provide useful feedback on their colleagues’ writing.  

 
Students who earn a C or above in Writing for the Public have substantially progressed toward 
fulfilling the goals listed above. 
 
 
1 .2   Readings & Required Course Materials  
 
Good news!: you don’t have to buy any books for this course. Instead, all of our readings will be made 
available by link on our class blog (see the page “Readings & Resources”), with the exception of a few 
pieces, which will be uploaded as PDFs to our CourseWeb page. We will read widely about issues of 
class and labor at the university—issues related to teaching, tuition, class, politics, etc.—in a variety of 
different genres, from academic essay to more popular pieces meant for mass audiences. We’ll also 
explore the worlds of audio essays and infographics, turning to things published around the web as 
models for our own work. 
 
I expect you to read deeply and inquisitively. Whether you choose to use your free printing quota or 
read on your tablet or laptop, I also expect you to come to class with the day’s readings and reading 
notes. Whatever way you craft your reading notes, they should evidence your engagement with the text, 
help you prepare for class discussion, and serve as a resource for future returns.  
 
You will also need access to a laptop for this course, as we will be spending some of our class time 
working on digital projects. If you don’t have your own laptop, CIDDE (located in the basement of 
Alumni Hall) loans laptops to students free of charge. You should arrange a loan by the end of the first 
week of class. 
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1 .3   Coursework & Projects  Your term-long focus on an issue related to our larger engagement 
with the terms and conditions of university labor will shape all of the work that you do in this course. 
You will research and write on this focus through the lens of several different kinds of genres—some 
technical/professional, some creative, some digital—and through this process, you will acquire skills in 
scholarly research, citation, visual design, digital composing, and revision.   

I have made the somewhat arbitrary distinction between coursework and projects. You can think of 
coursework as laying a foundation for your projects and for the course as a whole. Your projects, on the 
other hand, will each explore significantly different perspectives, questions, avenues, and voices within 
your focus.  

 

 1 .3A  Coursework 
  
Blog writing | Posts (500–700 words) and comments (200 words). On the first day of class you will be 
assigned to Group A or Group B, and on alternating weeks, you will write either a blog post or 
comments in response to two of your classmates’ posts. These posts and comments have a couple 
purposes: to prepare us for the conversations we will have in class about our readings and research 
focuses; and to extend our class conversation in ways that have the potential to be very different from 
face-to-face conversation. Counting for a major portion of your final grade, your blog posts and 
comments should be thoughtful, substantial, and provocative, but they can also be conversational and 
more candid than the professional writing you’ll be turning in for projects. After accepting my 
invitation to contribute to our blog, I strongly encourage you to coin a pseudonym for yourself to 
write under. 
 
Twitter notebook  | min. 25 tweets by June 22nd. After our first class, each of you will launch a 
Twitter account devoted to tweeting on and following your research focus around the web (if you’re 
already a Twitter user, you will still launch an account specifically for this class). You’ll follow me, I’ll 
follow you, you’ll follow each other, and you’ll find other people and organizations working on your 
issue to follow, too. I expect you to tweet 3–5 times per week and to make full use of Twitter’s 
affordances (links, photos, hashtags, handles, retweets, etc.). Your Twitter notebook will be much more 
useful, and a lot more fun, if you develop a habit of tweeting about your work as questions arise, as 
relevant findings surface on the web, and as other Twitter users say things worth retweeting.  
 
 
 1 .3B  Projects   
 
Each of these projects is meant to be an experiment with a different kind of “public” writing (or public 
“writing”). If you find that an assignment could be tweaked to better accommodate some aspect of your 
issue, I encourage you to come and talk with me: with advance notice, I am always happy to help make 
it more possible for you to do work that you find exciting and urgent. I believe that risk-taking and bold 
experimentation—even if it leads to bold failure—deserves as much merit as technical proficiency.  
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You can find detailed guidelines for each of these projects on our blog. You should consult and make 
sure you understand the project guidelines before beginning work. 
 
Issue memo  | 500–750 words due Wednesday, May 20th. Written in the genre of the professional 
memo, your first project will serve as a concise outline and pitch for your term-long research focus on 
an issue related to university labor. 
 
White paper  | 1,500–2,000 words due Monday, June 1st. A piece of writing typically found in the 
nonprofit and governmental sector, the white paper is a concise synthesis of scholarly/scientific 
research on an issue, prepared for a specific audience: usually a person or entity who already has 
background knowledge on the issue and is in a position to implement some sort of change according to 
the white paper’s findings. 
 
