Collaboration as a Form of
Institutional Critique

Teaching and Learning in the Wake of Anti-DEI = PQROI
Legis lation http:/ fir.uiowa.edu,/poroi

Meredith A. Johnson, Kelci Barton, Shari Drumond, Nicole Musselman,
Anjelica Rechsteiner, and Valerie Smith

University of South Florida
Tampa, Florida

Poroi 18,1 (2024)

Abstract: How do we move forward when the legality of teaching and learning about
social justice research is called into question by the state? This article demonstrates the
efficacy of collaboration as a form of institutional critique that made it possible to
provide a comprehensive graduate education following the emergence of anti-DEI
legislation in Florida. To teach and learn in a tumultuous legal landscape without
sacrificing rigor, eliding DEI-oriented scholarship, or violating state law, we piloted a
collaborative disciplinary meta-analysis project that enabled students to study social
justice research along with the field’s other major research topics. This portable
approach allowed us to meet the professional and ethical imperative to engage research
that has been targeted by state officials but remains foundational for disciplinary
expertise. It also demonstrates the futility of removing politically unfavorable
scholarship from curricula. After sharing an overview of the results of our meta-analysis
project, with a special focus on our field’s take on social justice and collaboration, we
reflect on the rhetorical strategies those of us working in highly politicized educational
climates have deployed to manage increased oversight from zealous state legislatures
challenging the legitimacy of disciplinary expertise.
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Introduction

Florida, the state where we live and work as faculty and graduate students, began
passing education legislation in 2022 that the American Association of University
Professors (2023a) has since described as “a politically and ideologically driven assault
unparalleled in US history” (p. 1). The first of these bills, House Bill 7 (H.B. 7),
colloquially known as the “Stop W.0.K.E. Act,” was passed into law and took effect a few
weeks prior to the start of Meredith’s Theories of Professional and Technical
Communication (PTC) graduate course at the University of South Florida in which the
rest of us were enrolled. According to the AAUP, the objective of H.B. 7 was to curtail
academic freedom by placing limits on how concepts related to diversity, equity, and



inclusion (DEI) could be addressed in class. The objective of Meredith’s PTC course, a
broad introduction to professional and technical communication’s research and
methods, was to provide an overview of the field, making it difficult to reconcile with
H.B. 7. PTC scholars have been examining the role “technical communication plays in
legitimizing and sustaining injustice, oppression, and marginalization” and “work[ing]
toward action and change in social and institutional systems” for at least 20 years under
the banner of social justice, though “the difficult work of investigating and addressing
the social, ideological, ethical, and political implications of technical communication”
can be traced back much further (Agboka & Dorpenyo, 2022, pp. 39—40). How, then, to
square these epistemic commitments with H.B. 7? The short answer—and the theme of
the ARSTM/ECA NCA Preconference that this special issue of POROI commemorates—
was collaboration.

Pursuant to the new section of Florida Statute 1000.05(4)(a) made possible by
passing H.B. 7, faculty could no longer “subject any student or employee to training or
instruction that espouses, promotes, advances, inculcates, or compels such student or
employee to believe” that:

e “An individual, by virtue of his or her race, color, sex, or national origin, is
inherently racist, sexist, or oppressive, whether consciously or unconsciously.”

e “Anindividual’s moral character or status as either privileged or oppressed is
necessarily determined by his or her race, color, sex, or national origin.”

e “Such virtues as merit, excellence, hard work, fairness, neutrality, objectivity, and
racial colorblindness are racist or sexist, or were created by members of a
particular race, color, sex, or national origin to oppress members of another race,
color, sex, or national origin” (Florida Educational Equity Act, 2022).

The language of H.B. 7 is exhaustive and can be hard to parse. But these salient excerpts
make clear that Meredith was prohibited from espousing, promoting, advancing,
inculcating, or compelling her students to acknowledge the existence and impacts of
unconscious bias in professional and technical communication (Carthell, 2024;
Petersen, 2019; Shelton, 2020), the connections between privilege and identity (Sano-
Franchini et al., 2023; Walton et al., 2019), or the rhetorical dimensions of objectivity
(Kostelnick, 2016; Mckoy et al., 2022; Zhou, 2023). Initial guidance from the Union,
United Faculty of Florida (UFF), and USF’s Office of the General Counsel was terrifying
and discouraging, respectively. In a memorandum to all members, UFF warned that
faculty took on a high level of legal risk if they did not adjust their pedagogy in light of
H.B. 7’s provisions and instead taught what they believed to be best given their scholarly
expertise in the field (A. Gothard et al., personal communication, July 6, 2022). The
Office of USF’s General Counsel clarified that the revised statute did “NOT ‘prohibit
discussion of the concepts listed above as part of a course of training or instruction,
provided such training or instruction is given in an objective manner without
endorsement of the concepts™ (Office of the General Counsel, personal communication,
August 15, 2022, p. 2). Counsel acknowledged that no previous case law existed to guide
their or anyone else’s interpretation of “objective manner” and “without endorsement”
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(p. 5) or what “espouses, promotes, advances, inculcates, or compels such individual to
believe” might mean or how they might be assessed (p. 6). Some faculty at Florida’s
public universities and colleges responded to the ambiguity by “avoid[ing] the phrase
‘social justice™ altogether, as one associate dean advised (American Association of
University Professors, 2023b, p. 22).

