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Abstract
Knowing to write effectively is key to communication within the different interfaces of any professional role – client-
facing, colleague-facing and/or public-facing. Complaints of poor service from professionals often focus on their failure 
to communicate, not merely in terms of politeness and consideration, but with respect to a lack of clear explanations 
underlying professional decisions. In other words, the process of interpreting their specialist body of knowledge to 
the client appears to be a great challenge. Communication that performs a translation function between the world of 
the professional and that of the client is ‘interdiscursive’: it involves a fusion of genres. Interdiscursivity also arises 
in communication within the workplace, for example in seeking or giving authorisation or advice. In this article, we 
examine the challenges that interdiscursive communication pose, from the point of view of engineering and of health 
professionals, some of whom are also teachers in these fields at university level. Our findings are based on interviews 
we conducted with these different groups. We hereby aim to extend the theoretical and contextual framework drawn 
up by a previous survey study. Although the interview participants show a certain awareness of interdiscursive writing 
skills, the conclusions drawn from this awareness differ between the groups, as well as between the employed versus 
the self-employed professionals. While the former group writes in a way that rather disregards the target audience and 
does not see much sense in learning and training writing skills, the latter group was obliged to find ways of managing 
the demands they faced.
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1.	  Introduction
The written form of communication has become more important than ever before, with the 
internet, email and messenger applications making written exchange both fast and simple. This 
also applies to professional contexts, where excellent writing skills have become essential for a 
successful career (Holden 2017; Usher et al. 2014). Good texts require prior analysis of the text’s 
goal, the target group, as well as the target group’s goals – to ensure that the writers’ ideas are 
successfully conveyed to their readership (Bétrancourt/Ortoleva/Billet 2015; Leijten et al. 2014; 
Neumann 2015). Professional written communication usually takes place within the respective 
community, which sets standards in the form of genres for text structure, wording, or content, 
creating in this manner the standards of everyday communication within the respective fields 
(Swales 1990). These genres provide “an individual’s repertoire of situationally appropriate 
responses to recurrent situations” (Berkenkotter/Huckin 1995: ix), which enhances “the reader’s 
chances of interpreting the writer’s purpose [by taking] the trouble to anticipate what the reader 
might be expecting based on previous texts he or she has read of the same kind” (Hyland 2004: 
5). If writers wish to take their readership into account, i.e. customers who, as they do not form 
part of the professional community, tend not to know how its discourse is structured, they must 
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act interdiscursively: they must realise their goals either in a form that is unfamiliar to their 
professional contexts, or they must be strategic in applying elements of their specific professional 
communication in other text forms (e.g. technical terms in a marketing text). As Schriver (1997: 
3) states:
	 If writers […] are to create documents that take readers seriously, they will need a more detailed view 

of readers than they have now – a view which allows them to imagine readers other than themselves 
actively engaging with words and pictures. Professionals will also need to be able to compare their 
own writing and design practices to those of others.

However, a previous survey by Breuer et al. (2015) found that in the professional contexts of 
engineering and health sciences, these abilities are not taught at either universities or professional 
schools in Germany or in the U.K.; and while students and professionals admit that writing plays 
a crucial role in their professional lives, they do not see the point of training writing skills.

In order to analyse professionals’ management of this contradiction between attitude and reality 
as reported by Breuer et al. (2015), a qualitative study was set up in which both German engineers 
and health professionals were interviewed. The present study focuses on the following questions:
•	 	 Which kinds of texts were the participants required to write at university, and were they taught to 	

	 do so?

•	 	 Which kinds of texts do the professionals currently write?

•	 	 How do they approach the task of writing?

•	 	 How do they evaluate the written form of communication in their professional lives?

•	 	 What does this mean for teaching and practising writing in the professional context?

In Section 2, the backdrop to the teaching of writing for the professional context will be outlined. 
In Section 3, the study itself is presented in more detail, while zooming in on the key statements 
of the interviewees in Section 4. Our focus is on whether the professionals in the study attune their 
writing to the needs of their target groups before sitting down to write, and whether their texts are 
in fact adapted to the various groups. Thus, the aim of our study is to clarify the ‘interdiscursive’ 
reality of these specific professional areas.

2.	  Interdiscursivity in professional writing
One does not begin from scratch when creating a text but rather builds on the context in which the 
texts previously written have formed specific textual expectations (Curry/Lillis 2004; Kennedy/
Smith 2010) as well as on the reader’s understanding of the respective genre. Genres can be seen 
as “situated linguistic behaviour in institutionalised academic or professional settings” (Bhatia 
2002: 22); as “a rhetorical means for mediating private intentions and social exigence” (Miller 
1984: 163); or as “classes of communicative events which typically possess features of stability, 
name recognition and so on” (Swales 1990: 9). The genre is formed by the professional practice, 
which in turn belongs to a professional culture (Fig. 1). There are intertextual interrelationships 
which exist “between and across texts, focusing primarily on text-internal properties” (Bhatia 
2010: 32): All of the texts that one writes and reads operate on the basis of standards that are 
defined and developed over time in previously published texts, in a specific professional (or 
academic) field (intertextuality). Since a “profession is partly defined by the ability of its members 
to show that they possess a unique body of knowledge, can demonstrate certain skills, and can 
specify the training needed to be a member of the profession” (Schriver 1997: 68), intertextual 
skills are vital for a professional’s standing in the community.
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Figure 1. Levels of professional communication (Bhatia 2010: 33)

Professionals who communicate with readers outside of their professional field (e.g. patients for health 
professionals or customers for engineers) need to take into account that their readers are not experts within 
the respective field, and that they are not used to the way in which the specific discourse functions. If 
their communication is to be successful, the professionals need to adjust their writing to the requirements 
of the different target groups, while at the same time integrating aspects from a different genre into their 
texts (e.g. using elements from marketing texts when applying for a contract of technical instruments with 
a potential client) or adjusting genre elements to the audience (e.g. employing commonly used words 
instead of specialist terms in guidelines for patients) (interdiscursivity). This interdiscursivity is applied 
across all levels of discourse (Bhatia 2010: Fig. 1): One not only needs to write one’s texts accordingly but 
also to adapt one’s behaviour when communicating with customers, with craftspersons, or for example 
when communicating with fellow engineers on a common project.