Infographic  | Two versions due Wednesday, June 10th. An infographic illuminates some aspect of an 
issue through an emphasis on visual design and graphic presentation, rather than text. Geared toward 
general audiences and found in popular print and digital publications, infographics use visual mediums 
to grab attention and impart information that, in a text-based medium, might not resonate with a reader 
to the same degree. 
 
Audio essay  | 5–7 minutes due Monday, June 22nd. Audio essays, whether delivered via the radio or 
via podcasts to mobile devices, have become an increasingly popular medium for delivering writing on 
public issues to multitaskers, commuters, and people generally on the go (i.e. everyone). We will 
explore the different audio essay and podcast aesthetics of This American Life, RadioLab, Love + Radio, 
State of the Re:Union, and others, while learning how to edit and compose for the ear. 
 
 
1 .4   Participation  Participation is a major portion of your grade in this course. Participating—that 
is, sharing your knowledge and insights in whatever form is appropriate—is, in short, the most 
important thing you can do in this class to work towards an A. More importantly, participating is the 
most important thing every one of you can do to ensure that this class is pleasurable, challenging, and 
insightful for all of us. In the context of this course, participation includes coming to class and 
conferences prepared and on time; taking part in class discussions, workshops, and other activities with 
generosity and enthusiasm; asking questions in class and at office hours; doing the required reading 
and writing for each class—and doing it well; making insightful contributions to Twitter and our blog; 
being present; and, with good humor, learning new skills and rising to the various challenges that the 
projects in this course pose. 
 
 
1 .5   Workshops   In addition to the theory and practice of writing that serves the public interest, 
much of our focus in this course will be on the craft of writing itself, including visual design and audio 
composing. On a regular basis, our classes will take the form of workshops focused on the generative 
criticism of groups of student writing. Every student’s work will come up for critique, and before our 
first workshop, we’ll discuss our hopes, expectations, and concerns regarding these workshops. Though 
students often feel vulnerable and a little anxious when it comes to workshops, the conversations that 
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happen during them are almost always amiable and productive. You’ll find that our class community is 
rooted in the workshop experience and in the care that we give to each other’s work. 
 
 
1 .6   Blog    You should think of our class blog as our digital gathering space; bookmark it, and check 
in daily. You will alternate weeks between writing a detailed blog post (approx. 700 words) on an issue 
related to our readings and/or discussions or responding (approx. 200 words) to two of your classmates’ 
posts. These posts and comments will serve to extend and deepen our face-to-face class discussion. As 
such, your blog writing should be conversational and candid; it should also be inventive, critically 
thorough, and well crafted. 
 
 
1 .7 Final Grade Breakdown  
 
Participation | 50 points 

Digital presence | 20 points 
(Twitter notebooks, blog posts, & comments)  

In-class & digital presence | 30 points 
(Quality of engagement in discussions & 
workshops, quality of peer feedback, 
punctuality, attention to detail, attitude, effort 
taken to complete projects, & other class 
contributions)  

 
Major Projects | 50 points 

Memo | 10 points 
White paper | 15 points 
Infographic | 10 points 
Audio essay | 15 points 

 

Total available points: 100 
 
Final grades will be assigned based on the 
following scale: 
 
A = 92–100 points  
A- = 90–92 points  
B+ = 88–89 points  
B = 83–87 points  
B- = 80–82 points  
C+ = 78–79 points  
C = 73–77 points  
C- = 70–72 points  
D = 60–69 points  
F = below 60 points 

 
Writing for the Public is a designated writing-intensive (W) course, and all coursework and projects 
are meant to meet the requirements of this designation. As such, you must complete all coursework 
and projects in order to be eligible for a C or above in this course.  
 
 

2   Policies ,  Procedures ,  & Additional Information 
 
 
2 .1    Late & Missing Work  I do not accept late work: projects and blog posts are due either at 
the beginning of class (don’t be late) or by the specified deadline. You are responsible for making sure 
that your assignments appear where they need to—on the course blog, in my inbox, in my hand—by 
the given deadline. I will assume that missing work is not-done work. If you miss more than one 
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deadline for any of the work for this class, you can expect to fail the course. Please note that, given the 
intense pace of this course, I will not grant extensions. 
 