Meredith responded to this high-risk, evolving context, as well as the professional
and ethical imperative to provide graduate students with a comprehensive introduction
to the field, by completely overhauling her course and her approach to teaching it.
Previously, pre-selected assigned readings had been organized thematically by week in
preparation for class discussion. This standard arrangement for a graduate seminar
became untenable overnight because some of the field’s common themes, such as
rhetorics of neutrality/technical style, were suddenly likely to catch the eye of the State.
Assigning foundational scholarship, such as Carolyn Miller’s (1979) “A Humanistic
Rationale for Technical Writing,” now carried real risk. Even seemingly “safe” themes,
such as professionalism (Cox, 2019; Gray, 2019) and historical studies (Jones &
Williams, 2018), could invite the State’s scrutiny, given PTC’s pervasive commitment to
diversity, equity, and inclusion, and Meredith’s commitment to assigning publications
by multiply marginalized and underrepresented scholars. Post-H.B. 7, Meredith created
circumstances under which students, first working together first in pairs and then as
one large group, encountered the field’s scholarship by analyzing the research topics in
professional and technical communication as addressed in every article published
during the previous seven years in major journals. This collaborative research project
dominated the majority of the semester.

In the next section, we provide an overview of disciplinary meta-analyses like the one
we collaboratively crafted in light of H.B. 7 and explain their general value for the field
and their particular benefits for its newest members. We then explain our approach and
its attributes in detail. After sharing a brief overview our findings, we spotlight those
pertaining to social justice and collaboration in more detail because collaboration is the
strategy that made it possible for us to teach and learn under such challenging
circumstances without sacrificing rigor, eliding DEI-oriented scholarship, or violating
state law. After an epilogue about the current status of the law instituted by H.B. 7 and
similar legislation that has been passed in its wake, we conclude with a reflection on the
rhetorical strategies those of us working in highly politicized educational climates have
deployed as a form of institutional critique (Johnson & Johnson, 2023).

Disciplinary Meta-Analyses: Why and How We Studied the State
of the Field

Like many of its cognate fields, including environmental science, rhetoric of science,
rhetoric of medicine, and science and technology studies, PTC is a newer discipline.
Producing scholarship that looks inwards at what makes this discipline distinctive is a
significant part of the field’s maturation. This type of work reveals paths to power and
legitimacy (Henning & Bemer, 2016; Kynell-Hunt & Savage, 2004), as well as those
paths’ pitfalls (Shelton & Warren-Riley, 2023). According to Heather Noel Turner
(2022), “...disciplinary research with retrospective inquiries aggregates and analyzes the
application of specific topics, presents activity over a span of time, identifies rhetorical
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constructions of a genre, or compares publication venues and citations” (p. 404). As it
does so, it reveals what the field has “emphasized, taken up, and surfaced,” as well as
that which “we let go or ignored” (p. 404). Disciplinary boundaries are always shifting.
Understanding how so is easier with the aid of state-of-the-field snapshots that are
instructive in and of themselves and can later serve as points of comparison. PTC’s
introspective tendencies have brought forth explorations of various aspects of the field,
including the broader trends that dominate its research questions and topics (Blakeslee
& Spilka, 2004; Carradini, 2020; Rude, 2009), overviews of its research methods (Lam
& Boettger, 2017; Lanius et al., 2021), common features of its award-winning
dissertations (Selber, 2004; Tham, 2024), common terms and keywords that appear
repeatedly in conference presentation titles and abstracts (Turner, 2022), and more.
The enduring appeal of retrospective analyses like these is attributable to more than the
status that comes with affirming disciplinarity.