As some of the defining contextual and disciplinary factors are well-known to the audience (Bhatia 
2004, 2010; Hyland 2004; Schneider 2010; Swales 2004), there is no need to change the linguistic 
characteristics of the genre of a professional culture altogether: patients are unlikely to trust a health 
professional who gives illnesses fictional names. At the same time, patients are likely to be uncomfortable 
when confronted with too many professional medical terms, as this hinders not only their understanding 
of the illness but also the consequences of the illness for their future lives, i.e. which steps need to be 
taken and for what reason (Lim 2009). This type of miscommunication takes place between patients/
customers and professionals of all kinds: the former group wishes to be rest assured that the professional 
is an expert, while at the same time, too much professional language can lead to misunderstanding. This 
might in turn lead to doubting whether patients/customers have the same goals as the professionals, or that 
the professionals are trying to fool them with their ‘professionlect’ – perhaps ultimately leading to a loss 
of patients and clients (Lim 2009). 

Professionals thus need to know and to analyse how the person they are communicating with ‘thinks’, 
what the knowledge basis is with which they work, and which form of communication they are used to, 
in order to use appropriate discourse (Henry 1998). At the same time, professionals need to be aware 
of those elements that give them credibility. Steve Bennett’s (2010) diagram nicely showcases how 
engineers would like a recipe to look (Fig. 2), something which would perhaps be unsuitable for a reader 
unacquainted with technical communication. Still, even in the ‘engineer-adapted’ form of a recipe, well-
known elements of standard recipes are adopted here, making the professional background of the text 
form visible and the recipe ‘believable’ (Larson 1977).
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Figure 2. Cooking for engineers (Bennett 2010)

Various studies have shown that the ability to communicate interdiscursively with customers or 
patients is crucial for professional success – not only for the professionals themselves but also 
for the company/the institution they work for. A central element here is using “plain language” 
(Willerton 2015). This “streamlines procedures and paperwork” (Kimble 1997: 3), “reduces 
confusion, complaints, and claims, and […] improves customer satisfaction”, as well as “increases 
sales and raises the company’s standing in the marketplace” (4). A fitting example comes from 
Murrmann (2015) in her examination of a Polish fitness trainer’s communication with her target 
group via DVD instructions, Facebook and other forms of online written communication. She 
found that the trainer used a mixture of ‘professionlect’ as well as a very personal form of 
communication which was a key factor to her professional success. Her language was used in this 
way as an essential marketing instrument, a skill unlikely to be taught at university: the trainer 
was able to emphasize her expertise in the field, meaning that she was successful in meeting the 
needs of her readers.

Although it has been widely proven that companies benefit from good professional writing 
(Mead 1998; Ramey 1995; Schriver 1997,2012) (even more so if the writer is not a professional 
technician but a professional writer, see Hayes 1989; Pinker 2014), writing practice is neither a 
central topic at universities nor in companies (although concepts of teaching professional writing 
at universities do exist, albeit rarely, at German universities) (e.g. Hill/Griswold 2013; Ramírez-
Echeverry et al. 2016; Rus 2015). In university programmes that offer a ‘technical writer’ 
qualification, writing and text creation make up less than a quarter of the entire course. This is 
possibly the result of managers’ and teachers’ attitudes toward writing and its learnability. Writing 
is very often seen in a romantic way, as being a talent, something with which one is either gifted or 
not (cf. Schriver 1997). The only aspects that are teachable, so goes the assumption, are grammar 
and orthography. These are aspects that, however, should already have been acquired at school, 
making classes at university and later in professional life redundant. Those who teach writing 
are often seen as “grammar doctors” who teach a “remedial” (Schriver 1997: 68) subject. This 
view is in turn often adopted by the students who sometimes even feel ashamed of their needing 
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guidance, and who therefore do not want their professors to know that they have gone to a writing 
centre for support (personal communication with students of the writing centre at our university). 

In short, both managers and professionals are aware that technical skills alone are insufficient 
for (personal and business) success, and that written communication is not only relevant but that 
it has a huge impact on one’s later profession (Ramey 1995; Redish 1995, 2010). For example, 
up to 60% of an engineer’s work time is devoted to writing (Mort et al., 2012). It is consequently 
no great surprise that there are books on writing successful proposals in health professions (e.g. 
Funk/Tornquist 2015), on style in health professions (e.g. Fondiller/Nerone 2007), on professional 
expression for engineers (e.g. Morris 2009) or on the teaching of technical writing (e.g. Hering 
2015; Juhl 2015). However, the teaching and practice of writing is still not mandatory in Germany 
or in many other countries. If there are classes on writing, these focus on academic writing. The 
necessary skills of learning intertextuality and interdiscursivity are not explicitly taught, although 
this would be quite easy, as the settings of how to write within the academic community depend 
on intertextuality and interdiscursivity, although they are relatively fixed (Thielmann 2009). 
The students believe that academic writing skills will most likely not be of much use in their 
professional careers (Breuer et al. 2015), which “makes the task abstract and the learner confused 
and demotivated” (Orlova/Zeidmane 2011: 523).

In order to analyse whether this juxtaposition is perceived inside the community of health 
professionals and engineers, Breuer et al. (2015) set up a questionnaire asking German as well 
as U.K. students, teachers, writing teachers and professionals about their writing attitudes, their 
writing experiences and their evaluation of the importance of the writing skills that were necessary 
for performing expected tasks (e.g. structuring, idea generation, and knowledge about genre). The 
results showed that the teachers, students and practitioners had similar views within their groups 
– independently of whether they belonged to the health or to the engineering group. There was, 
however, a difference between the professionals and the students in their evaluation of the type 
of writing skills that are important in professional communication. Whereas the latter were of the 
crafts tradition (cf. Schriver 1997), in which grammar and orthography are highly valued, the 
professionals stressed that interdiscursive factors play a more crucial role. Still, the majority did 
not see any need for special writing classes.