2 .2   Office Hours ,  Email ,  & Twitter  In order to accommodate the schedules of your 
internships and summer jobs, I have decided to offer cyber office hours by appointment only.  To 
attend office hours, you will need to download Skype and create a Skype handle (see mine on the 
syllabus header). Please email me 48 hours in advance of your ideal meeting time so that we have 
plenty of time to schedule an appointment that works for both of us. 
 
My office hours are your time to catch up on a missed class, get technical and intellectual help with 
projects, and generally chat about your progress (woes, triumphs, etc.) in the course. In my experience, 
there is a strong correlation between students who do well in Writing for the Public and students who 
attend office hours. Sometimes, after grading student projects, I will write a note suggesting that a 
student come talk to me about said project; if you get a note like this you should really, really make an 
appointment with me—and the sooner, the better. 
 
While I prefer to discuss in-depth questions about projects and technical troubleshooting in person, I 
am available by email for quick questions. Generally, I check and respond to emails between 9am and 
5pm Monday through Friday, and I try not respond to emails on weekends. You should give me 24 
hours to respond during the week. If you have urgent, last minute questions about an assignment, your 
best bet is to email one of your classmates first (class emails are available on our CourseWeb page). 
Twitter is also a great way to get in touch with me or with your classmates when you have general, non-
confidential questions about assignments, readings, etc. 
 
 
2 .3   Cell  Phones ,  Lap Tops,  & Related Devices  Often, we will use the internet in class 
and/or we’ll do workshop activities that you may want to have your computer for; I will let you know in 
advance if this might be the case. However, I expect that your phone will be silenced and stowed in 
your bag for every class. If for some reason you absolutely need to have your phone out in class, it’s 
your job to let me know in advance why I shouldn’t penalize you. Similarly, I expect to see laptops out 
only if we are doing an activity that necessitates them (this includes discussing readings, should your 
copy be electronic). Generally, though, I expect your full and undivided attention, with as few devices 
as necessary in the space between you, your classmates, and me.  
 
 
2 .4   Attendance & Punctuality  Attendance is mandatory. You are permitted one absence in 
the course of our 6-week term; a second absence will demote your final grade by one letter grade; a 
third absence will be grounds for failure. While I appreciate knowing if there’s something going on in 
your life that has kept you from class, I do not excuse absences; thus, I will not discuss with you the 
reasons for a given absence and whether or not it should “count,” and you, in turn, are not required to 
tell me why you were absent. If you do miss a class, you are responsible for contacting me or another 
student to find out what you have missed in order to be fully prepared for the next class. 
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Class begins on the hour. I will not waste minutes waiting for late students (late = arriving at 6:01pm or 
later), and in those first minutes, I usually deliver announcements that you won’t want to miss. Here is 
my punctuality policy: Every three instances of lateness will count for one absence. This is also non-
negotiable. Students who anticipate difficulty with this attendance policy should speak with me after 
the first class. 
 
 
2 .5   Academic Integrity  Be sure to give credit where credit’s due and cite your sources, whether 
quoted or paraphrased, in both analog and digital texts. Citations are not ancillary parts of your projects, 
but crucial to your projects’ integrity. We’ll talk about how to work responsibly with sources 
throughout the semester, and you can find additional help at the Writing Center.  The Purdue Online 
Writing Lab is a wonderful online resource for learning how to cite different kinds of research. If you 
are unsure about how or whether to cite something, ask: better safe than sorry. All instances of plagiarism 
will result in an automatic F on the assignment and a report to the Dean.  
 
 
2 .6   The Writing Center  Located in Student Center 317-B, 4024 O’Hara St., the Writing Center 
is an excellent resource for working on your writing with an experienced consultant.  Although you 
should not expect consultants to correct your papers for you, they can assist you in learning to organize, 
edit, and revise your essays.  Consultants can work with you on a one-time basis, or they can work with 
you throughout the term. Their services are free, but you should call ahead (412-624-6556) or make an 
appointment online at http://www.writingcenter.pitt.edu/.  
 
 
2 .7   Disabil ity & Additional Services  Pitt offers a number of services to help students who 
are struggling either academically or personally.  If you have a disability for which you are or may be 
requesting an accommodation, you are encouraged to contact both me and the Office of Disability 
Resources and Services (DRS), 140 William Pitt Union, 412-648-7890, drsrecep@pitt.edu, 412-228-5347 
for P3 ASL users, as early as possible in the term. DRS will verify your disability and determine 
reasonable accommodations for this course. 