These analyses flourish for at least two additional reasons germane to this article.
First, they are especially useful for initiating new members to the field. Disciplinary
reviews offer succinct, bird’s-eye views of a field’s dispositif (Larroche, 2019). These
macro-studies are remarkably helpful for graduate students seeking to get a handle on
the techniques, tools, and topics that make us an “us.” Among the most prominent
examples of these types of disciplinary reviews (and a touchstone for our work) is
Carolyn Rude’s (2009) analysis of research questions in PTC. Rude’s influential work
revealed a central research question at the heart of the discipline that continues to
resonate: “How do texts (print, digital, multimedia; visual, verbal) and related
communication practices mediate knowledge, values, and action in a variety of social
and professional contexts?” (original emphasis, p. 176). Fifteen years after its
publication, Rude’s elaboration of the question at the discipline’s core continues to aid
new MAs seeking a foothold in the literature and helps center PhD students zeroing in
on a dissertation topic. Second, we suggest that meta-analyses are a prevalent genre
because the volume of publications produced by the field each year ensures that these
studies are evergreen. There is always need for another up-to-date overview of
disciplinary developments. And it was an opportune moment to meet this exigence in
the first weeks after Governor DeSantis’ Stop W.O.K.E. Act became law.

Instead of discussing selected, pre-assigned readings all semester—a familiar
pedagogical method that had centered previous iterations of the graduate seminar—we,
along with the other students enrolled in the course, spent most of or semester
performing content analysis to determine the research topics favored by the field during
the previous seven years (Krippendorff, 2019). We brought this empirically grounded
research technique to all 590 articles published during this period in four flagship PTC
academic journals: IEEE Transactions on Professional Communication, Journal of
Business and Technical Communication, Technical Communication, and Technical
Communication Quarterly. We selected this period because it picks up where Erin
Friess and Ryan K Boettger’s (2021) excellent survey of PTC scholarly and trade
publications left off. We picked these journals because they are featured heavily in most
of the meta-analyses that came before ours and are recognized as major venues for PTC
publications. All students worked together to create, test, and revise a codebook with
operational definitions for each of the 23 research topic codes they collectively
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generated. After multiple training sessions, students worked independently to apply at
least one code to each article, though they typically assigned multiple codes to capture
the major research topics addressed in the articles they analyzed. Students were then
paired with a partner who had also coded the same articles to compare their
classifications and achieve intercoder reliability.

Working through these stages to ensure valid, replicable results was time consuming,
as content analysis is a methodical process. And while this project left less class time
and attention for texts that fell outside our corpus, it offered more benefits than
drawbacks. We highlight two advantages in particular. First, note that the objects of
analysis in Rude’s aforementioned solo-authored study are books rather than the
journals where most of the discipline’s scholarly conversations take place. As she
explained her methodological choices, Rude observed that the prospect of including the
“huge corpus” (p. 180) of PTC articles published during the same period as the books
she analyzed was “daunting” and concluded that such an undertaking would require
sampling (p. 207). Having 12 researchers available for coding in our class meant that we
could share the load envisioned by Rude and code the voluminous number of articles
published over the course of the previous seven years without sampling and arrive at
reproducible results. Second, and most essentially for this particular moment and
context, our project was unlikely to be construed as espousing, promoting, advancing,
inculcating, or compelling students to any particular viewpoint. It offered an
uncensored, comprehensive view of the field’s most recent and pressing concerns. In the
next section, we provide a brief overview of the major research topics in PTC journals
and how often they have been explored in the recent literature. We then present a slice
of our meta-analysis that focuses specifically on social justice and collaboration.

Research Topics in Professional and Technical Communication
Journals, 2016-2022: Spotlight on Social Justice and

Collaboration
The 590 articles we analyzed addressed 23 research topics as visualized in Figure 1:
Research Topics in Four PTC Journals, 2016-2022.
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FIGURE 1: RESEARCH TOPICS IN FOUR PTC JOURNALS, 2016-2022
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Social Justice and Ethics was the research topic that appeared most frequently in the
literature during the previous seven years of publication. Over 24% of the corpus (142
out of 590 articles) examined rhetorics of power, justice, and marginalized
communities. Had we not undertaken our collaborative research project, students may
not have been exposed to the most prevalent research topic in professional and technical
communication. An excision of social justice scholarship from the curriculum would
disappear roughly 1 in 4 articles published in the field’s major journals for the better
part of a decade. It would also inhibit comprehensive coverage of many of the field’s
other major research topics (see Figure 2: Instance of Social Justice and Ethics Co-