We set up a qualitative study with a two-fold aim: (1) to understand the contradiction outlined 
above, namely an awareness of the need for good writing skills versus the seeming lack of interest 
in teaching and learning these skills; (2) to see how interdiscursive problems are understood and 
met by professionals. We interviewed both engineering and health professionals on their writing 
practices, on their views for the need and effectiveness of teaching writing skills and on the 
importance of writing skills for their professional futures. 

3.	  Methods
The aim of the present study was to yield more insight into how engineers and health 
professionals evaluate the writing techniques they acquired in higher education with respect to 
their appropriateness and use in their later professional careers. Qualitative data were collected by 
conducting interviews with ten professionals, two of whom are also university teachers. 

3.1.	  Participants
The ten participants in this study worked either in a larger company, in private practice, or at 
university, as shown in Table 1. 



20

Name Gender Profession Years in profession Company
Eng01 female Engineer architecture 25 Private business
Eng02 male Engineer machines 3 Employee in a larger com-

pany
Eng03 male Engineer machines 20 Employee in a larger com-

pany
Eng04 male Engineer software deve-

lopment
19 Employee in a larger com-

pany
Health01 female Physiotherapist 14 Private practice
Health02 female Physiotherapist 12 Private practice
Health03 female Physiotherapist 25 Private practice
Health04 male Physiotherapist unknown University hospital
TeachHealth female Lecturer in Physiothe-

rapy
3 (as teacher), 14 (as a 

health professional)
University

TeachEng male Lecturer in Engineering 8 (as teacher), 31 (as an 
architect)

University

Table. 1 Interview partners

Both the first engineer (Eng01) and the teacher in engineering (TeachEng) are the heads of a 
private architectural company. As they had already been in business prior to the emergence of 
internet communication, they have experience with a great variety of text forms. The other teacher 
(TeachHealth) had also been working as a physiotherapist at the university hospital before she 
became a teacher at the same hospital three years ago. All of the other engineers are employed in 
larger companies (between 50 and 300 employees). The physiotherapists either work in private 
practice or are part of a hospital team. 

Since most of the professionals (except Eng02) have been working in their field for a certain 
period of time, their experience of writing at university is, to a certain degree, out-of-date. 
However, the interviews with those who are also university teachers showed that, with respect to 
writing, not much has changed in academia in the recent past. Thus, the professionals’ impressions 
still represent the academic reality.

Being able to study physiotherapy at universities in Germany is a relatively recent phenomenon. 
Until 2001, physiotherapy was viewed exclusively in a practical, vocational sense. Although 
subjects such as neurology or orthopaedics have always constituted a crucial part of the curriculum, 
physiotherapy studies were not offered at university nor at universities of applied science but 
rather at vocational schools. The possibility to study physiotherapy at university was established 
in 2001 in order to give physiotherapists more legal rights and greater independence in terms 
of the analysis and treatment of patients. The old system allowed treatment only according to 
prescriptions received from general practitioners and/or orthopaedists. The physiotherapists 
we interviewed had all been educated in the ‘pre-university’ age of physiotherapy and many 
practitioners expressed concern as to whether university students would be able to perform as 
successfully in the professional context, as the amount of support university students receive 
and their training in the practical field are more limited than for those who train at the vocational 
schools, especially when the education is not provided in dual form (Health03 and 04). 

3.2.	  Interviews
Our interviews focused on eliciting a comparison by the professionals of the writing skills taught 
at university versus the writing skills necessary for their professional careers. We developed an 
interview script that integrated those aspects from the questionnaire used in a previous study 
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(Breuer et al. 2015), which highlighted the largest differences in evaluations by the respective 
groups (students, teachers, professionals). These aspects were:
•	 	 Texts written during higher education

•	 	 Evaluation of these types of text during and after the studies

•	 	 Texts written within the professional context

•	 	 Problems with professional writing and methods of handling these problems

•	 	 Writing for marketing

The script provided only an outline for the interviews, which were generally conducted in an 
informal, conversational manner.

The interviews were conducted in six one-to-one as well as in two dyad settings. The one-to-
one settings had the practical advantage of being easier to guide and creating less risk of losing 
focus, but speaking with two professionals at once promised a more ‘inspiring’ context. The 
latter setting lost its formal atmosphere while gaining the character of an informal chat. One 
participant’s memories of certain experiences activated memories in the other participant and vice 
versa, leading on the whole to more elaborate, lively and spontaneous content.

Five interviews took place at the participants’ work place in order to make them feel comfortable 
but also to give them (and the researcher) the opportunity to share professional texts, to take a 
look not only at the instruments used for writing and creating texts but also at the variety of texts 
that they receive and work with. The interviews took between 30 minutes and over an hour, 
depending on the personal involvement in the matter but also – in the case of the physiotherapists 
– on the free time they had between their sessions with the patients or on the duration of the lunch 
breaks. Two interviews were conducted online because of the distance between interviewee and 
interviewer. Here, relevant material was presented via Skype and/or via email exchange. One 
interview was conducted by telephone because of an unreliable internet connection.

The interviews were audio recorded, and sections of the discussions were then transcribed. For 
the purposes of this article, we have reduced the material: we have summarised common views, 
thus constructing logical entities. We have also chosen contradictory views in order to show that 
professional writing can vary widely depending on the context and on the individual ability and 
keenness to learn and further develop one’s capabilities. 

Despite their initial doubt about being able to contribute much to the topic of writing, the 
interviewees were proactive and their perspectives provided much insight into the different forms 
of written communication and their impact on the success of these processes.

