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 Course Module Template
Module 3: Definitions
	MODULE LEARNING OUTCOMES AND ACTIVITIES
After completing this module, you should be able to:
1. Evaluate the effectiveness of various definitions
2. Describe best practices for composing effective definitions using technical language such as parallelism and distinguishing characteristics
3. Distinguish between types of definitions--partition, principles of operation, comparison & contrast, analogy, negation, etymology, and graphics
4. Recognize effective and ineffective document design strategies in sample technical documents

	Activities and Assignments
	Points
	Module Learning Outcome

	Module 3 Discussion

	20
	1, 2, 4

	Module 3 Assignment
	20
	3, 4

	Module 3 Quiz
	15
	1, 2, 3

	Total Points Possible
	55
	 




	
MODULE INTRODUCTION

[image: ]Welcome to Module 3! In this module, we will learn how to write definitions. Believe it or not, writing definitions is much harder than it seems! We will also begin to learn about document design because your next major project—the Quick Reference Card (QRC) project—requires that you pay attention to document design, and I want you to have that background before we get to Module 4, even though the QRC project is not due until the end of Module 4. 

Being able to write a good definition is important in a variety of settings. I like the example from your book on page 537 when it talks about a situation in which a prospective employer may offer to pay tuition-related expenses for the employees’ job-related education. The book points out that you would need to know how they define an employee. Is it anyone who works for the company, or is it someone who only works full-time? What is job-related education? What courses might be included? The person who wrote these definitions might actually have a role in whether or not a person takes this job! 

On the other end of the spectrum, you might find yourself needing to write policies or procedures in the future, and you would similarly want to make sure that your definitions are very clear, or else you might find yourself, for instance, committing to pay for things you did not think you were actually agreeing to, angering customers, or confusing coworkers.



	READINGS
Complete the following readings in your textbook before you work through this module. The module will reinforce the readings and require you to critically apply what you learn:
· Technical Communication pp. 537-546
· Technical Communication pp. 249-254 (stop at “Designing Print Documents”) and 256-271


	PAGE 1 CONTENT

Analyzing the writing situation

[image: ]Just like when we talked about analyzing the writing situation for instructions, you need to do the same thing when writing definitions. If you are defining a term for a general audience, for example, you may not want to use jargon. Be sure to carefully consider your audience, context, and purpose before writing your definitions.

Let’s say you’re defining “happiness” for a psychology professor (audience) on a test (context) to get a good grade (purpose). 

You might define happiness as “subjective well-being,” or “the experience of joy, contentment, or positive well-being, combined with a sense that one’s life is good, meaningful, and worthwhile,” as noted in Greater Good Magazine. 

However, if you wanted to define happiness for your significant other (audience) when he or she recently asked you if you are happy (context) to assure him or her that you’re happy with the relationship (purpose), you might instead define happiness as “a feeling of love and selflessness.” 
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Types of definitions

There are three main types of definitions: 

· parenthetical
· sentence
· extended

We will delve into some examples of each of these types in the module sections that follow.
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What is a definition?

Before we get into the three types, pause for a moment to reflect on what a definition really is. See the below slide, which comes from a student’s (Isaac Morton’s) presentation on definitions:
[image: ]
Source: https://pressbooks.bccampus.ca/technicalwriting/wp-content/uploads/sites/296/2018/05/Definitions-in-Technical-Writing-Sample-student-presentation.pdf

What do you think? Has he done a good job defining definitions? I think so.
You may also be wondering about when you might need to write definitions—after all, you’re probably not planning to write a dictionary. Look at the section of the Purdue OWL webpage titled “When to Use Definitions.” Then, brainstorm times in your future career when you might need to write a definition. For example, the site says you use definitions when your writing contains a term that may be key to audience understanding and that term could likely be unfamiliar to them. As a professor, let’s say I was making participation part of the course grade. I might have to define what I mean by participation on my syllabus. What’s your example? 
 
