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In light of the number of participants and available funding, we created 
a structure in which the eight Professional Writing interns served as project 
managers for student groups in the other classes. In turn, we also hired two 
graduate assistants to supervise the interns and to serve as teaching assistants 
for the other two classes. This structure allowed the interns to motivate, lead, 
and manage the work of a student group, which more closely reproduced the 
conditions of many workplaces; it also allowed the graduate students to man-
age interns in a type of employment situation.

On one hand, this structure lessened the pressure on the partner organi-
zation to create work for more interns than they were capable of supervising. 
At the same time, faculty members were relieved of the burden of imagining 
numerous engagement projects. Instead, interns took the lead, and graduate 
student supervisors mediated their interactions with the partner organization. 
Meanwhile, hesitant and underprepared students did not work directly with 
clients. Community perception was more aligned with @SEA expectations, 
and perhaps most importantly, opportunities for expression of student inter-
est opened, which allowed for student leadership that had not been realized 
within the previous structure of community engagement.

Enacting @SEA
As mentioned earlier we arranged two different experiential contexts for stu-
dents in @SEA. A small number of students worked as project manager interns. 
The majority of students, though, attended one or both of the classes strictly as 
students, attending lectures and participating in online and face-to-face discus-
sions. One major difference for these classroom-only students is that they were 
asked to apply to and participate in projects led by their peers. Those students 
who understood that their assignments were different in the class or classes did 
well, recognizing and being led by the interns who created organizational ma-
terials. Interestingly, students who did poorly were those who tried to appeal 
to the teacher or otherwise responded to the @SEA classroom as a traditional 
class and who did not work well with their peers in positions of leadership and 
authority. As faculty, no matter how many times we called students’ attention to 
the requirements and expectations of their peer leaders, they inappropriately 
looked to either faculty or graduate instructors for “breaks” or workarounds. 
Those who asked for guidance and advice—and who followed through on this 
coaching—found themselves becoming more successful and more valuable 
members of their workgroups. In this way, the @SEA program succeeded in 
extending the internship experience to a wider group of students without over-
burdening the community organization. 
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Figure 1. Showing the traditional divide between classroom and internship, where the 
student/intern shifts understanding from school to worksite and back, effectively re-
quiring each student/intern to translate from classroom to workplace and back. Here, 
T stands for teacher, C for internship site coordinator. S is for student and I for intern. 
E is employee and V for volunteer. 

Figure 1 represents interns at the center to focus the discussion for the 
purpose of this essay. They are portrayed both as moving between the uni-
versity and off-campus community organization as well as moving informa-
tion across these institutional boundaries. Interns are a primary source of 
information about the workplace for students (S) who remain on campus. 
Classroom teachers (T) are, traditionally, at the top of the University hierar-
chy—at least in the classroom—although the internship coordinator (C) is, 
from the intern’s experience, the person they are most likely to report to at 
the work site, and the person who has some interaction with the classroom 
teacher. Community organizations consist of numerous individuals, which 
we have represented rather reductively as paid employees (E) and unpaid 
volunteers (V), while recognizing that there are varieties of complex and 
layered roles such individuals play. The traditional internship configuration 
shown here most closely resembles the “modern” internships described by 
Sides and Mrvica (2007). Students in this model often report feeling mar-
ginalized at the worksite, placed outside both formal and informal office 
structures, and at the bottom of two different hierarchies. The@SEA intern-
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ship was developed in part to enable students to see themselves differently, 
to give them some control and an opportunity to exercise leadership. 

The students who experienced @SEA most fully were the interns, and we 
will focus on that group for the remainder of this article. The @SEA interns were 
organizers of communication projects and had access to leadership opportuni-
ties available in only the very best internships. Readers who administer intern-
ship programs will recognize this rare distinction. Although unpaid, interns 
researched the organization’s need, proposed solutions, wrote text, built web 
resources, and presented their projects to the executive board, all while learn-
ing to manage and motivate teams consisting of five-to-eight undergraduate 
peers. One real advantage was that these interns came to understand the 
challenges inherent in taking an idea from germination to realization, or more 
familiarly, from invention through arrangement, style, memory, and delivery. 

Figure 2. Shows a more complex relationship among the stakeholders. Here, the em-
phasis is on the change precipitated by including graduate coordinators (G) and how 
it complicates the information flow between school and internship sites. Students/
interns who communicated well with the graduate coordinators demonstrated better 
understanding of the flows of power and information that impacted their internship 
and demonstrated more constructive working relationships with their peers, repre-
sented as students (S).
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Interns, again represented both by the S and I in Figure 2, still bridge the 
two communities: university/classroom and community organization/worksite. 
Including the graduate student instructors, labeled G in this representation, 
emphasizes the constructed nature of the relationship and the reliance on 
interns for success. The graduate instructors acted as a communication con-
duit between classroom and worksite, effectively supporting the individual 
projects and keeping both classroom instructors (T) and worksite coordinators 
(C) informed. The interns, however, became acutely aware that they possessed 
knowledge that no one else possessed and that the success or failure of each 
project depended on each intern’s efforts and the work of their peer groups. 