4.	  Results
The examples are summarised and presented in the categories and sub-categories of “peer-to-peer 
communication” (professionals interact with other professionals in their field) and “communication 
with professionals–non-peer audiences” (other professionals and/or (possible) customers). They 
are then subdivided into the sections of teaching and practising.

4.1.	  Outcomes: Peer-to-peer communication

Teaching of academic writing at university
Neither the health professionals nor the engineers received explicit teaching of written 
communication. As both TeachHealth and BSc explained, only 16 hours are scheduled for teaching 
and learning basic academic skills, spread out over the first year. Since so little time is scheduled, 
teachers need to prioritize. As it is crucial in the professional context to be up-to-date in research 
and to apply scientific findings, TeachHealth decided to concentrate on teaching students the skills 
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required for reading academic texts, as well as interpreting and conducting statistical analyses (a 
point emphasised also by Health04). The results of the students’ work in TeachHealth’s class are 
presented exclusively in oral form. Writing is only used for summarising texts, which students 
were free to do, either through notes or in the form of longer text. The students receive a huge 
amount of information but do not have the time to practise the methods and strategies introduced 
in the class. As this class is taught very early on in the studies, Eng2 complained that he no longer 
remembered its content at a later stage although this content was necessary to write up his BSc 
thesis.

Although writing is not taught explicitly in physiotherapy either, writing becomes important 
in practical classes, as noted by TeachHealth. For example, writing reports is given much 
attention in classes on the analysis of the incoming patients’ physical conditions, as well as on 
the success of the treatment. Students receive a number of questions that they are to answer and 
then use to write the final reports. The main aim of the task is to create a text that conveys as 
much information as possible, in order to provide a complete picture of the patient’s condition. 
According to Health03, neither students nor teachers pay much attention to the logical structure 
of their texts, as long as the information provided is complete. She stated that the demands of the 
teachers also differ depending on their own individual style. Although writing reports was done 
in various medical topics classes, the teachers in these classes worked more or less independently 
of each other, with the result that no general picture was provided of how to write goal-oriented 
reports. Interestingly, Health03 evaluated this positively: the lack of structure allows her to adjust 
her texts to the characteristics of the doctors for whom she nowadays writes, because she does not 
have a set genre in mind.

This positive viewpoint on the interdiscursive writing performance is by no means shared by 
everyone. The effect of feedback which relates only to the content of the reports is that the texts 
become too long, providing unnecessary information:
	 Everything is noted, from the name of the dog, to which television series the patients watch and so on. 

Really every detail is written down which might possibly have an impact on the patient’s situation.
(TeachHealth)1

Although these private aspects are vital during treatment (see below Professional–client/patient 
communication), this information is redundant in the written report, especially if it is written for 
a doctor who hardly ever reads the reports and rather focuses on the data given to him in the letter 
(see external professional communication: health professionals–doctors). 

Academic peer communication
None of the participants had written lengthy papers during their formal education. Although ‘short’ 
term papers were a requirement for the engineers, their written tasks usually consisted of drawing 
and calculating. The physiotherapists tended only to write short reports, and most of their exams 
were multiple-choice tests. None of the interviewees regretted this when they were students, 
saying that they were “no great writers” (Eng01) or that they lacked the time. Since calculations, 
drawings and reports were said to be the most relevant written form in their professional lives, 
the lack of practice in writing different text forms seemed reasonable to them at the time. Now, 
years later, they do not see any relevant reason to offer more writing practice at university level 
either, as they still expect their readership to consist exclusively of their peer group. Eng02, for 
example, complained about the proof-reader of his BSc-paper (who is a graduate of the Arts and 
Humanities Faculty):
	 Throughout the paper she wrote in the margins that I should say why I do what I do, and that I have 

been successful in doing what I wanted to do. But everybody can see that it was successful by just loo-
king at the numbers! (Eng02)

1	  For reasons of readability, the quotes are exclusively given in the translated English version.
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Professional–peer communication: engineers
The engineers stated that they rarely produced any written form of communication with their 
peers that consists of full sentences. They either call each other, or they send each other technical 
drawings. They stated that using more words might only create confusion and misunderstandings 
(Eng02), so it is safer to keep the focus on the “really important” (Eng01) matters.

Professional–peer communication: health professionals
Health professionals within the hospital context tend to continue writing the elaborate reports 
practised at university, as they find reports such as these helpful for their own work. It is useful 
when summarizing what they have done and what worked well, so that they can adjust their 
treatment to what they learn about the patient in the report. Health04 stated that only detailed 
reports help him to work effectively when taking over a patient from a colleague. He and his 
colleagues begin the diagnosis of the patients with a very long and profound interview, which 
includes biographical data as well as social factors. Since these factors can be relevant for physical 
problems, having the information helps him to generate an effective treatment plan. It also has an 
impact on how treatment is seen by the patients and thus its potential success:
	 There is a reason for the saying that a louse has run over someone’s liver [German proverb for some-

body who is in a bad mood because of something undefined that has happened to them]. Patients with 
liver problems are often without drive, and we should keep this in mind.(Health04)

Health04 and his colleagues discuss the individual patients, the various treatments and possible 
treatment modifications with the doctors. As medical institutions and departments define academic 
terms differently, they have developed a ‘common language’ to facilitate understanding. When 
the physiotherapists and doctors at Health04’s hospital receive diagnostic reports from other 
institutes, they ‘translate’ these reports in their hospital’s internal language, making “grey linguistic 
areas either black or white” (Health04). They need interdiscursive practice in the professional-
professional communication within their own community.

However, in larger, privately-led practices, the picture is very different. As described by 
Health02, a patient is often treated by different physiotherapists, and these do not have the time to 
take notes after sessions (nor are they paid for doing so), or have the necessary knowledge about 
the patient to give very detailed descriptions. In managing this challenge, the heads of the two 
practices in this study have adapted the reports by leaving only very restricted space to answer set 
questions related to the anamnesis of former illnesses, of applied methods, and of the effects of 
the method. Filling in these restricted spaces does not require much thought, and is meant to take 
no more than five minutes.

