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The Art of Communication

Wait a second, this is engineering…why are we 
worried about writing and speaking?

• There is always some element of communication in 

engineering.

• How can anyone know what you know if you can’t 

communicate it?

• The ability to communicate well will set you apart 

from the crowd.

I’m not a good writer, and I hate public 
speaking!

• Communication skills can be learned!

• Communication skills can be improved!

• Join the crowd – almost everyone hates public 

speaking

…until they become good at it!

Good planning is key to good communication 
… and practice doesn’t hurt.

• Know the 

– Who?

– What?

– Where?

– When?

– Why?

– How?

before you ever jump into writing or speaking!

Technical communication should have a clear 
focus.

• What is the occasion for this communication?

– Class assignment, invited to speak, …

• What is the purpose of the communication? 

– What are you trying to accomplish?  What specific 

information do you need to communicate?

• Who is your audience?

– What level of knowledge can be assumed?

• How can you best achieve the stated purpose?

– What is the most effective way to communicate the 

information?  Words?  Images?  Graphs?  Tables?

Purpose

Audience

Text

Occasion

Context

The OCCASION is the motivation (external or 
internal) for a given document or presentation.

• Write a paper on your favorite TV show.

• Present the findings from a lab activity.

• Address those in attendance at your Eagle Scout 

ceremony.

• Give a valedictory address.

• Write a funding proposal for your senior design 

project.

• Write a paper about your original invention.

The PURPOSE is what you intend to accomplish 
through the communication.

• Point out key findings from a lab experiment

• Justify a particular design choice

• Convince the audience members to take a certain 

course of action

• Explain a concept or idea

• Evaluate multiple design alternatives

• Obtain funding for a project

(Note:  There may be more than one purpose 

associated with a single document or presentation.)

The AUDIENCE are the intended (and likely) 
readers and listeners.

• Who is the intended audience?

– Peers

– Experts  (If so, in what fields?)

– General public

• Who else could potentially see or hear the message?

– Bosses/supervises above you

– Lawyers

– Those mentioned in the communication

• To which communities do these individuals belong?

– Technically trained

– Knowledgeable about the subject

– No background

The TEXT is the style, content, and format of 
what is  communicated.

• Style

– Persuasive or informative (or both)

– Logos, pathos, ethos

• Content

– Appropriate level of background & detail

– Use of language/vocabulary

– Use of graphics

– Communication of data

• Format

– Informal vs. formal?

– Specified guidelines to be followed?

– Types of graphics, charts, tables, …

Logos is an appeal to logic/facts.

Pathos is an appeal to emotion.

Ethos is an appeal to credibility.
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Purpose(s)

Audience(s) Text

CONTEXT

Language
Vocabulary
Detail

Style
Format
Content

Style
Language
Vocabulary
Detail

Sometimes a simple example is the best way to 
illustrate a concept.

You desperately want a new computer for school work 
and for Internet/social use.  The problem is that you 
have no money, and you already have a two year old 
computer.

This is the occasion for communication.

Your purpose in communicating this is …?

To convince someone to buy/give you a new 
computer.

The audience to whom you communicate 
should make all the difference!

• How would a letter or presentation differ if you were 

approaching the following people for help?

– A relative

– A favorite teacher

– A local business person known to support 

education

– Your best friend, who happens to be a little older 

and make a lot of money

– A family friend who works as an engineer

– A computer store that provides one free computer 

per month to a deserving student

Communication is perceived as 
“good” when it is effective.

Effective communication is 
the result of planning!