Students had to be self-starters and effective organizers not only of their 
own but also other peoples’ time. All the groups had challenges motivating 
students to complete the work not according to regular classroom standards, 
but to the standards set by the interns. These challenges revealed one suc-
cessful realization of program goals in moving from pseudotransactionality to 
transactionality as well as a wakeup call to students accustomed to working 
“good enough.” Interns managed time, resources, and set and followed through 
on budgets. Part of the grant money was used to fund small budgets, purchas-
ing technology and software not available elsewhere on campus, texts, travel, 
museum trips and entry fees, and other resources students would not be able 
to access without modest grant support. 

In addition to being self-starters, students had to learn to work across class-
es and across different levels of student engagement. Those students enrolled 
in only one of the three courses were informed that many students would be 
taking other classes in conjunction. Therefore, classroom discussion included 
reference to texts and technologies explored in the other two classes. Students 
took these matters in stride and often students enrolled in the other classes 
took the lead in informing their classmates of developments in other settings. 
These cross-classroom discussions seemed to strengthen student interest and 
commitment to the @SEA concept and allowed students to articulate their 
expertise, making them better able to play the role of expert. 

Accustomed to thinking of themselves as students, the internship also 
provided an opportunity for students to gain a new self-perception: as emerging 
professionals and as potential leaders. Internships with leadership responsibility 
are rare in opportunity-rich areas, and almost nonexistent in our smaller commu-
nity, and so the @SEA internship was designed to offer leadership opportunities. 
Interns able to shift their self-image, imagine new configurations of authority, 
and build new communication networks reported satisfying and challenging ser-
vice learning experiences. These student leaders also began to notice differences 
among the level of commitment and engagement their peers demonstrated.
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Figure 3. Ultimately, interns who worked effectively with the more complex structure 
demonstrated an emerging awareness of the flow and function of authority at their 
service-learning site and were more effective managers of the team of students they 
lead. These interns demonstrated effective management techniques and built collab-
orative teams rather than asserting command and control type management. 

The differing levels of engagement among undergraduate students 
became a regular topic of conversation among the interns and the graduate 
teaching assistants. This conversation became a site for the professionalization 
of undergraduate interns, which was an explicit goal of @SEA. However, it also 
became an important arena for the professionalization and pedagogical devel-
opment for the graduate students, who came to understand their role in more 
complex and rhetorically sophisticated ways. 

Ultimately, the interns gained experience and confidence in leading and 
motivating small work groups, came to understand expectations, designed and 
completed the kind of textual objects their major studies had been preparing 
them to complete, and presented their work publicly before decision-makers. 
Our community partner received innovative communication materials as well 
as access to a key demographic group they wanted to attract. More important-
ly, students had an experience that closely mirrored the kind of postindustrial 
knowledge-making work they will likely encounter. And in considering student 
achievement, former @SEA interns are working successfully as professional 
writers in Chicago, New York, Indianapolis, and Silicon Valley, and are studying 
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for advanced degrees in fields such as Library Science and Law. Although this 
correlation is not causation, it does speak well of the students in the program.

Emerging work environments 
Although Purdue graduates have gone on to work successfully in large, urban 
centers, cultivating local workplace sites for internships is a perennial challenge 
for the program. Although Purdue is an agricultural- and engineering-based, 
land grant institution, it is also located in a fairly rural part of the state. As previ-
ously mentioned, we do not have the business and industry connections that 
other large metropolitan areas might. However, what we do have are strong 
ties to the local, not-for-profit community. Purdue maintains a significant 
relationship with the United Way, a major fundraising entity for the community, 
and the university serves as a chief fundraiser for that organization. Recent 
years have seen an increase in the commitment to community engagement. 
Our College of Liberal Arts, for instance, now has an associate dean position 
devoted solely to engagement and interdisciplinary learning. There are also 
grants and positions available to faculty who engage in service learning in the 
classroom and in the community (one of which funded the first instantiation of 
@SEA).