4.2.	  Outcomes: Communication with professional–non-peer audiences
Writing texts that is read by (future) customers and/ or by patients can become an important aspect 
in professional lives. The experiences that our participants had in this respect at university and in 
their professional lives will be outlined below.

Teaching external written communication at university and in the professional context
As described above, the analysis of the target group, as well as interdiscursive and interdisciplinary 
‘diplomacy’ are highly relevant for the writing process, especially for ‘external’, that is, non-peer 
audiences. Yet, these competencies remain neglected. Eng01 and TeachEng, for example, need to 
write proposals responding to calls for building public buildings (e.g. schools), which are read by 
members of different fields within the construction business but also by teachers who will work 
in the buildings and whose interest in structural calculations is only marginal. However, students 
were not taught to create texts for the real world, in which efficiency or low prices become one’s 
goals (TeachEng). Engineers are thus often confronted with the challenge of having to sell a 
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solution with a higher price to a customer if they think that the low-cost variant will not match 
the expectations of the customer with respect to the product’s quality. TeachEng explains that in 
these cases writing should be more poetic (“lyrischer”) so as to convince the customer to use the 
engineer’s choice of materials rather than that which the customer has proposed; in other words, 
favouring the engineer’s ideas.

None of the employed engineers or physiotherapists wrote emails or letters to customers while 
at university, nor did they do so often in their professional lives. According to TeachHealth, there 
is a profound lack of communication competency in official written exchange:
	 I get emails from students which are completely unacceptable. Basic things like greeting or addressing 

the other are not applied. Forms of politeness, which are simply part of this kind of conversation, are 
usually not mastered by them. I have decided to teach this to them by responding extra correctly. They 
eventually get the message after the third email. (TeachHealth).

She helps students by making them write a practice term paper and giving them thorough feedback 
first, before they have to hand in their final term papers, which are then graded. As mentioned by 
the engineers and the physiotherapists, this is not common practice and that in their experience, 
lecturers prefer to complain about the students’ writing competencies rather than to offer guidance. 
Eng03 and Eng04 did not even expect teachers to offer any guidance at all.
	 When they [the students] come to the university, they should be able to do these things. They should 

have learned them at school. If they have not learned it there, then the university is not the place to 
be.(Eng03)

The experienced professionals as well as the pedagogues were aware of the fact that the literacy 
competencies required for successful professional communication are something many graduates 
lack (including orthography and punctuation; see also Berninger et al. 2008; Sterling et al. 1998). 
However, none of the practitioners in this study saw this as a lack within university education, nor 
did they consider explicit teaching and practice within the professional setting a sensible measure 
in dealing with the problem. 

The teachers were more open to including writing practice into classes. TeachEng, for example, 
recommended emphasizing the importance of following a certain structure when communicating 
with customers, e.g. by creating a text with an introduction in which one outlines the suggested 
change, a main part in which the advantages as well as the disadvantages (for example higher 
prices) are outlined, and a conclusion in which these are synthesized, leading the customer to 
agree with the engineer. TeachEng suggested having a class on these kinds of texts, maybe also 
including standards for writing applications. The engineers are in agreement that there is a lack of 
competence in the latter aspect, with Eng01 noting succinctly:
	 The ‘best’ letters of application are those that are still saved in Word and in which you may read Dad’s 

comments regarding what the kid should enhance in order to make the application a success.(Eng01).

She does not even look at the CVs of these writers, whereas in the companies of the other engineers, 
these job applicants are still invited to interviews. Still, the engineers explicitly complained about 
a lack of competency and yet did not see a call for teaching (cf. Neumann 2015).

Aware of these weaknesses, TeachEng and Eng01 use mimesis in coaching their employees. 
Eng01 stated that she herself learned how to write letters to her clients as well as to write “building 
diaries” at her first employment in a small architectural office. She was asked to take a look at 
good examples of such texts, as well as to hand in her own versions before sending them out to 
craftspersons or to customers. 
	 They did read those kinds of texts. According to the craftspersons, their main motivation was that it 

could be noted that they had no work, and that they would be fined if they did not work accordingly. 
But they only read across the text. Style, spelling or punctuation is of no interest to anyone. (Eng01)
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Because she knows how important meeting the readers’ demands is, she and TeachEng have 
adopted the method of teaching their employees to write in an appropriate manner, by giving them 
not only feedback but also prototype texts. The method of selecting their employees by including 
an evaluation of their competency in writing an application letter has been quite successful. The 
engineers do, however, remark that the time the engineer needs to acquire the necessary skills 
depends on the individual person, with some needing feedback only once, and others taking up 
to ten times. 

External professional communication: health professionals–doctors
In Germany, doctors tend not to request reports from the private physiotherapy practices. If they 
do require information on previous treatment, this report will be sent to them. However, Health01 
and Health02 presume that many doctors do not actually read these concise reports: 
	 Of course, I hope that some of them read the report. But I believe that most of them ask for the reports 

in case the health insurance companies make enquiries as to whether the referral had any positive ef-
fect. They then can get the report and send it to the health insurance.(Health02)

Knowing that their reports will probably not be read has a negative effect on their motivation 
to write, and so does the health insurance companies’ habit of not paying for the paper work 
conducted by the physiotherapists either between sessions or during breaks.