Now, on to the definition types…
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Parenthetical definitions

A parenthetical definition is just what it sounds like: it is typically a word or phrase in parentheses that is used to define a key term—usually, the term that immediately precedes the parentheses. Some writers may instead use a colon (a punctuation mark that consists of two dots on top of one another, used to precede an explanation or list), a comma, or dash—a punctuation mark that is twice the length of a hyphen and used to emphasize a clause—to set off the definition. See what I did there? I used two parenthetical definitions in one sentence.

One main tip for writing parenthetical definitions is this: Be sure to include a category and distinguishing characteristics, similar to the book’s formula for sentence definitions. In my definitions above, the category for both words is “a punctuation mark.” Therefore, we need distinguishing characteristics to differentiate between a colon (two dots, used to precede an explanation or list) and a dash (lengthier than a hyphen and used to emphasize a clause.)

We will cover these distinctions more on the next page.
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Sentence definitions

Sentence definitions are a bit more formal than parenthetical definitions; so, your book has established a formula for them:

Item = category + distinguishing characteristics 

A category is a classification that can be applied to multiple items. For instance, broccoli, carrots, green beans, and onions all belong in the category “vegetables.” However, how do we distinguish between the types of vegetables? We establish the distinguishing characteristics. 

Make sure, though, that the characteristics are specific enough. While calling broccoli a “green” vegetable is enough to differentiate it from a carrot, it’s not enough to differentiate it from green beans.

**Please find an image of vegetables for this page.
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Sentence definitions cont’d

Your book offers excellent tips for writing definitions on page 540, such as “don’t describe a specific item if you are defining a general class of items.” Carefully review these tips.

Once you have reviewed the blue box on page 540, check out the definitions below. Take some notes about if these are effective or how they might be improved:

1. A thermometer measures temperature.
2. The spark plugs are the things that ignite the air-gas mixture in a cylinder.
3. A circular definition is a definition that is circular.
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Sentence definition revisions

In this video (please embed video: https://cdnapisec.kaltura.com/index.php/extwidget/preview/partner_id/2037991/uiconf_id/37564131/entry_id/1_2s0kmfec/embed/dynamic), I walk you through some potential answers to the problems with the sentence definitions you viewed on the previous page. Your answers may vary a bit, but make sure you understand why the definitions needed to be revised.
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Extended definitions

I like to mix up my teaching strategies, which is hard in an online environment. So, just in case you needed a break from the Canvas modules, I prepared my slides for Extended Definitions in Google Slides. Extended definitions, essentially, are lengthy definitions (a paragraph versus a sentence, for instance). 

Please click here to learn more about extended definitions and view a few examples.
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Extended definition examples

About halfway through this video, the speaker explains the differences between some of the different types of extended definitions (negation, examples, etc.) (please embed video: 
https://youtu.be/YXiT3x_VdW0)

His examples will help support your understanding of the differences.

Also check out this really helpful checklist for questions you might ask yourself before deciding which types of extended definition are most useful for whatever document you are composing. This list will help when you work on the Module 4 QRC project.

*As you compose extended definitions, keep “parallel structure” in the back of your mind as well. For example, if you are partitioning, the title of each heading should be in the same structure (such as a noun phrase). 
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Document Design

You may remember from Module 1 that “professional appearance” is a measure of excellence. Document design essentially allows you to ensure your technical documents have a professional appearance. 

As I mentioned at the beginning of this module, your major project, Project 2—Quick Reference Card—requires that you engage with document design. As such, I had you read Chapter 11 for this module so that you will have document design in mind for our next unit when we get to process descriptions and learn more about Project 2. For now, we will review and expound upon what you read in Chapter 11.
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C.R.A.P. Principles

[image: ]The CRAP principles—Contrast, Repetition, Alignment, and Proximity—are the first principles I teach when I work with students on design. They are easy for anyone to understand. You don’t need to be an artist or graphic designer to employ these principles in your technical communication. Let’s examine each in more detail.