This culture of community engagement allows us to rethink the traditional 
internship as one of on-the-job apprenticeship and instead adopt a model 
of distributed work that might be more realistic given the current economic 
climate. In their book-length discussion of internships, Charles Sides and Ann 
Mrvica (2007) outline a history of internship models: classical, modern, and 
postmodern. Similar to the medieval guild experience, the classical internship 
model is a traditional apprenticeship in which the novice learns a single trade or 
craft, learns by doing or observing, and spends a certain length of time learn-
ing the trade (p. 8). The modern internship experience can be differentiated 
by training toward particular standards, more supervised training, formalized 
qualifications and means of testing those qualifications, and an established 
employment contract (pp. 8–9). The postmodern internship model remains 
similar to the modern internship except that it includes two important shifts. 
First, there is a stronger focus on “flexibility demonstrated increasingly by a fo-
cus on transferable skills needed in professions that are changing more quickly 
than ever” (p. 10). This flexibility is coupled with a focus on lifelong learning: 
“The most valuable professionals,” Sides and Mrvica state, “will be those who 
continue to learn and upgrade their knowledge and skills throughout their 
professional lives” (p. 10). Most contemporary internship programs, including 
our own, abide by this postmodern model, but interestingly, students often 
see the internship in terms of the classical or modern model. We saw this view 
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in the internship course and the interaction between @SEA interns and the 
other interns in the course who undertook more “traditional” internships. Early 
in the semester, those students expressed sympathy that the @SEA interns did 
not have clear expectations of what was expected of them, as they did. Even 
the @SEA interns often commented that they were missing something in the 
internship experience, which they interpreted as a lack of structure.

What happened, though, is that this “nontraditional” internship produced 
different knowledges and skills that are more appropriate for the contempo-
rary working world that these students will be entering. Although the interns 
believed that they should be learning a stable “craft” or knowledge base under 
close supervision from an expert in an established setting, in actuality, they 
were learning how to work in a distributed environment. Clay Spinuzzi (2007) 
outlined some of the qualities of distributed work in his introduction to the 
Technical Communication Quarterly special issue on distributed work. Such 
work emerges due to the shift from post-Fordist work structures to the “new 
economy,” which he describes as “the fundamental shift in work organization 
away from the stable, rationalized, modular work structures that characterized 
the Industrial Revolution and toward less stable, more interpenetrated work” 
(p. 266). Distributed work involves “more communication, more and different 
types of communication, and consequently, more need for rhetorical analysis 
and rhetorical skill,” he explains (p. 266). It is more about engaging services and 
making connections than about creating an actual product. In light of these 
descriptions, we might expand Sides and Mrvica’s description of the postmod-
ern internship model to include this kind of distributed work in which work-
ers are expected to wear many hats and continually resituate themselves in a 
network of communications, technologies, and capacities. In such an environ-
ment, interns would be more like “‘dividuals’—one part writer, one part project 
manager, one part programmer, one part student” (p. 273). This bears a striking 
similarity to what workers at small businesses and not-for-profits have experi-
enced for quite some time.

Long before the current economic crisis materialized and before skills as-
sociated with the network society emerged, we made a commitment to pursue 
internships with small businesses and not-for-profits mainly for logistical rea-
sons; we have a dearth of corporate connections in our locale. But as students 
have engaged these more localized internships, added benefits have emerged. 
Because students were not based in traditional corporate workspaces, they 
often have more responsibilities than they might normally have. They are often 
able to take full responsibility for projects and have closer relationships with 
supervisors. Interns at not-for-profit agencies and organizations learn about 
the rhetorical situations of local community work, which are often grounded 
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in history and economics. That is to say, small community organizations and 
businesses sometimes are affected by changing economic realities in ways that 
large corporations might not be; for instance, the economic crisis may force a 
large corporation to stop catering food for internal meetings, thus forcing the 
closure of the local catering business that it sustained. Interns become more 
informed by the history of the organization, the community’s needs, and the 
larger relationship between community and business.

As the “new” economy produces more layoffs and downsizing, students can 
expect their job prospects to narrow, particularly with large organizations. Areas 
that continue to hire, though, are the not-for-profit, niche markets, and small busi-
ness sectors. As more and more Americans find themselves in need, community 
agencies and organizations rise to address those needs. Placing interns in these 
organizations better prepares them for the types of employment opportunities 
they are likely to encounter after graduation. Students routinely report having 
their goals and aspirations changed by their work with local community agen-
cies. Most students never envisioned working with a not-for-profit, but after their 
internship experiences, they are often quite interested in pursuing such work. 

Working in these transitional or undefined workplace cultures, though, 
has its challenges, as we learned with @SEA program. One challenge of intern-
ships in smaller, not-for-profit organizations is a lack of clear responsibilities for 
interns. Although each site has its own history, that history may not be available 
to students. Smaller organizations also may not have a clearly established work-
place culture or the organizational culture is changing in response to economic 
realities (different constituencies served, fewer volunteers or employees, differ-
ent funding sources, and so on). Therefore, students play an important role in 
actually inventing, establishing, and cultivating a workplace culture rather than 
just assessing or learning an established identity. 