Tags).
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FIGURE 2: INSTANCES OF SOCIAL JUSTICE & ETHICS CO-TAGS
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Articles were tagged with more than one code to indicate significant engagement
with multiple research topics. Figure 2 captures the co-tags that appear alongside Social
Justice and Ethics. It also illustrates how the exclusion of social justice scholarship
would compromise the integrity of an examination of some of the field’s other major
research topics. For example, roughly one in four articles examining Visual Rhetorics
published during the seven-year period we studied also contended with social justice. As
did 21% of articles investigating Genres and Artifacts, 36% of articles examining
Intercultural/International Communication, 19% of articles exploring Usability, User
Experience (UX), and User-Centered Design (UCD), and 37% of articles coded as
Health and Medicine. Health and Medicine, we note, is one of several research topics
that appears in PTC journals and was featured heavily in ARSTM and ECA’s
collaborative NCA Preconference 2023 panels. To honor that partnership, as well as the
strategy that enabled us to navigate a rapidly shifting and unchartered legal landscape,
we call special attention to 63 of the 590 articles we studied that examined
Collaboration, Teamwork, and Project Management.

Though only 11% of our corpus investigated how people work together to complete
tasks within and across majors, departments, and units (our operational definition for
this code), we note that the actual practice of collaboration produced the majority of
literature we analyzed. Of the 590 articles in our corpus, 319 or 54% had more than one
author. The instances of co-authorship differed by journal, as did the number of co-
authors collaborating (see Table 1: Co-Authorship by PTC Journal, 2016-2022).
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TABLE 1: CO-AUTHORSHIP BY PTC JOURNAL, 2016-2022

(2016-2022)

JBTC (2016-2022)

IEEE JBTC TCQ TC

2 Co-Authors 43% 63% 68% 67%
50 out of 117 co- 42 out of 67 co- 53 out of 78 co- 38 out of 57 co-
authored articles authored articles authored articles authored articles
published by IEEE | published by published by TCQ | published by TC

(2016-2022)

(2016-2022)

published by IEEE
(2016-2022)

published by
JBTC (2016-2022)

3 Co-Authors 31% 21% 17% 30%

36 out of 117 14 out of 67 13 out of 78 17 out of 57
4+ Co-Authors 26% 16% 15% 16%

31 out of 117 11 out of 67 12 out of 78 2 out of 57
TOTAL Co- 70% 55% 46% 44%
Authored 117 co-authored 67 co-authored 78 co-authored 57 co-authored
Articles Per articles out of 167 | articles out of 122 | articles out of 171 | articles out of 130
Journal total articles total articles total articles total articles

published by TCQ
(2016-2022)

published by TC
(2016-2022)

IEEE Transactions on Professional Communication published the most co-authored
articles from 2016-2022, with 117 out of 167 or 70% of articles having two or more
authors. Following IEEE, 55% of articles published in JBTC were co-authored (67 out of
122 articles). TCQ (46%) and TC (44%) also featured a substantial number of
collaboratively written research publications. Collaboration has long been a standard
practice for making new knowledge in the field and a topic of inquiry (Thompson, 2001),

even if the concept itself remains curiously under elaborated as of late.

Collaboration was explicitly defined in only one of 590 articles we analyzed, Spinuzzi
et al.’s (2019) “Coworking Is About Community’: But What Is ‘Community’ in
Coworking?” In their study of coworking, they note that “collaboration” lacks consistent
definition in the academic work and promotional material they studied (p. 114). To
invite more precision and rigor into their own investigation, they offered a fully
articulated definition of collaboration as the extent to which members of a community
labor together (i.e., co-labor) “to service a shared work objective” (p. 119). Spinuzzi et al.
situate their definition of collaboration in relation to teamwork, as does a significant
portion of the literature we analyzed (see, for example, Andrews et al., 2021; Druschke
et al., 2019; Varhelahti & Turnquist, 2021). Collaboration and teamwork form a
reciprocal relationship that helps facilitate project management (McMullin & Dilger,

2021).

To better understand what PTC talks about when it talks about Collaboration,
Teamwork, and Project Management, we looked for co-tags addressed in tandem with

this research topic (see Figure 3: Instances of Collaboration Co-Tags).
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FIGURE 3: INSTANCES OF COLLABORATION CO-TAGS

Intercultural/International Communication 10

Social Justice & Ethics 9

Develop & Manage Content 9

Classroom Pedagogy 9

Workplace Studies 8

Academic-Industry Relationships 8
Professionalization 6

Usability, UX, UCD 6

Program Work 5

Health & Medicine 5

Service Courses 4

Science 4

Research Methods L e—
Engineering L — 3
Accessibility L — 3

Status, Supports, & Barriers L — )

Histories of the Field | —— )

Risk | — )

Social Media | — )

Visual Rhetorics | — )

Online Pedagogy | —

Genres & Artifacts o

The top two co-tags that appear in Figure 3 along with Collaboration, Teamwork,
and Project Management are: 1) Intercultural/International Communication, and 2)
Social Justice and Ethics. Intercultural communication requires collaboration over great
distances, often in the service of teamwork and project management.