Image source: https://askpivot.com/blog/2015/05/28/good-design-is-c-r-a-p/
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Contrast

Read through this excellent web page from David McMurrey’s Technical Writing on contrast to help you understand the concept.

Use contrast to emphasize or draw attention to items and to assist readability. Contrast can be employed, for instance, through using a large font next to a small font; using a dark color font on a light-colored background; or using one square in a design that uses all circles. See how color contrast affects readability in the image below:

[image: ]
Image source: http://li129-107.members.linode.com/accessibility/design/accessible-print-design/effective-color-contrast/ 
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Repetition	

[image: ]Repetition allows you to create a balanced and pleasing look in a design. Here are a few examples of how a technical writer might employ repetition in a document:

· Each page of a brochure uses similar font sizes and colors for similar items (like headings)
· A website has the same color for its navigation bar on each page
· A flyer uses all circular designs in the background

(I like to think of repetition as consistency.)

In the image to the left, did you notice how repetition and contrast work together to draw your eyes to specific portions of the flyer?












Image source: http://printingcode.runemadsen.com/lecture-repetition/
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Alignment 

Every element on a page should have a clear visual connection with another element on the page (along an imagined line/axis). Below, you can see an example of bad alignment on a website.







[image: ]
Image source: https://www.freecodecamp.org/news/whats-the-difference-between-ux-and-ui-design-2ca8d107de14/



Also try to minimize the amount of alignment lines you have in a design (think of your design like a grid) to help with visual coherence. The design on the right has fewer alignment lines than the one on the left and therefore has a calmer visual appeal:

[image: ]
Image source: https://www.freecodecamp.org/news/whats-the-difference-between-ux-and-ui-design-2ca8d107de14/


	PAGE 15 CONTENT

Proximity

Proximity is a design principle that states items relating to one another should be grouped close together. This helps demonstrate relationships.

I again like McMurrey’s description of proximity. Read through his description of proximity and then ask yourself, which of the two designs below is better in terms of proximity?

[image: ]

Image source: https://www.webgranth.com/recall-the-principles-of-proximity-in-web-design-before-you-plan-for-website-design



	PAGE 16 CONTENT

Typography

Another important aspect to consider in technical communication is the typeface you select. Most typefaces are either serif (like the text I’m using here) or sans serif (like the text I’m using here). Serifs are the little shapes that come off the end of the letters. 

Like here 

On pp. 263-269, your book goes through a lot of details about typefaces, type size, etc. I encourage you to review those pages. The main things I recommend that technical writers consider are as follow:

· Fonts have connotations. (See the hilarious SNL clip below to understand what I mean.) Choose fonts that match the audience, context, and purpose of your document. Serif fonts like Times New Roman are great for giving off a professional vibe. You probably wouldn’t want to use a font like this unless you were writing a playful document.
· Font sizes matter. Not only is it important to select appropriate font sizes so that readers can see what you wrote, but it is also important to use size to establish hierarchies. For example, we might decide to make our headings 13-pt. font and have the body text be 12-pt. font.
· Consistency is key. Make sure that you avoid using too many different font types or sizes in a design. I typically never use more than three different font types in one design. Also make sure that your choices are consistent (that all headings have that 13-pt. font, let’s say.)
· Left-justified text is best. Using full justification creates “rivers” of white space (see your book page 269 for an example).


Please embed video: https://youtu.be/jVhlJNJopOQ
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[image: C:\Users\jsheffield\Dropbox\Screenshots\Screenshot 2019-07-31 11.46.08.png]Color

Colors also carry connotations. In fact, the chart to the right by Nick Kolenda shows examples of how certain colors make people feel certain emotions. This information is backed by psychology research.

As you compose your technical documents, carefully consider your color choices from both a color psychology perspective and a readability perspective.