Another important factor in external communication is the therapists’ insight into their patients’ 
thoughts and feelings. As described by Health02, physiotherapists often find themselves in the 
challenging situation of having their patients confide that they do not really want their therapy 
to be successful. Instead, they would prefer to be diagnosed as incurable, thereby allowing them 
to resign from their jobs and begin early retirement. The physiotherapists are then in the delicate 
position of having to write reports in which they need to describe their success (otherwise the 
doctors would not recommend patients to go to this practice), while on the other hand, they need 
to express their concern about sending the patient back to their everyday job.
	 It’s like dancing on eggs. I cannot claim that I have done my work improperly. At the same time, I can’t 

abuse my patient’s confidence by giving him a whipping.(Health02)

Only Health03, who works in a private institution, has had positive experiences with physicians. 
She works in a field that has only recently been acknowledged for shoulder/back problems, for 
headaches and migraines – namely, a medical field related to the phenomenon of grinding teeth at 
night, which, in turn, has a negative effect on the spine and the nerves connecting the spine and 
other parts of the body. She states that doctors come to her practice wanting to learn more about 
how she treats these patients. For Health03, it makes sense to put more effort into the reports 
for the(se) doctors, to suggest treatment procedures, and to state how to adapt the treatment. 
However, these positive cases are few and far between. Still, they can be very motivating, and 
Health03 notices a tendency in younger medical professionals to be open to learning from other 
fields (which shows that there is also a need for working interdiscursively on their side). However, 
she would not recommend simply stating that a change of treatment is necessary (which would 
imply that the steps taken so far have not been efficient), so avoiding that the doctors feel ordered 
about by someone from a professionally ‘lower’ rank. Physiotherapists should rather ‘propose’ 
that the alternative might also be an option. 

Not only in situations like these are diplomatic strategies a useful skill. According to TeachHealth, 
it is generally important to make a thorough target group analysis of the doctors who receive the 
recommendations given in the reports. When a specific form of further treatment seems helpful for 
the patient’s development, one needs to know whether the doctors or the institutions who sent the 
patient appreciate the proposed method, or whether they prefer different methods. In the former 
case, writing the report is simple, while in the latter case, tact and hedging are necessary. One 
should first mention the doctors’ preferred method as appropriate but then needs to convincingly 
formulate that in this special case an alternative method would be better. 
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Professional–client communication 
Since professionals and clients often do not share the same linguistic repertoire, the demands on 
professionals’ writing skills are high, since they must become proficient in a variety of genres and 
to address different target groups cost-efficiently. One useful method is integrating images. Eng02 
makes elaborate use of them when he gives training courses to his customers, who are technicians 
but come from different professional backgrounds. He claims that the use of more text leads to 
unclarity and to an increase in questions from the participants. Since the customers are usually 
more interested in how to use the product and not in how the product actually works, the success of 
a product depends in his view on the (operation) instructions and the technical documentation. He 
evaluates this as one of the main differences between academic communication and professional 
communication. 

Elaborate use of language does not help the patients to understand exercise instructions either. 
Health 04 therefore makes use of film, allowing the patients to film him while he is performing 
the exercise, so that they have a model to work with. Trying to do this with words alone is not 
very useful, as language can be interpreted individually, which is less so the case for films and 
pictograms. 
	 You stick this on your refrigerator at home and know what you have to do at a glance. (Health04).

Use of images in texts is also useful in the marketing of one’s services to a large variety of target 
groups. Eng01 and TeachEng, for example, create texts for their websites, texts for proposals, 
and so on. They have solved this problem by reducing the linguistic content as much as possible 
and by conveying the message multi-modally. This enables them to address both a professional 
audience and a client audience. Pictures of outstanding elements as well as technical drawings 
of the buildings give different impressions which meet the different demands. The (linguistic) 
written information is reduced to a minimum. Here, no professional architectural language is 
used but rather that of the “well-educated, politically correct reader” (Eng01) – the target group 
of their clients.

The challenge for physiotherapeutic practices, however, is that they are not able to use pictures 
in such an elaborate way for marketing purposes. Clients are not willing to be photographed, the 
physical problems are often invisible, and so is the positive result of the treatment. The differences 
between the physical treatments are also often visually so subtle that differences between ‘manual 
treatment’ and ‘massage’ cannot be visualised. 

There are additionally some legal aspects to keep in mind, as described by Health01. 
Nowadays, physiotherapists are not legally authorised to do a medical examination or curative 
treatment without a prescription from a medical practitioner, although they would technically 
be able to do so. Doctors are sometimes reluctant to refer patients for physiotherapy because of 
budgetary constraints. Patients often need to wait for appointments with orthopaedists for more 
than two months. As a result, they often try to access treatment from a physiotherapist without a 
prescription. However, there are no free curative offers available, which is senseless to patients in 
pain and who are already past the preventive condition. 
	 It’s crazy - of course we are able to do analyses. We speak with the people, we examine them. We 

often do this more elaborately than the doctors. Still, we are not allowed to tell this publicly. Private 
customers are, however, very important for us because the public health insurance companies pay so 
little. And of course, people would need it. To couch this diplomatically – this is art! We have paid an 
agency to do this. But they did not have any idea about the subject.(Health01).

This example demonstrates the difficult situation professional writing can impose on writers. 
On the one hand, health professionals need to promote themselves, while on the other hand 
legal demands need to be met. The website mirrors this dilemma: the texts are very long, rather 
academic and unnecessarily elaborate.  

In larger companies, managers seem to be more aware of their employees’ lacking awareness 
of interdiscursive writing skills; the result of which is that the engineers often are not the ones 
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to communicate with their clients directly but rather the heads of the department, or colleagues 
from the sales department who exchange emails and the like with the customers. Still, another 
text form is crucial for the engineer-customer communication, namely the technical specification 
sheet and the product requirements document. These documents are important, since they form 
a kind of sub-contract between the customer and the company, which can also be called upon 
in the case of legal proceedings. Although these various text forms are trained in class, they are 
not taught in the ‘customer-centred’ way. As stated above, students need to focus on aspects like 
the ‘ideal’ solution for a project, whereas in ‘real life’ factors like costs and personal preferences 
might be key factors. Professional engineers can often already estimate whether a job will be done 
successfully in these conditions. Therefore, they will be extra careful with product requirement 
documents because if they do not make it clear in the document what can be achieved for the fixed 
price, they can be asked to do corrections later on. This may create costs that will not be paid by 
the customers if the document guaranteed a ‘perfect’ product at the fixed price in the conditions 
proposed. 