Research that was co-tagged as Collaboration, Teamwork, and Project Management

and Intercultural/International Communication was most likely to explore:

e development methodologies, such as agile (Alzoubi & Gill, 2021), component
content management (Batova, 2018), and standardized process modeling
notation (Ballentine, 2016), and how well they facilitated global cooperation;

¢ technologies used for international teamwork, including video (Varhelahti &
Turnquist, 2021) and other multimodal tools (Raisanen, 2020);

e traits that enabled more successful collaborations, such as cultural intelligence
(Li et al., 2017) and trust (Paul et al., 2016).

Gonzales et al.’s (2022) case study of a collaboration between the US, Mexico, and
Guatemala to develop COVID-19-related technical documentation for and with
Indigenous populations was also co-tagged as both Collaboration, Teamwork, and
Project Management and Intercultural/International Communication. In addition, it
was tagged as Social Justice and Ethics, the research topic that tied for second place in
Figure 3. Research that was co-tagged as Collaboration, Teamwork, and Project
Management and Social Justice and Ethics included examinations of inclusive
approaches for co-laboring in classroom settings (Bivens et al., 2020; Zha et al., 2021),
at work (McMullin & Dilger, 2021; Pouncil & Sanders, 2022), in the home (Allen, 2022);
and in the community (Grant, 2022; Shivers-McNair & San Diego, 2017).
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The figures and table we have shared in this section concretize the disconnect
between the discipline’s priorities and the State’s. They also demonstrate the futility of
removing politically unfavorable scholarship from curricula. The collaborative meta-
analysis project that enabled us to produce these data visualizations is a portable
approach that may allow others to meet the professional and ethical imperative to
engage research that has been targeted by state officials but remains foundational for
disciplinary expertise.

Conclusion

The constitutionality of H.B. 7, the law that inspired the collaborative meta-analysis we
have shared a portion of here, has been called into question since we began our project.
An ongoing lawsuit filed by a group of faculty and students against the Florida Board of
Governors of the State University System resulted in a preliminary injunction (“Lawsuit
Challenging Florida’s Stop Woke Act,” 2022). Yet the State has subsequently passed
related and controversial legislation that is currently in effect and has also been called
out as a threat to academic freedom at Florida’s public universities and colleges. Senate
Bill 266 (Higher Education, 2023), for example, prohibited State and Federal funding
for DEI programs and imposed new general education requirements focused on
Western civilization. In addition, Senate Bill 7044 required regular, comprehensive
post-tenure reviews of all tenured faculty (Postsecondary Education, 2022). According
to a press release from the Governor’s office to announce the bill’s passing, S.B. 7044,
Florida’s students “...don’t need ideological activists and political organizations
determining what they should learn” (Governor Ron DeSantis Signs Bill to Reform
Higher Education in Florida, 2022). The “political organizations” he is referencing
almost certainly includes accrediting agencies recognized by the US Department of
Education. According to the Tampa Bay Times, the “bill is widely seen as a response to
an accreditation body that last year launched separate investigations over concerns that
the University of Florida and Florida State University were unduly influenced by state
politics” (Kumar, 2022, n.p.). Most recently, S.B. 264 prohibited hiring faculty and
graduate students from specific “countries of concern,” including China, Iran, and Syria
(Interests of Foreign Countries, 2023, n.p.). The tension we have identified between
disciplinary knowledge and the State shows no signs of abating soon. Further, other
states have enthusiastically followed Florida’s lead by proposing and enacting similar
laws. We are not alone in our need for creative solutions to managing increased
oversight from zealous state legislatures challenging the legitimacy of disciplinary
expertise.

We began our article with observations from a report of the American Association of
University Professors (2023a) condemning the “unparalleled” assault on academic
freedom in Florida (p. 1). We return to its findings at our close. Along with its censure of
elected and appointed state officials, the AAUP report also rebuked self-censoring and
fearful faculty and (most forcefully) administrators who have “not only have failed to
contest these attacks but have too frequently been complicit in and, in some cases,
explicitly supported them” (p. 2). We are troubled by this characterization. It fails to
acknowledge the unique rhetorical interventions that those of us on-the-ground have
developed to mediate legal and disciplinary obligations. The communication strategies
developed by professors and students working to withstand the epistemic violence that
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has flourished during this period of upheaval are noteworthy. Some have spoken out
publicly. And some have developed more circumspect strategies for teaching in,
publishing about, and critiquing institutions. To characterize the work as mere
complicity is to fail to acknowledge the complexities of resistance.
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