Inventing a workplace culture in a networked economy requires interns 
to stretch their rhetorical abilities in ways previously unimagined. The @SEA 
interns were put into a “dividual” position of serving in several roles at once, a 
task often confusing for them because it contradicted the workplace logic they 
expected. The interns were literally at sea, unmoored from a familiar ground-
ing. But we might propose another way of looking at the situation. Although 
we can think of this experience as forcing the dividualization of the interns, we 
can also think of it as a complex, adaptive system in which interns were able to 
invent roles and structures. Byron Hawk (2004) proposed post-technê as “the 
use of techniques for situating bodies within ecological contexts in ways that 
reveal modes for enacting that open up the potential for invention, especially 
the invention of new techniques” (p. 384). The @SEA experience provided a 
situational context in which interns invented new working environments and 
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roles for themselves. In a sense, then, the experience provided more agency for 
the interns than they would have experienced even in a postmodern model 
of internship. Following Heidegger, Hawk explained that physis is a source of 
agency for technê (p. 380). Using Janet Atwill’s metaphor of a ship’s navigator, 
Hawk explains that

The navigator does not have mastery over physis but is carried 
along with it, works in relationship with it. Paradoxically, the 
navigator works against, but alongside it. Physis is the ground, or 
the conditions of possibility, for the helmsman’s art (technê), not 
an object over which the subject has mastery via technique. The 
navigator’s technical skill does not necessarily change the sea but 
allows him/her to operate coresponsibly within it. (pp. 381–382) 

One challenge of inventing a workplace culture is deciding how to support 
the interns in the course. Course readings are especially difficult because few 
texts on internships exist. A prominent text for interns, Writing a Professional Life 
(Savage & Sullivan, 2001), contains narratives by beginning technical writers in 
large organizations, but those writers are master’s-level students or have prior 
professional experiences. Thus, this text is not particularly useful for interns 
working at small not-for-profits or interns inventing new workplace environ-
ments. With a lack of sufficient texts, we were forced to cobble together some 
outside readings along with intense discussion, writing opportunities, and in-
dividual guidance to help students succeed in their internships. Those readings 
worked across the courses to educate all students involved. For instance, the 
first assignment was to read books on the history of Tippecanoe County, TCHA, 
and other historical sites and convey that knowledge to the other students, 
establishing them as semi-subject matter experts. Similarly, we discussed the 
ideas outlined in Pat Sullivan’s (1998) “Into Print, Into Webs: The Consideration 
of Visual Rhetoric for Print and On-line Philanthropic Documents” to learn the 
specific constraints of web development for not-for-profits.

One particularly useful writing activity required that, every other week, in-
terns respond to a set of detailed questions about their workplace experience. 
These “worklogs,” as they are called, incorporated questions that asked students 
to think about the organization’s place in the community, its stakeholders, its 
clients, along with other issues that invited students to examine the community 
network in which their internship site was positioned. Students also used class 
time to work together on their @SEA projects and to receive feedback from the 
graduate student supervisors. These writing opportunities allowed students to 
reflect on their experiences in this emerging workplace structure.
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Leadership as Professionalization
As described above, @SEA experience offered the undergraduate students 
opportunities to develop their professional skills in a “real-world” environment. 
@SEA also provided a unique opportunity for undergraduate students to take 
positions of leadership by designing projects and leading peers to complete 
projects. Additionally, it also offered the graduate student internship supervi-
sors an opportunity to extend their professionalization. Specifically, in their role 
as intermediaries among the interns, the @SEA faculty, and the TCHA adminis-
trator, the graduate student supervisors helped interns develop a richer under-
standing of how opportunities for leadership emerged within internship envi-
ronments. This section investigates the opportunities available to the graduate 
students who worked with undergraduate interns in the @SEA program.

Theories of Rhetoric and Composition, English 470, was team taught by 
an experienced faculty member and a graduate assistant who assisted in 
providing class lectures on rhetorical principles, leading group discussions, 
and implementing course technologies integral to the @SEA projects. During 
the early stages of the course, we delivered course content in a lecture and 
workshop format, and students learned the material to be implemented later 
in the semester. Borrowing from Susan Katz (1998), early instruction could be 
described as occurring in a “content problem space.” More specifically, the class 
was designed to enhance students’ knowledge base regarding general rhetori-
cal principles and professional writing theory. What was noteworthy about our 
early work in English 470 was the students’ perception of what we as instructors 
were trying to achieve. Namely, we were attempting to establish the @SEA pro-
gram as a unique learning environment, an experience that did not replicate 
the assumed hierarchical structure of the traditional workplace that students 
expected. Thus, the goals of the @SEA program were in conflict with student 
perceptions and enactments of traditional student roles as passive learners 
consuming bounded knowledge. In discussions regarding the progress of the 
@SEA projects, the faculty and graduate student supervisors noted their con-
cerns with this development, and in response, decided to position the graduate 
students less as co-instructors and more as advisors or mentors. 