If this is not done correctly, the document might lead to another challenging text form for the 
engineers: the expert’s reports. While Eng03 received an extra half-year training for working as 
a provider of expert evidence, Eng04 did not. He had to learn to write these reports by trial and 
error:
	 I wrote the first reports as I thought that it fitted best. It was the answer to a report written by the oppo-

sing side which stated that we had committed an error in programming. I simply copied the modality, 
the language. Then I gave them to our legal department. And they said: we do not understand a word 
but the language sounds legal enough.(Eng04).

Although the legal officers did not understand any of the technical (and very critical) information, 
the use of language in the legal text is in fact essential in the experts’ war (“Gutachterkrieg”, 
Eng04), which is conducted in the form of writing reports, receiving contra reports, writing 
another contra report, and so on. Although judges are usually trained in the technical aspects if 
they work in the field, they have more expertise in legal affairs. Choosing the correct words, the 
fitting structure and so on, can therefore be crucial for the success of a party in legal proceedings. 

While writing these texts is in itself time-consuming, this time is often not taken into account 
by the heads of the department or by the company’s management. Eng03 stated that he is in a 
good position to decline other tasks when he is asked to write reports, since this is a specifically 
stated, necessary part of his job. Eng04, on the other hand, claimed that the reports are often seen 
as the consequence of the engineer’s improper work (If I had done the job properly, we would not 
have any complaints, say the ones on top!). In other words, he considers having to write responses 
to reports an unnecessary burden on his workload.

5.	  Discussion
The aim of the interviews was two-fold: (1) to take a look at professionals’ education in writing, 
as well as their attitude and approach to writing; (2) to draw conclusions on this information for 
the teaching and practice of writing competency. The interviews showed that the participants’ 
perception of writing was rather bleak: writing plays a central role in their professional lives, 
but they do not see much sense in the process, nor did or do they receive sufficient support and 
appreciation for their written work at university or within the professional context. 

Although written exams are crucial for one’s educational success, writing is not or only 
marginally taught at university. It seems that it is still widely seen as ‘unteachable’ (apart from 
orthography and punctuation), as described in section 2 (cf. Arrington 1986; Schriver 1997), or 
as a skill to be learned independently from the course curriculum. As TeachHealth, and Eng02 
describe, teaching writing skills, if done at all, does not explicitly stress the importance of the 
competency within one’s professional career. Thus, the students often cannot grasp the fact 
that different genres are not a corset set by their teachers (Bakhtin 1986) but rather a means to 
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communicate more effectively within a group (Swales 2004, see above). As outlined by Health03, 
feedback is not even given in this respect, although it would help future professionals to adapt 
their academic genre competencies to other professional contexts and consequently to enhance 
the communication processes within and across professional groups. 

On the contrary, professionals perceive academic writing as not applicable in real life (cf. 
Breuer et al. 2015). Academic writing is rarely evaluated as an effective instrument to understand 
future professional processes (Kurunsaari et al. 2015); writing at university is exclusively seen as 
a time-intensive ‘crusade’ necessary only for acquiring one’s degree. 

When students then enter the professional context, writing other types of texts becomes central. 
Texts different from those written at university need to be produced for an audience that is usually 
not a peer group (e.g. emails to customers, letters to doctors). According to Health 4, texts also 
need to be completely re-written sometimes even inside the peer-group, as the status quo in the 
universities’ and institutions’ writing presents a rather disturbing depiction (Mead 1998; Redish 
1995). If communication within the peer group is already problematic due to an indistinctly 
performed common genre, this problem is intensified when it comes to writing for other groups. 
Here, interdiscursive competencies are even more vital (Willerton 2015). 

The only way the participants in our study have learned to write within these settings is by 
using the method of mimesis, that is, by “observation, imitation and rehearsal” (Billet 2015: 28). 
However, learning through mimetic processes requires an awareness of why things are done the 
way they are done. It requires learning which aspects form part of one’s specific professional genre, 
and which are only viable for the specialised audience, therefore needing to be interdiscursively 
adjusted to the readers’ professional practice (Bhatia 2010). These issues are not discussed at 
university nor explicitly supported by managers. This leads to scenarios like that of Eng02, who 
still does not understand the lecturer’s request to add information about the statistical analysis 
into his text. To him, the statistics suffice, and so they should for his audience. He upholds this 
viewpoint, even though he has experienced problematic misunderstandings both with his lecturer 
and in his training classes with customers who will work with his product in the future. One 
can therefore conclude that by not communicating this mismatch between the information given 
and the information needed, universities are missing their chance and their duty to support their 
students’ steps into the professional world.

This situation is, however, not criticized by the participants, although they struggle during the 
text production process. This lack of criticism is possibly the result of the fact that the texts that are 
produced by professionals are often not perceived as ‘real’ texts. Here we are confronted with the 
age-old understanding of written texts as consisting exclusively of sentences. Multimodal texts 
such as technical drawings or notes (Archer/Breuer, 2015; McMurtrie 2015) are not evaluated 
as ‘real’ writing. ‘Serious’ writing is perceived as something which TeachEng would have called 
‘poetic’: expressing one’s thoughts rather eloquently and elaborately, while short, concise and 
goal-oriented formulation is not highly evaluated, although this is often more demanding than 
writing word after word without structure and goal (Clyne 1987; Breuer 2013, 2016). Here, one 
can see the influence of the (old-fashioned) Teutonic way of academic writing that has been 
practised in Germany (Galtung 1981). Teutonic writing calls for the author to express all of 
their ideas (however slightly) related to the topic in order to present a broad picture of the topic 
discussed which stems from the romantic tradition of writing (Schriver 1997). A lack of writing 
competency, according to this view, mirrors a lack of thinking competency on the side of the 
writer (Arrington 1986), or (even more so) on the side of the reader who is unable to understand 
the content (Swales/Feak 1994). This attitude persists, although professional reports have adopted 
the Saxonic academic genre, which prefers ‘selling’ academic findings and the conclusions that 
one has drawn to ‘telling’ these findings and conclusions (Swales/Feak 1994). 