Image source: https://www.nickkolenda.com/color-psychology/#color-meanings-table
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Textual approaches to page design

Whether you are composing a text-heavy document (like a lab report) or a more visual document like a brochure, you can always make the document more user-friendly and visually appealing by taking time to break up the text. Three concepts can help with this:

Chunking
-Helping people understand information by breaking it into small chunks, such as double-spacing between paragraphs when using single-spaced type. (p. 259 for example)

Queuing
-Creating visual distinctions to indicate levels of importance. Example: Bigger type or boldface type for more important elements or indenting lines to indicate those lines are less important. (see page 260 for an example)

Filtering
-Using visual patterns to distinguish information types. Example: The heat index table on page 260 uses color ranging from yellow to orange to represent levels of danger. 
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Practice

For Module 4, you will create a Quick Reference Card on a topic of your choice. Please check out this VidyoConnect Quick Reference Card and analyze it based on the design principles you have just learned. Jot down some notes about its strengths and weaknesses.

Then, check out this video I made, where I walk you through a few of my reactions to the card. (This video will be helpful for you in terms of completing this week’s assignments!)


	DISCUSSION 
Definition & Design Review

In this discussion you will make a total of three posts, one initial post and two reply posts. Please review the information below that details the requirements for this assignment. Be sure to number your response to each question so that your answer corresponds appropriately with the question being asked.
1. Write a sentence definition for two of the following words (your choice): romantic comedy, FOMO, Instagram, pig, university, Buzzfeed, country music, oxymoron, adverb, Game of Thrones, conduct (as a noun). Be sure to follow the formula discussed in the module and do not Google these words to try and copy an online definition (I’ll find it).
2. Compose a parenthetical definition for the italicized word in the following sentence: The injured girl’s family decided to use crowdfunding to finance her medical expenses. (Write out the whole sentence and use proper punctuation for the definition.)
3. Find a website that you think has an effectively designed homepage. Describe why you think the design is effective, using at least 4 terms from the reading and/or module about document design (one term should be from McMurrey’s website on either contrast or proximity). Be sure to include a link to the website in your response. (Length: approximately 1 paragraph)

Initial post lengths may vary a bit. Reply posts should be 100-150 words.  When you reply to your colleagues, give them feedback about the responses. For example, what is effective in their definitions? What could be improved? Etc. Always use a respectful tone.
Note: You must make an initial post before you can see what others have posted.


	

	ASSIGNMENT 1 

Extended Definitions
Write a 500(ish)-word extended definition of one of the following terms:
· Flextime
· Robotics
· An academic major (don’t focus on any particular major; instead, define what a major is)
· Arthritis
· Happiness
· Depression
· Connecticut
You *may* use Google or other resources to help spur ideas; however, please make sure the definition is in your own words. My tip is to look around the web a bit but then do not look at any of the definitions when you begin to write yours. I am using Turnitin, so too much similarity will cause a red flag.

Be sure to start your extended definition with a sentence definition. Then, use at least three of the approaches (examples, negation, partitioning…) to define the word/phrase. Make sure the definition flows well.

In one paragraph at the end (not included in the word count), indicate your audience and purpose (use your imagination) for the definition and state which types of extended definitions (partitioning, negation, etc.) you used. Be sure to explain why you believe your extended definition uses negation, examples, partitioning, etc., and justify why this was an appropriate approach. You do not have to use any graphics, but you can.

*Some of these words/phrases may require more than 500 words to define. If you find yourself going significantly over the word count, stop and just write me a quick note that you’ve stopped and describe what you might need to add if you had more space.

I recommend looking at page 546 as an example of an extended definition. 



	

	PAGE: MODULE TRANSITION
What’s Next: 

Now that you know how to write definitions and instructions—and you know a little bit about document design—you are ready for Module 4, Process Descriptions. At the end of Module 4, you will combine all of these skills to create a Quick Reference Card. On to the next module!
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