Graduate student teachers also mentored four @SEA interns each, and it 
was their responsibility to track the interns’ work as project managers and help 
undergraduates administer their work as it related to production and personnel 
issues. At this point in the semester, the @SEA interns had “hired” (see below) a 
team of classmates to complete the interns’ selected projects and were moving 
into what Katz (1998) described as the “rhetorical problem space.” Namely, as 
interns began directing their projects, they were beginning to put into practice 
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the accumulated knowledge and rhetorical skills they had been developing 
as professional writing majors at Purdue University. What stood out during 
this phase was the manner in which the interns enacted their role as project 
managers. Specifically, when performing as team managers, the interns gener-
ally took on a “top-down” or hierarchical character. “Performing” is crucial here 
as supervisors report witnessing the interns try to play the role of “leader.” For 
example, when presenting their project plans to recruit class members to their 
teams as well as when directing team meetings, their choice of language and 
the overall tone of their presentations seemed to reflect what they thought a 
leader should look and sound like. In each instance, the @SEA interns presented 
their projects as if they were looking for people to fill predetermined slots at-
tached to specific tasks, rather than looking for people who could make contri-
butions beyond their predetermined roles and enrich the team environment.

As graduate students witnessed the interns perform as project manag-
ers, they became concerned with the manner in which interns addressed their 
peers. Specifically, some of the interns took on a rigid, no-nonsense manage-
ment style and put on an adversarial persona. Upon reflection, it seemed the 
interns merely were adapting their management style to models they had 
witnessed in their lives, such as parents or teachers, but also pop culture icons 
such as Donald Trump on The Apprentice or Gordon Ramsay on Hell’s Kitchen. In 
adapting these models, the interns positioned themselves as employers to their 
classmates. Thus, when they tried to direct action, they latched onto the most 
extreme understanding of how authority operates in a workplace. One ex-
ample is that the interns possessed the right to hire and fire their peer workers. 
Even though this authoring was not the only form of responsibility or author-
ity they were given, it was the only one that fit their preconceptions of what 
the exercise of authority looked like in the workplace. The fallout from such 
positioning was that it obviated the need for the interns to establish a profes-
sional, managerial ethos. They simply were crowned as managers and began 
wielding a level of authority and power over their peers to which they were 
unaccustomed. Some of the interns’ classmates were resentful of this manage-
ment style, which ultimately hindered group progress on projects. Once the 
interns began to see the shortcomings of an authoritarian management style, 
they began trying alternatives, most notably by allowing their project members 
increased freedom in directing their own work. Though the interns initially 
struggled with giving up some authority, an immediate benefit of trying this 
new management style was that it allowed them to see their projects in a 
broader, more connected way. That is, rather than seeing each team member 
as an isolated individual completing an assigned task, the interns were able to 
take a step back and evaluate their teams as the whole, recognizing the ways 
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different parts were linked. Ultimately, from this perspective, they were learn-
ing how to manage work in a nonhierarchical or flattened work environment. 
To help these interns think through managing in these types of professional 
settings, supervisors began conferencing with them to discuss their manage-
ment practices. In the conferences, graduate faculty played the role of devil’s 
advocate, questioning the interns’ reasoning for pursuing a particular course of 
action as project managers. The intent in these instances was not to undermine 
the interns’ decision-making processes, but rather to help them think about 
and develop alternative courses of action for managing issues that arose with 
their projects. 

During individual conferences with the interns, graduate instructors began 
developing a different understanding of what was at stake for the interns in the 
@SEA project. Originally, faculty assumed the @SEA project would help the in-
terns develop important workplace skills and practices, and generally, the interns 
were achieving this goal. However, in assuming the role of project managers, we 
soon realized that the interns were developing something more valuable—lead-
ership skills. What was frustrating as the interns’ advisor and mentor was that the 
interns did not recognize this attendant benefit of the @SEA program. A reason 
for this lack of awareness centers on the nature of the @SEA program. Specifi-
cally, unlike a traditional internship, the @SEA program lacked a traditional 
organizational context in which the interns worked. That is, the interns did not 
travel to a professional office each day, sit at a desk, report to a manager, and 
complete quantifiable tasks for managers. Rather, they conducted the majority 
of their work in the classroom or at other campus locations, and thus, the @SEA 
program maintained an institutional or educational component with which 
the interns were familiar. As a result, the interns initially viewed their project 
work like any other assignment, something they needed to “get right” rather 
than viewing it as something that needed to address the rhetorical needs of 
their client, the TCHA. Ultimately, this lack of a traditional organizational work 
context for the @SEA interns led the interns not to recognize the “organizational 
problem space” (Katz, 1998, p. 423) in which they operated during the semes-
ter. Using Katz’s words, the interns did not see themselves as “deal[ing] with 
organizational relationships and outcomes,” but rather as responding to a class 
assignment. 

