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Graduate School of Public Health 
Techniques for Professional Writing 

PUBHLT 2031-1010 – 1 Credit 
Thursday 4:00 – 4:50 p.m. (Fall 2016) 

A717 Crabtree Hall 
 

Instructor: Steve Fine   
smf11@pitt.edu    
412-767-0411 (office) 412-805-3838 (mobile) 
Office hours by appointment 
 
Course Description  
Techniques for Professional Writing (TPW) offers practical experience in a variety of writing styles encountered by 
professionals in your field and the situations, analysis and other thought processes behind these activities. You will 
learn to recognize communication issues and challenges, understand how they may be addressed in writing, and 
improve your ability to write effectively. This class encourages you to develop a writing process to use throughout 
your career, from composition and revision through editing and proofreading.  
 
Learning Objectives 
Upon completion of Techniques for Professional Writing, you will be able to:    

• Analyze and discuss characteristics of and barriers to writing for your profession.  You also will collaborate 
with classmates to learn the role of teamwork in producing written communications.  

• Write for a variety of professional and lay audiences. You will address issues such as varying readers, 
specialized and non-specialized writing, bias, diversity, jargon and information overload. You will develop a 
voice and tone for writing professional documents.  

• Write in a variety of styles and formats to meet communication objectives. You will produce a variety of 
documents that may include memos, letters, emails reports, proposals, instructions and procedures, 
multimedia texts, and presentation support materials.  

• Revise your work and the work of colleagues more effectively.  In addition to my feedback, you will receive 
and provide feedback on documents written by you and your classmates to develop and improve your editing 
style and skills. You will collaborate with classmates to improve their writing as well as your own. 

• Write with attention to grammar, consistent style, clarity, brevity, objectivity, organization, and structure.  
 
Required Software 
I place all course documents in a Box (Pitt’s cloud-based storage system) file and will issue an invitation via your 
Pitt email account, so you can access these course materials.   
 
Textbooks 
Required: 
The Elements of Style 
William Strunk Jr. and E. B. White 
Edition: 4 Publisher: Pearson  ISBN-13: 978-0205309023 ISBN-10: 020530902X 
 
The Associated Press Stylebook 2016 and Briefing on Media Law 
by Associated Press 
Edition: 47 Publisher: Associated Press ISBN-13: 978-0917360633 ISBN-10: 091736063X 
 
Recommended: 
On Writing Well 
William Zinsser 
Edition: 30 Publisher: Harper Perennial ISBN-13: 978-0060891541 ISBN-10: 0060891548 
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Assignments 
This is a writing course and we will write every week. Although we discuss all aspects of the assignments in class to 
provide context, I grade primarily on the written product you create. Length is not as important as quality.  
 
Formatting Assignments: All writing assignments, except assignments producing in PowerPoint, must be 
typewritten, double-spaced, on plain white paper, and printed on one side of the page only.  A submission that is not 
double-spaced or is printed on both sides of the page will be returned to you unread, will be considered late, and will 
be docked one letter grade.  Margins must be at least 1 inch to allow room for comments.  If the assignment is two or 
more pages in length, staple the pages together.  Head the paper with your name, the assignment number, the date 
and the title of the assignment.  If your submission is a rewrite, please indicate so at the top of the paper. 
 
Grading  
Your course grade is based on: 

• An average of the grades for written assignments. This constitutes 90 percent of the course grade. 
• A grade for class participation based on meaningful observations and contributions to class discussions.  The 

class participation grade constitutes 10 percent of the course grade. 
 
Individual assignment grades are based on: 

• Content:  Your grade reflects how you fulfill the assignment objectives. Your ability to write with clarity 
and in an active voice, and address other common writing challenges is essential. Writing style and quality 
matter.  You also must show that you recognize the context of the assignment, properly organize and present 
information, and demonstrate your understanding of communication objectives, your target audience, and 
appropriate messaging.   

• Grammar:  Proper grammar, usage, etc. are critical elements of good writing and affect your grade.  You 
must proofread and self-edit.  This is a course in professional writing, and I require you to be aware of and 
meticulous in your application of the rules of grammar, usage and punctuation.  Grammatical deductions 
include: 
• Unclear sentence structure 
• Improper word usage 
• Lack of subject/verb or tense agreement 
• Run-on sentences  

 
Assignments will be read and, based on the above criteria, scored from 1-100 and graded on the following scale: 
 
Score            Grade 
97.0 - 100 A+ 
93.0 - 96.9 A 
90.0 - 92.9 A- 
87.0 - 89.9 B+ 
83.0 - 86.9 B 
80.0 - 82.9 B- 
77.0 - 79.9 C+ 
73.0 - 76.9 C 
70.0 - 72.9 C- 
<70F F 

 
Punctuation, proofreading and other matters:  Proper punctuation, correct spelling and other details also must 
become your obsession.  Each multiple of three of the following will result in a half-grade deduction: 

• Improper or missing punctuation 
• Incorrect use of antecedents 
• Spelling or typographical errors 
• Inconsistent style 
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Deadlines: Assignments are due on the indicated class date – usually the following week.  If you cannot attend class, 
email your assignment, double-spaced and in Word, to smf11@pitt.edu by 5 p.m. on the due date.  You may submit a 
late assignment no more than a week past the original deadline and it will be penalized one letter grade.  
Assignments more than one week late receive a failing grade. 
 
