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Writing Across the Curriculum 
I work with faculty members to increase the ability of 
students to write well using these kinds of strategies: 

• Writing assignments in courses (formal, graded writing) 
• Writing to learn (informal writing) 
• Writing in the disciplines (special rules for writing in 
your academic area) 
• Writing intensive courses (curriculum designation) 

http://www.humanities.ualberta.ca/WAC/ 



The plan 

• Electronic communication types 
•  Tone in emails 
•  Subject lines 
•  Privacy: CC and BCC 



Electronic Communication 



Facebook 
•  Social networking 
•  Informal language 
•  Personal pictures 



Web pages, web logs 
•  Less formal than print outlets 
•  Allow for (demand?) new 

forms of writing 
•  Accept a wider range of 

vocabulary and topics 



IM Chat 
•   Punctuation rules relaxed 
•   Short exchanges 



Portable devices 
•  More immediate delivery and 

response 
•  Shorter subject lines 
•  Attachments harder to read if 

available 
•  Responses shorter because of 

keyboard 



.PDFs 
•  Can be opened by most 

computers  
•  Consistent display format 
•  Print well 
•  Can be posted and downloaded 

from websites 



.Doc files 
•  Allow others to collaborate or 

edit the source file 
•  Can be emailed and posted on 

web sites 
•  Depend on the recipient 

having a compatible version of 
Word 



Email 
•  Now used primarily for 

professional purposes 
•  Relatively quick 
•  Can be used for file sharing 

and distribution 
•  Images can be embedded 
•  Some email clients now thread 

messages 



Typical combinations 

+ 

+ 

+ 



Power 

How can we use these communication 
technologies appropriately? Powerfully? 

•  Tone 
•  Formality 
•  Privacy 



Tone 

Create tone through 
•  Sentence structure 
•  Phrasing 
• Word choice 



5 rules for tone 

1.  Avoid the imperative. 
2.  Use hedges. 
3.  Use modal auxiliary verbs (would, could) 
4.  Respond to greetings appropriately. 
5.  Build goodwill in message openings and 

closings. 



Tone: Formality 

Problem 
•  Straight-from-the-lip, stream-of-consciousness 

responses rarely observe formal tones 
Solution 
•  Proofread, pause, and ponder 
• Develop ideas in your messages to provide 

context and qualifiers for your statements 



Tone: exercises 

•  Individually, do Exercise 1 on the handout, 
Managing Tone in Written Communication 

•  In groups, share your answers 
•  Identify one answer to read aloud to the entire 

group 



Power and Privacy 

Electronic communications can be 
• Widely distributed 
• Quickly shared 
• Copied effortlessly 
•  Forwarded indiscriminately 
To ensure privacy, use paper, phone, or in-person 

communication. 



CC: and 

CC = carbon copy, the new technology of the 
1800s for sharing copies of documents 

Use cc: for  
•  people indirectly affected by the content of the 

message 
•  Signalling to the recipient that others are also 

being informed of the content of the message 



BCC: 

BCC = blind carbon copy 
Use BCC to  
•  Protect the identity of others you are sending the 

message to so that their email address is not 
spread widely 

• Avoid filling up the top of an email message with 
email addresses and pushing the message off the 
screen 



Subject lines 

• Use subject lines 
• When the subject changes, change the subject 

line 
• Readers sort by subject line 
• No subject line? Your email may be deleted 

unread. . . 



Tips for writing subject lines 

• Use no more than 50 characters 
•  Place important information at the start 
• Make your first word count 
• Make subject lines self-explanatory 
• Avoid words that trigger spam filters 



Use 50 characters 

• Most email subject lines display 60 characters 
• Beyond that number, the information is cut off 
• Blackberries and other handheld email devices 

show fewer than 50 characters 



Place important info at the start 

• Don’t place important details where they will be 
cut off in the subject line 

•  Let readers know right away what the main 
point of your message is 

•  In short messages, don’t put the whole message 
in the subject line; otherwise readers waste their 
time opening the message 



Make your first word count 

•  Your first word should be descriptive and 
informative 

• Avoid using articles or pronouns (an, the, your, 
my) as the first word 

• Begin with a word that carries information 



Make subject lines explanatory 

•  Subject lines appear out of context in a list 
• Make subject lines comprehensible on their own 
•  Include enough information that the subject line 

makes sense 



Avoid triggering spam filters 

• Certain words attract the attention of spam 
filters 

• Words such as free, guaranteed, and approved 
and formatting such as all caps or exclamation 
marks trigger spam filters 

• Avoid words that may sort your message to the 
spam file 

• Not everyone checks spam folders regularly for 
missing messages so yours could be lost 



Subject lines: Exercises 

•  Individually, write a subject line for each email 
message 

•  Share these amongst the group at your table 
• Nominate one answer for each to read aloud to 

the entire group 



Putting it all together: Exercise 3 

• Write Chris Maxwell’s email 
•  Share these with the group at your table 



5 email rules to live by 
1.  Email is as public as eating in the SUB food court at 

noon. 
2.  Humour travels as well as a 6 month-old colicky 

baby. 
3.  When a message reaches you that makes you angry 

or defensive, go on a Timmy’s run and appreciate 
the long line-up. 

4.  Use standard edited English (or French) when 
writing email in a professional or business setting—
save the IM talk for your kids. 

5.  Before you hit send, proofreed. 



Thank you and good luck! 

•  Look for our series of articles on this topic in  
Campus Computing@ an insert in Folio  