In describing the interns’ inability to recognize the “organizational problem 
space” of the @SEA program, we do not intend to suggest that the interns failed 
in their internship experiences, but rather, as signaling a shortcoming in the 
way that internships are positioned for students. That is, programs tend to focus 
their descriptions of internships as professionalization opportunities where 
students will obtain hard, recognizable, quantifiable work experience. Namely, 
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students will have opportunities to do real-world work and create documents 
and materials that the students can include in their portfolios. Although this 
type of experience is important for interns, a consequence of such position-
ing is that they come to a limited view of professionalization. Specifically, they 
see professionalization as tied to hard or quantifiable work and thus focus 
their efforts on perfecting that type of work. Ultimately, in limiting their focus, 
interns fail to recognize other nonquantifiable professionalization opportuni-
ties such as leadership development in their internships. As the @SEA interns’ 
advisors and mentors, we witnessed an initial inability to recognize leadership 
as an important, professional skill they could develop. At the beginning of the 
semester, leadership for them was simply a matter of directing or dictating 
their employees’ actions to achieve or complete a final, quantifiable or material 
product for their client. Over time though, the interns began to see leadership 
more broadly, and more importantly, as something integral to their profes-
sional development.

Regarding graduate student development toward becoming professional 
scholars during the @SEA semester, we turn to the work of Ann Austin and Ben-
ita J. Barnes (2005) who argue that “what doctoral students learn in graduate 
school will affect how they do their work as faculty members” (p. 288). Though 
this claim is obvious on its face, this experience as a supervisor positioned the 
graduate students to rethink how they would present internship and service 
learning opportunities for students. Namely, the worksites students will enter 
are much different from those in the recent past, especially in that manage-
ment structures are more flattened. Internship and service learning sites at the 
local level typically reflect this flattened structure, and students ought to be 
prepared to enter those worksites and know how to discern leadership oppor-
tunities therein. Sustainable community engagement will depend on student 
ability both to recognize these leadership opportunities and assume the role of 
a leader in rhetorically sophisticated ways. A project like @SEA offers an effec-
tive model for preparing students in this manner.

Integrating Curriculum Innovation
English 420 Business Writing is a service course offered by the Professional 
Writing program open to all majors. This section reports the experience of one 
of the graduate student instructors who brought the @SEA experience into the 
technical writing service classroom.

The final assignment in English 420 is typically a community engage-
ment project where groups of students in each class work with a local 
nonprofit agency or small local business to produce documents for them. 
Although not originally intending to recreate @SEA, upon reflection I can see 
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how I implemented lessons learned during the @SEA semester in my commu-
nity engagement assignment for English 420. The @SEA semester also made it 
easier to see the limitations of the typical single class, single project formula for 
service learning projects. 

Instructors handle the English 420 service learning assignment in a number 
of ways. Some choose one client and have teams of students complete versions 
of the same product; the client selects the version she likes the best, and in 
some cases, the group that produced the chosen item earn the highest grade 
on the assignment. Other instructors will locate a different client for each group, 
but in many cases, student groups are charged with locating a qualifying client 
on their own. These models mimic the classical internship model. I located a 
single small business with a variety of project needs for my class. The company 
was a locally-owned fitness center whose owner needed various documents 
redesigned such as a new member packet, brochures for various fitness classes, 
a trifold informational brochure, and suggestions for improving the company’s 
website. This single business with an assortment of projects resembled @SEA’s 
arrangement with the TCHA. Although this project centered on a small business 
rather than a not-for-profit, in a small community such as ours, small businesses 
need the expertise and assistance of the local university. At Purdue, community 
engagement and service learning are closely intertwined; both actually fall 
under the auspices of the same office. Thus, work with small businesses can 
sometime emulate service learning.