Although managers perceive the lacking ability of their employees to write interdiscursively, 
they tend not to offer the participants training practice. They rather exclude them from external 
communication or introduce intermediate communicators with no knowledge about the content. 
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As noted by Eng04, the intermediate communicators are employed to evaluate and circulate the 
texts that he has written, and everyone knows that they do not understand the content and only 
evaluate whether the formalities of the genre conventions of the target text are met. In other 
words, whether or not the content is understood is not valued as an essential part of the writing 
process and the genre conventions by either group. We find ourselves in the absurd situation that 
interdiscursivity is required but that the crucial reasons for interdiscursivity are lost along the 
way, namely the combination of “lexico-grammatical, rhetorical and organization” of the text, 
“the [sensible] conventions of the genre in question”, “the professional practice” (Bhatia 2017: 
34) and the “culture of the profession, discipline, or institution that constrains the use of textual 
resources for a particular discursive practice” (35) for successful communication. Interdiscursivity 
is reduced to the application of the conventions of the new genre in the texts; the professional text 
genre then becomes the same formal corset as the academic genre was before.

The knowledge that being valued as a communicative (writing) partner is conducive to the 
writing process (Roberts/Cimasko, 2008) seems to be missing among the majority of our partici-
pants. Consequently, little motivation could be observed to reflect on or to enhance their writing 
skills. This lack of motivation results in a vicious circle: the quality of text production does not 
improve, and the professionals are unwilling to analyse the target group, as they do not see the 
necessity of revising their texts appropriately (Breuer 2015; Hayes 2012). This further results in 
miscommunication, negative feedback toward the managers/directors of the institution, and the 
self-fulfilling prophecy of all participants that bad writers are bad thinkers and that one cannot 
learn to write (Arrington 1986; Schriver 1997). 

Neglecting the importance of proficiency in writing has, however, a negative effect on the 
workflow in general (Ramey 1995), since the written texts indeed have an impact on the respective 
company’s financial success (Mead 1998) as well as on correspondence in the professional culture 
(Bhatia 2010). It would, therefore, be sensible to offer classes on professional writing in different 
contexts already at university - at a later stage in the curriculum. In these classes, the value of 
the academic texts themselves and the applicability of writing skills in one’s professional life 
can be discussed, and feedback can be given on texts, while making it clear how different target 
groups might grasp (or not grasp) the texts. Some professionals may learn how to write through 
practice alone (Eng01; TeachEng), while others are expected to use forms that they need to fill in 
themselves without any guidelines (Health01 and 02), or they spend time and paper on a text that 
might not even be read by the target group (Health01 and 02; TeachHealth): it is exactly these 
areas that would save money if taught and executed successfully (Kimble 1995). 

A first step might already consist in stressing in education this relationship between economic 
success and writing. This can have a very motivating effect, as has become visible in the 
attitudes of Health03, Eng01 and TeachHealth, who are responsible for making and keeping 
their organization profitable, and who were subsequently motivated to write in a target-group 
appropriate way. The architects found ways of showcasing their professional qualities by using 
interdiscursive methods of diplomacy. They not only use wording and focus of content in their 
texts that is appreciated by their target group ‘teachers’ (Sanders/Albers, 2010) but also emphasize 
their competency by presenting technical but also ‘average-reader’ appropriate graphs on their 
website, visually translating architectural drafts into the finished product. It is interesting how 
their website shows preference of interdiscursive graphs designated to different target groups 
rather than interdiscursive textual genres. This seems to reflect the most important form of written 
communication in the architectural field to make expertise visible (Simpson 2016). 

Health03 could not resort to images for her website. She needed to formulate her texts in 
such a way that did not overly stress her expertise but still made clear that she knew what was 
best – this was necessary because of the German laws that physiotherapists are not yet allowed 
to offer medical treatment on their homepage (Freisleben-Teutscher 1996). The amount of time 
she needed to find suitable formulations for her website emphasises again the importance of 
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practising interdiscursivity and target group appropriate writing at university and during one’s 
professional life (Redish 1995). 

6.	  Conclusion and outlook
The qualitative study presented here aimed to shed light on how engineers and health professionals 
perceive and process writing in their educational and professional contexts. The focus was on the 
importance and usefulness they attributed to writing, and whether they had a positive attitude 
towards writing. Since writing is a central factor for educational as well as professional success, 
these factors are not only important for the personal well-being of the professionals but also for 
the economic success of the companies they work for.

The interviews showed that engineers and health professionals spend a large amount of their 
working time writing, despite a lack of motivation to do so. They do not seem to be provided 
with the skills and tools to adjust the genre they learned at university to the professional genre(s) 
that are needed in meeting the target audience. Interdiscursivity skills are nonetheless crucial for 
successful professional communication in and between professional groups. However, these skills 
do not seem to be of much relevance in the curriculum, neither are they prominently discussed 
and fostered within the professional context. The necessity of these skills, and training thereof, 
do not even appear to be consciously registered by the persons involved. Only those engineers 
and health professionals who use their written communication not only to attract customers but 
also to establish the client-base seem to have understood how crucial it is to learn how to write 
interdiscursively.

In the interests of fostering exchange between different professional groups (and also between 
members of the respective professions), we would like to make a plea for changing the educational 
setting and providing the students with more input, by adapting a variety of concepts that have 
been successfully applied in other countries (e.g. Kurunsaari/Tynjälä/Pürainen 2015; Ramírez-
Echeverry/Dussán/García-Carillo, 2016). This would open doors for the engineers and health 
professionals to work more closely with colleagues and clients of other business fields.
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