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Abstract: This essay describes a project that introduces undergraduate
students in a technical and professional writing course to rhetorical genre
studies, context, and ethics. In this project, students (1) study examples of
meeting minutes and consider their functions within specific contexts, (2)
take meeting minutes of a class session, and (3) analyze their minutes to
abstract larger lessons on the rhetorical, epistemological, and ethical work of
technical and professional writing. This project brings students’ attention to
the complex decision-making processes writers face as they seek to produce
useful, ethical, recognizable professional documents.

Introduction

Meeting minutes are one of the most common types of professional writing. Governments,
academic committees, private organizations, businesses, and even student clubs document
the topics of a meeting, including decisions that were made, in minutes. Additionally,
minute takers often record assigned tasks and their due dates as a way to hold others
accountable for their work (Heathfield, 2017; Wolfe, 2006). Despite the common prac-
tice and benefits of taking minutes, technical and professional writing textbooks give
inadequate attention to meeting minutes (Ingham, 2008; Wolfe, 2006). Indeed, in my
own technical and professional writing courses, I have found the majority of students
have never heard of meeting minutes, and few have experience taking minutes. When
meeting minutes are mentioned in textbooks, they are, like many forms of professional
and technical writing, treated as neutral documents that capture an objective reality
and represent that reality in writing. Such representations of professional and technical
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writing—writing as true, neutral, and objective—deflect attention away from writers’
decision-making processes and the ethical implications of their decisions (Dombrowski,
2000; Ornatowski, 1992). In this article, I describe an assignment that invites students to
practice taking meeting minutes by recording a specific class session and then to analyze
the effectiveness and effects of the minutes.

This project was assigned to students in a professional and technical writing course,
which is the second of a vertical two-course general education writing program. Because
this course fulfills a general education writing requirement, students from any discipline
can enroll as long as they have passed the first-year writing course or its equivalent.
Consequently, any given section of this course can have students in professional and
technical fields as well as those from the arts and humanities. Additionally, students may
or may not have taken courses in their majors upon enrolling in this course.

To accommodate such a variety of students, I structure this course as an introduction to
professional and technical writing for academic, professional, and civic purposes. The
course is divided into six units with each unit focusing on a specific topic and deliverable.
In the first half of each unit, students study a specific topic (e.g., accessibility and
(dis)abilities) by reading and discussing texts that address the unit’s topic. In the second
half of the unit, students apply these lessons by composing professional and technical
texts (e.g., a usability report).

For the meeting minutes assignment, the larger lessons center on rhetorical genre studies,
context, and ethics of representation, which I discuss further in the following sections,
and the deliverables are the minutes themselves and a memo wherein students analyze
their minutes. However, this assignment departs from the course structure in that it is
not located in a specific unit but spans the entire semester. During the second week of the
semester, students sign up for a day to serve as class “secretary,” and on their designated
day, students take minutes of the class session and upload their minutes to our learning
management system, Canvas. To complete this project, in a professional memo written to
me, students analyze their minutes in light of the larger lessons (rhetorical genre studies,
context, and ethics of representation) that frame the assignment. Therefore, I receive
students’ minutes and memos on a rolling basis throughout the semester.

Rhetorical Genre Studies and Context

One objective of this assignment is for students to learn about and practice negotiating
the complex relationships between genre and context. This negotiation requires students
to see genre as more than a system of classification but as a discourse that acts within
(and calls into being) rhetorical situations, a perspective that Miller (1984) offers in her
landmark essay “Genre as Social Action.” In other words, genre is a social discourse
that mediates knowledge and action within particular communities, including those in
professional and technical spaces (Bawarshi & Reiff, 2010; Miller & Kelly, 2017; Moeller
& Christensen, 2009; Spinuzzi, Hart-Davidson, & Zachry, 2006). Recognizing that genres
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and context are inextricably linked, scholarship in technical and professional writing
pedagogy seeks to shift the purposes and scope of the writing class away from teaching
students how to write and towards studying how texts emerge and circulate in particular
contexts (Bawarshi & Reiff, 2010; Dias & Paré, 2000; Dias, Freedman, Medway, &
Paré, 1999; Freedman & Adam, 1996; Paré, 2002). This approach reflects the idea that
writing is based on community-specific situations. To be able to navigate various writing
situations, then, students must learn rhetorical flexibility: they learn how to identify
rhetorical situations and generic conventions and then make writing decisions accordingly.