Because I allowed students to negotiate group membership on a previous 
project, I decided to assign them to groups. I explained that usually they would 
be collaborating on workplace projects with fellow employees, and thus their ex-
perience would emulate workplace experience. When creating the groups, I took 
into account such factors as the personality, work ethic, and drive of the students 
as revealed in their previously completed assignments. I was aware that some 
students had taken advantage of their previous group, and this demonstration of 
a poor work ethic concerned me. Grouping those few underperforming students 
allowed me to give them a lower stakes project that required less interaction 
with the client; this is similar to what happened during the @SEA semester, when 
the more motivated students were selected to interact with the client.

Similar to how other teaching assistants and I started our work with TCHA, 
I met with the owner of the company at the start of the project. The owner was 
a graduate of Purdue and had previous positive experiences collaborating with 
Purdue students; in fact, his current business logo had been designed by a Purdue 
student. He stated that he wanted to help students learn how to work in a real 
world environment in exchange for their work on his projects—a relatively benign 
attitude found in most internship relationships and one that lines up with the 



174

Working It Out: Community Engagement and Cross-Course Collaboration

traditional internship described earlier where it is expected that discrete job skills 
will be taught. We met on a Wednesday and arranged for the client to speak to the 
entire class the following Monday. I left with sample documents for each team. 

In my relationship with student groups, I attempted to establish a simi-
lar relationship that I had with the @SEA students, where I was in more of a 
management rather than teacher role. Much as a manager communicates with 
staff, I gave each team a memo explaining their broadly defined project and 
outlining due dates. I encouraged them to start by conducting basic research 
on the company’s website or possibly taking a tour of the facility, but they were 
cautioned to be respectful of the client’s time. Each group was left to determine 
group leaders, work styles, and project specifics.

During his presentation, the client provided information on the club’s facili-
ties, local competition, his vision for the business, and budget limits. I asked a 
couple of questions to guide the discussion, although I was hoping that the 
students would take the lead in this area. The English 420 students’ apparent 
reticence was a contrast to the enthusiasm of the @SEA students, who came 
prepared to talk to their client at TCHA and not merely listen. It was another ex-
ample of how students are accustomed to pseudotransactionality, as Spinnuzi 
(1996) described student relationships with clients and teachers. 

The next phase required each team to craft a proposal detailing the scope 
and the specifics of their projects. The primary audience for this document 
was the client, but when I reviewed the drafts there were two surprises. The 
team asked to redesign a new member welcome packet was counting on the 
client buying a new color printer, something the client had made clear he was 
not able to do. Additionally, the team asked to conduct research about social 
networking had misinterpreted those instructions to mean redesigning the 
client’s website. As the instructor, I had more authority to intervene here as well 
as an obligation to maintain a level of quality for the client. But my experience 
with the @SEA internship did help me learn when patience is appropriate and 
when intervention is required. It was a challenge to guide them without being 
overly directive, so I made suggestions that required them to reconsider the 
information the client had presented to the class and reduce the purchase of 
a color printer to a suggestion, with appropriate purchasing information to be 
provided if it was to remain in their project’s purview. This approach was not 
how we addressed a similar situation in the @SEA project that allowed students 
more latitude with their projects. One @SEA team was quite attached to their 
vision to create a storybook for young children, even though this project was 
only mentioned in passing by the TCHA director. This was a risk that the @SEA 
project was able to take, but the English 420 class was not.

One key way that my relationship with the @SEA interns differed from my 
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relationship with English 420 students was how I evaluated student perfor-
mance. The @SEA students received two evaluations from me, one at midterm 
and then at the end of the semester, but I was evaluating broad areas and skills, 
not assignments and coursework. At first, this method may have been intimi-
dating for the @SEA interns; in fact, they seemed to expect that only the instruc-
tor of record would be evaluating them, not the teaching assistants. Evaluating 
skills in this way was both challenging and liberating. As a teaching assistant, 
I found it challenging to observe and take note of how the @SEA interns were 
showing skills like leadership and initiative. Simultaneously, my experience was 
liberating in that I wasn’t constrained to solely evaluatie their writing. Many 
times, effort and growth on the part of the student cannot be recorded if an 
instructor only remarks on the writing at hand, as in the case of an ESL student, 
who may be investing a great deal of work and making progress, but may still 
have some structural issues, I learned how to enact holistic evaluation and 
found myself striving to integrate this new awareness into my own class. In 
English 420, I still needed to assign each student a grade based primarily on the 
final product, but I was sensitive to more variables in my evaluation.