Class Participation: Participation comprises 10 percent of your grade.  I define participation as regular, ongoing, 
useful comments, questions, observations and other contributions that move discussions and learning along.   
 
Assignments 
Assignments are detailed in a separate Assignment Master document in the TPW file stored in Box.  Sub-files for 
each assignment contain handouts that you must download and review to prepare for each class.  I will issue an 
invitation that will enable you to access the Box file.  If you do not receive an email invitation, please notify me. 
 
We will complete the following assignments this term:  
 
Identifying objectives, audiences and messages: Using one of several scenarios (supplied), identify target 
audiences. State the communication objective(s). Select an audience, use the background information to create a list 
of appropriate messages, and then list relevant facts that attach to each message. 
 
Summarization: Write two brief (300 words or less) summaries of a lengthier scientific article. Write one version 
for a technical/ professional audience and one for a lay/general public audience. 
 
Editing: Edit, reorganize, and rewrite a document (supplied) to clarify the writing and messaging, and make the 
document more readable. 
 
Instructions: Select a task and write step-by-step instructions that enable the reader to complete the task.  
 
Email/Persuasion/Advocacy: Writing to your supervisor, make a case for or against a new technology, process or 
procedure. Recommend alternatives if appropriate. Write a second version targeting colleagues and soliciting their 
support for your recommendation. 
 
Proposal: Write a brief (300 words or less) pitch to a supervisor summarizing your suitability to lead a new project. 
 
Status Report: Using the supplied scenario, summarize the progress (or lack of progress) for a project. Recommend 
necessary remedial action, delineate next steps and provide a timetable for completion. If necessary, request an 
extension to the original deadline and provide a rationale for granting it. 
 
Persuasion/Advocacy II: Select an organization and study its website. Describe the organization’s purpose, 
operations, services, successes or shortcomings. Write for a technical/professional audience. 
 
Persuasion/Advocacy III: Rewrite the description for a non-technical donor audience to support a case for 
donations or a grant. 
 
Presentation: Summarize and present a report, a program proposal, or program results in a PowerPoint document. 
 
Accommodation for Students with Disabilities 
If you have any disability for which you may require accommodation, you are encouraged to notify both your 
instructor and the Office of Disability Resources and Services, 140 William Pitt Union (voice or TTD 412-648-7890) 
as early as possible in the term. 
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Academic Integrity Statement  
Students are expected to adhere to the school’s standards of academic honesty. Any work submitted by a student for 
evaluation must represent his/her own intellectual contribution and efforts. The Graduate School of Public Health’s 
policy on academic integrity, which is based on the University policy, is available online in the Pitt Public Health 
Academic Handbook (www.publichealth.pitt.edu/home/academics/academic-requirements). The policy includes 
obligations for faculty and students, procedures for adjudicating violations, and other critical information. Please take 
the time to read this policy. 
 
Students committing acts of academic dishonesty, including plagiarism, unauthorized collaboration on assignments, 
cheating on exams, misrepresentation of data, and facilitating dishonesty by others, will receive sanctions appropriate 
to the violation(s) committed.  Sanctions include, but are not limited to, reduction of a grade for an assignment or a 
course, failure of a course, and dismissal from the school.  
 
All student violations of academic integrity must be documented by the appropriate faculty member; this 
documentation will be kept in a confidential student file maintained by the Office of Student Affairs.  If a sanction 
for a violation is agreed upon by the student and instructor, the record of this agreement will be expunged from the 
student file upon the student’s graduation. If the case is referred to the Pitt Public Health Academic Integrity Hearing 
Board, a record will remain in the student’s permanent file.   
 
Email Communication – Your Responsibilities 
You should have a University email address (username@pitt.edu). For Techniques for Professional Writing, I will 
only communicate through your authorized Pitt email address.  This e-mail address may be used by the 
university for official communication. You are expected to read e-mail sent to this account on a regular basis. Failure 
to read and react to university communications in a timely manner does not absolve you from knowing and 
complying with the content of the communications. The university provides an e-mail forwarding service that allows 
students to read their e-mail via other service providers. Students who choose to forward email from their pitt.edu 
address to another address do so at their own risk. If email is lost as a result of forwarding, you are still responsible 
for responding to the original email. To forward email sent to your university account, go to accounts.pitt.edu, log 
into your account, click on Edit Forwarding Addresses, and follow the instructions. Be sure to log out of your 
account when you have finished. (For the full E-mail Communication Policy, go to 
www.bc.pitt.edu/policies/policy/09/09-10-01.html.) 
 
The Writing Center 
Having difficulty with the writing requirements and assignments for this and other courses?  Pitt’s Writing Center 
provides a place for students, faculty, and staff to work on their writing.  Center staff members are experienced, 
trained writing consultants and services are free to all University of Pittsburgh students.  Learn more at 
www.writingcenter.pitt.edu .or call the center at 412-634-6556. 
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