To illustrate the relationships between genre and context, I invite students to examine
examples of meeting minutes from different contexts (Part I of the assignment). The
examples I provide are based on students’ professional and academic interests and have
included minutes from meetings held by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) and a local school board, both of which I found online. I have also used minutes
from a community sports clubs that I was once a member of and whose emails and
meeting minutes I still receive. As a class, we discuss our observations of each document,
including the style and format of the writing (e.g., formality, use of sentences or bullet
points) and the scope of information represented, and we consider what these features
suggest about the context of each document. For instance, students recognize that
the formality and extensive detail of the CDC’s minutes reflect the serious work the
organization performs and provide transparency to the public. Similarly, the minutes
taken by the community sports club includes jargon, which students attribute to audience:
they suspect that other club members are those who will use this document, which,
they claim, justifies the use of jargon. We also consider the scope of each document,
paying particular attention to the types of information included and excluded in different
meeting minutes. The community sports club minutes include the specific ideas that
were discussed and debated preceding a vote whereas the local school board’s minutes
document only the vote or decision that was made and not the process it took to get
there. Again, we turn to context to make sense of these generic discrepancies. Students
recognize that an organization such as a local sports club might have a high turnover of
leaders; therefore, the secretary is perhaps imagining a future user (i.e., future leadership)
who could return to the document to see the factors that led to the decision. As these
few examples suggest, through an in-class genre analysis, we articulate the connections
between genre and context, showing that genres are not static, prescriptive, formulaic
forms of writing but rather take the shape of their specific context.

Bearing in mind the relationship between genre and context, on their designated days as
secretary, students negotiate the meeting minutes genre and their context in order to
determine what to document and how to document it in their minutes. That is, I don’t
give students a set format for minutes; instead, each student decides for themself how to
capture the class session in a way that is most effective for users (fellow classmates) of the
document. In professional and technical communications, effective writing means useful
writing, or writing that is actionable for their intended users (Wolfe, 2010). Of course,
what counts as useful depends on context. In her rhetorical genre analysis of meeting
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minutes, Wolfe (2006) evaluates the usefulness (or lack thereof) of minutes in various
contexts. As she describes, transcript style minutes capture the meeting verbatim but
lack a clear purpose; action-oriented minutes emphasize tasks and action items and are
“the norm for project teams in most workplace settings” (p. 355); and parliamentary style
minutes prioritize individual actions and votes and are most common in governmental
and academic settings. In a follow-up rationale memo to his minutes (Part III of the
assignment), one student accounts for his decision to summarize a class discussion in lieu
of transcribing it. He writes:

As I was creating these minutes, the audience and function I had in mind
were absentees who needed to know what they missed and people who were
present that wanted a refresher on what happened during class. I believe
that noting summaries of the discussions is enough to fill this purpose. Had
I included transcriptions of what everyone said during class, the purpose,
function, or audience of the minutes would not change, but its usability would
take a hit.

As this student recognizes, to compose useful minutes, writers make significant editorial
decisions in order to capture the messiness of spoken discourse in written form (Ingham,
2008). Indeed, this is what makes the meeting minutes assignment challenging: the
secretary negotiates their rhetorical context, imagines what will make the document most
useful, and makes decisions accordingly. Additionally, the writer works within generic
constraints to ensure the minutes are recognizable as minutes and perform the genre’s
functions. Because of the numerous decisions the secretary must make, a seemingly banal
form of writing such as meeting minutes, to be useful, requires significant rhetorical
awareness and negotiation of context and genre.