At the end of this service assignment, the client wrote a letter to the direc-
tor of the professional writing program noting his positive experience with 
the class. Yet, I do not feel I was able to deploy many of the more successful or 
interesting aspects of the @SEA semester into the final project of English 420. 
Johndan Johnson-Eiola (2004) urged professional writers to reposition their 
roles from one of support to that of symbolic-analytic work. Symbolic-analytic 
workers “possess the abilities to identify, rearrange, circulate, abstract, and 
broker information” (p. 182). This new role will require professional writers to 
acquire a wide range of skills in areas beyond writing. He noted that 

communicators cannot focus simply on applying simple, universal 
principles to documents but must instead begin a recursive project 
of expansion and contraction, in which they investigate concrete 
local contexts and, in doing so, think about the broad projects in 
which those users are engaged. (p. 185) 

To prepare technical and professional writers for this sort of work, Johnson-
Eilola named experimentation, collaboration, abstraction, and system think-
ing as four key areas on which their education should focus. The final project 
of English 420 enabled students to dabble in some of these practices. For 
example, the English 420 groups conducted usability studies on their products 
(experimentation), and because they worked in groups, they could not escape 
collaboration. These students got a sample of real world work and ended up 
with documents that could be included in their portfolios. The structure of the 
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@SEA enabled students to get more thorough practice in all four of these areas 
and more experience doing symbolic-analytic work. 

Conclusion
By creating a common space for work, inquiry, research, and community build-
ing, our Semester @SEA sought to create commitment and attention to com-
munity projects that cannot be addressed during regular semester structures 
where students are in unrelated and unlinked classes. Semester @SEA reverses 
the classroom-centered structure of the curriculum, even if just for this final 
advanced semester, to focus student attention on local community issues. 
These challenges can be addressed by building student confidence and exper-
tise as well as providing opportunities to engage their communities. Faculty 
were recruited to teach each of the classes that formulate the Semester @ SEA 
program due to their willingness to more flexibly accommodate projects of 
community interest whose scope is beyond that of regular classroom structure, 
and due to their expressed interest and expertise in community engagement. 
Collaboration here was key; one of the most significant personal results was the 
development of more collaborative pedagogical approaches at the program 
level among both faculty and graduate instructors. 

As a result of @SEA, our work with TCHA has extended to other classes, 
where the relationship has been allowed to grow. TCHA hosted a professional 
writing intern the following year after the @SEA program, and that intern had 
a successful experience largely due to the intensive, reputation-building work 
that the @SEA students did with the organization. In the spring of 2010, a 
graduate course in archival theory, co-taught by Professor Bay, worked in-
tensely for TCHA, and in the summer of 2010, TCHA hosted a graduate intern 
who continued the work of the archives class. In our assessment of the pro-
gram, students learned how to intensely work with one client, but we have 
also learned that a programmatic relationship with a community partner is one 
that must grow over multiple and varied experiences with students. As such, 
the assessment of such a program cannot occur only at the end of an experi-
ence, but should happen over a longer term. For example, while we received an 
enthusiastic assessment of the @SEA student work from TCHA’s Board of Direc-
tors at the end of the semester, and we assessed the students’ work according 
to class requirements, it was only this semester in Professor Bay’s work with 
the organization that we discovered what worked long-term. One of the @SEA 
exhibits, for instance, was removed from the Web after two years because of a 
complaint of inaccuracy from a board member. Similarly, it was discovered that 
the TCHA website had utilized the @SEA student web design, but in a different 
way from what we had envisioned. One conclusion we have drawn from these 
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revelations is that end-of-the-semester evaluations of such community-driven 
projects are not necessarily as useful as assessments that happen over the long-
term. Perhaps part of this realization is that the instructor has the opportunity 
to develop a closer relationship with the community partner over multiple 
courses, so that the community partner’s voice shows up in new ways (see 
Stoecker& Tryon, 2009). And of course, those long range assessments cannot 
happen without a sustained relationship with community partners.

Finally, we do not offer @SEA as a model to emulate, but as a case study 
based on a desire for change with an accounting of resources brought to bear 
on the context in which the program exists. Our goal has been to articulate the 
conditions of innovation as well as to marshal resources that made the program 
possible. We assert that similar resources exist, although scattered and some-
times camouflaged on most campuses, even in challenging economic times. 
The first step toward realizing positive change is taking stock in and articulating 
context, followed by identifying potential partners and collaborators. Following 
the steps outlined here as if it were instructional would be a mistake; rather, as 
Sullivan and Porter (1997) argued in Opening Spaces: 

This notion sees methodology as heuristic rather than a priori de-
termining; in this view methodology intersects with and is perhaps 
changed by practice; it is more than simply a formula used in the 
course of reporting on practice. (p. 46)

As professional and technical writing programs continue to emerge in the new 
millennium, we wish to call attention to this distinction between reporting and 
prescribing. While reporting our experience, we do not seek to offer a roadmap, 
but rather a travelogue. We encourage others to take similar voyages, prepared 
with their own goals, and return prepared to narrate their own stories, articulat-
ing their own unique programs and innovations. 
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