Ethics and/of Representation

As discussed above, the meeting minutes assignment offers students an opportunity to
practice negotiating context and genre in order to produce a useful deliverable. Still,
writing scholars have raised concerns that focusing on context or usefulness of writing risks
neglecting ethics (Ornatowski, 1992). In fact, the first principle listed in the Association
of Teachers of Technical Writing’s (n.d.) code of ethics for students is “To foster a sense
of ethical responsibility to themselves, stakeholders, and the public.” Hausman (2000)
has also called for technical and professional communication pedagogy to address the
ethical and cultural effects of students’ writing. She writes, “Students in technical writing
courses. . . need to see their own writing as participating in the cultural context in which
they live—not only in terms of influences on their writing, but the ways in which their
work contributes to or even just represents that cultural context” (p. 274). In what
follows, I discuss how the meeting minutes assignment bridges the gap between genre,
context, and ethics and makes space for students to analyze the ethical functions of
professional and technical writing vis-à-vis their meeting minutes.
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One key ethical function of professional and technical writing this project surfaces is
the role of power in shaping users’ and audiences’ knowledges. For the purposes of this
assignment, I invite students to consider power in two (related) ways: the authority that
is often granted to professional and technical writing and, consequently, the influence
that professional and technical writers have in constructing and circulating knowledge
(see also McEachern, 1998). Professional and technical writing are often portrayed as
neutral, objective forms of writing that dispense truth, and articulating professional and
technical writing in such a way deflects attention to the ways knowledge is contingent
upon the community in which it circulates (Miller, 1979). Therefore, during our in-class
genre analysis (Part I), I ask pointed questions that direct students’ attention to the
ways they may be more easily persuaded by professional and technical texts because of
the perception that these forms of writing are neutral, true, and objective. Through this
discussion, students come to see how these features enable professional and technical
writing to authorize what counts as knowledge. The goal of this discussion is not to
persuade students to reject knowledge that circulates in professional and technical writing
but to help them recognize the epistemological and ethical work that such texts, and the
writers of such texts, perform.

In light of the influence professional and technical genres have in shaping users’ and
audiences’ knowledge, writers have a responsibility to account for the ethical, cultural,
epistemological effects of their writing. In the critical reflection (Part III of the assign-
ment), therefore, students work through their decision-making processes and account for
the epistemological work of their writing, paying particular attention to the effects of
their writing on users’ knowledge. In her follow-up analysis of her minutes, one student
recognizes the power she wields as minute-taker: “[By deciding what to include and what
not to include] I was the one determining which topics we talked about in class actually
contributed to our learning objectives for the day. . . . This is important to consider be-
cause what I choose to include could change how the audience interprets the minutes and
what happened in class that day.” This student recognizes that because of the authority
granted to the meeting minutes genre, she, the writer of the minutes, determined her
readers’ understanding of the class session. By tracing the relationships between power
and knowledge, even within the constraints of one particular genre, students begin to
denaturalize professional and technical writing as true, objective, and neutral. Instead,
students see how professional and technical writing does things and how their writing
has effects in the world, even if this power is limited to shaping classmates’ perceptions
of what happened in class on a particular day.

Another way this project bridges the gap between rhetorical genre studies, context, and
ethics is by surfacing what Stephen Katz (1992) calls the ethics of expediency, or writing
that privileges its message over, or even at the expense of, ethical matters. In this
case, ethics of expediency calls attention to writing that focuses on generic conventions
at the expense of ethical, cultural effects that writing conveys. For instance, in the
example minutes we study in class (Part I), students recognize that some minutes identify
individual speakers while other minutes make no mention of individual contributors. We
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discuss the ethical effects of this decision: On one hand, omitting names allows readers
to consume meeting minutes more quickly and emphasizes ideas and action items. On
the other hand, adding names recognizes individual contributions and labor, echoing the
feminist practice of amplification (see Eilperin, 2016). Even the language used in this
assignment, especially the term “secretary,” invites critical discussions on the ethics of
expediency. By weighing these options, students recognize that such decisions have both
ethical and hermeneutical effects for the user.

Final Thoughts on the Assignment

What I like most about this assignment is that it allows—even requires—students to
“play” with their writing and experiment with new formats and styles. In their follow-up
memos, students often discuss the freedom they have in taking minutes as both a blessing
and a burden. On one hand, they enjoy being able to make their own decisions on what to
document and how to document it based on the specific class session. On the other hand,
they recognize that making these decisions adds to the complexity of writing. Of course,
writing is a series of making rhetorically informed decisions, and asking students to make
and justify these decisions—and analyze the effects of these decisions—is a necessary
part of getting them to see themselves as agented writers whose work does things in the
world. Still, like any writing assignment, students will benefit from explicit instruction on
how the meeting minutes assignment can transfer to other writing situations. Therefore,
I regularly remind students that what they are learning is not necessarily how to write
meeting minutes by following a prescriptive format but through negotiating context and
genre in order to compose effective, ethical documents. That way, when students come
across an instance when they need to take meeting minutes in the future, they have the
conceptual framework and rhetorical flexibility to appropriate generic conventions to
compose useful, ethical minutes.

This assignment has offered a few unexpected benefits for my own teaching. Because the
secretary makes meeting minutes available to the class within 24 hours of the recorded
session, students who missed class or who have questions can first turn to the minutes
for answers. This has made my email exchanges with students more productive since
students can point to a specific topic from the minutes and ask more pointed questions
(and has altogether eliminated the “What did I miss in class?” emails). A second benefit
is that I can use students’ minutes as another form of assessment by comparing my goals
and objectives of a particular session with what made it in the minutes. For instance,
after a particularly intense discussion or activity, I can look at the minutes to see how
the secretary captured (or not) its key purpose, lesson, or outcome, identify gaps or
inconsistencies, and plan accordingly for the following class. I share with students how I
use their minutes in my lesson planning in this way, which serves as another reminder for
them to attend to the usefulness and effects of their professional and technical writing.

The three components of this assignment—studying the meeting minutes genre, taking
minutes, and analyzing the minutes—offer students the opportunity to study, practice, and
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analyze a common form of professional and technical writing. Students gain experience
working within the flexibilities and rigidities of a particular genre to be taken up in
a specific context while also accounting for the ethical work of their writing. Because
introductory writing courses play a significant part in shaping how students write, writing
instructors have an opportunity to frame writing as an ethical practice. Relatedly, as
this activity demonstrates, discussions on genre can (or should) also include the ethical
and cultural effects genres enact. Disciplining students to approach writing as an ethical
performance, then, prepares students to approach other academic, professional, and civic
writing situations with the same ethical imperative.

Assignment–Class Secretary/Meeting Minutes Analysis

See the Supplementary Files for this article at thepromptjournal.com for a PDF facsimile
of the original formatting of this assignment.

Overview and Purpose

This assignment asks you to study, practice, and analyze a common form of professional
writing: meeting minutes. Meeting minutes are “the written or recorded documentation
that is used to inform attendees and non-attendees what was discussed and what happened
during a meeting” (Heathfield, 2017). While not particularly difficult, taking minutes
requires the minute-taker (secretary) to make decisions on how the meeting is represented
to audiences. In fact, because of the many potential audiences and purposes of meeting
minutes, David Ingham (2008) claims that meeting minutes “represent one of the most
complex rhetorical situations imaginable” (p. 229). As such, this activity invites us to
[1] study the conventions of the meeting minutes genre and determine how we can work
within a genre’s flexibilities and rigidities for our own purposes, [2] practice taking meeting
minutes, a common form of professional writing, and [3] analyze how the decisions we
make in our writing shape our readers’ perceptions and knowledge.

Part I: Study the Meeting Minutes Genre

As a class, we’ll study examples of meeting minutes in order to more fully grasp the
genre’s purposes, conventions, flexibilities, and rigidities. We’ll also discuss relationships
between these examples and the contexts in which they circulate, and then brainstorm
ways we might adapt the genre so it supports our particular context.
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Part II: Take Meeting Minutes

On your designated days as class secretary, you’ll take minutes of the class session. As
you take minutes, consider the multiple possible audiences of the minutes (e.g., present
classmates and absent classmates) and the multiple possible purposes of the minutes
(e.g., to document class discussions, record verbal assignment instructions, serve as a
reference point for classmates both present and absent). Keep these multiple audiences
and purposes in mind as you decide what to include in your minutes and how to include
it, as these decisions will be important to note in part III. Rather than providing you
with a specific structure for the minutes, you will determine the format of the document.
Refer to the examples we studied to help you decide what to write and how to write it.
Save your minutes as a PDF. The file name of the PDF should reflect the date of the
minutes (02.12.18.pdf, for example). Within 24 hours of the class meeting, please
upload your PDF to the Canvas discussion “Meeting Minutes.”

Part III: Analyze Your Minutes

Recall Ingham’s claim on meeting minutes’ complex rhetorical situations (see above).
Based on your experience taking minutes, how do you respond to Ingham’s statement?
To support your claim, review Ingham’s article and discuss how you decided what to
include (content) and how you included it (style, word choice, format, etc.).

Other questions to consider in your analysis:

• How do these minutes capture a particular narrative of the class session?

• How “True” or “true” are these minutes? That is, what do they not capture, and
how would including other points in the minutes change the narrative, function,
purpose, and/or audience of the minutes? Consider differences between truth and
accuracy.

• What claim(s) might you abstract from this experience about professional/technical
communication, genre, and/or meeting minutes?

• What else would you like to discuss about this experience?

Submit your analysis in a professional memo written to me. Also, for a thorough,
well-supported, and detailed response, I imagine you’ll need the equivalent of at least 1
full page single-spaced. Email me your memo and a copy of your minutes as a
single attachment within one week of the class session you recorded.
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