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Much genre research focuses on genre as typified, recurring discursive actions used by
members of discourse communities. This article discusses the role of genre in a project
that includes participants from different discourse communities. The participants cre-
ated a single text to assist multiple audiences to ensure that buildings and facilities are
accessible to people with disabilities. The author proposes a functional framework for
considering the role of genre knowledge on the cross-disciplinary project.

I think it just takes time to really shape the space—to understand it, shape the words
and the texts and the images together.

Larry, Landscape Architect

The displayed epigraph is quoted from an interview with a participant involved in a
writing project at Midwestern University, pseudonym for the large research uni-
versity where my research took place. The project included people from different
disciplines and professions including architecture, landscape architecture, profes-
sional communication, graphic design, and family services. The participants
worked together to develop Access for Everyone: A Guide to Accessibility with
References to the Americans with Disabilities Act Accessibility Guidelines
(ADAAG), a 500-plus-page, illustrated, print guide to help professionals in a vari-
ety of fields, including design, construction, and facilities management, ensure
that public buildings and sites are accessible to people with disabilities.

TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION QUARTERLY, 14(4), 375–409
Copyright © 2005, Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc.



The project team dealt with social, physical, and discursive spaces and the chal-
lenges of giving shape to them in text. The team was concerned with built environ-
ments, spaces shaped—articulated, designed, and constructed—in ways that have
often excluded people with disabilities. The team also was concerned with texts,
spaces shaped by writers’ interpretations of ideas and embodied in choices about
content, organization, illustration, document design, and language. Numerous
considerations, including concern for the audiences and activities that the team’s
text is meant to serve, ultimately determined the shape of the text—its genre.

The term genre has been used to describe “stabilized-for-now” (Schryer, “Re-
cords”) amalgamations of rhetorical strategies, content, and form that mediate on-
going activities, social relationships, and systems of activities (see, for instance,
Berkenkotter and Huckin; Dias et al.; Journet; Schryer, “Walking”). Theorists ar-
gue persuasively that, as typifications of discursive actions, genres allow people to
recognize and act on the social purposes of texts within particular contexts (e.g.,
Miller). Consequently, much genre research and theory over the past twenty years
has concentrated on texts that are routine, recurring forms of discourse enacted
within communities, or among communities that interact in larger “networks”
(Bazerman, “Systems”).

Although explorations of the ways in which discourse communities (e.g., orga-
nizations, disciplines, professions) enact typical and/or recurring discursive activi-
ties have yielded rich perspectives about the nature of genre use, my research de-
parts from this focus. I describe the role of genre in a situation that is nonroutine
and nonrecurring and demonstrate ways in which participants applied genre
knowledge in an attempt to make a single text intelligible to multiple audiences.
The participants on the project that I describe in this article came from several dif-
ferent disciplines, each bringing to the work different expertise and technical skills
and different approaches to interpreting and constructing texts. They did not use
the same professional texts and genres in their respective disciplines, and they val-
ued different genres and generic conventions. I seek to illustrate that the team
members nonetheless relied on knowledge about fundamental functions of work-
place genres to adapt conventions of existing genres and improvise generic solu-
tions in several ways:

• instrumentally to meet the informational needs of the broader community in-
volved in accessibility efforts,

• metacommunicatively to provide scaffolding that enabled readers from a va-
riety of communities to access the information, and

• sociopolitically to represent the larger context of disability and accessibility
issues from a particular perspective.

David Russell has suggested that “participants’ shared recognition of the typi-
fied actions that a genre operationalizes is the key to distinguishing one genre from
another” (518). Studying discursive activities that are not typical, that take place at
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the boundaries of communities and activities (e.g., Wenger), may provide further
insight into how people from different discourse communities—those who do not
routinely use the same genres—apply what they understand about distinguishing
among genres to develop a “shared recognition” of activities in which they engage
together—particularly when those activities are reading and writing.

In what follows, I briefly review relevant literature about genre knowledge and
the uses of genre and describe the instrumental, metacommunicative, and so-
cial/political functions of genre as a framework for considering the role of genre in
nonroutine, cross-disciplinary activities, such as the Access for Everyone project. I
explain the context of the Access for Everyone project, the local-level project activ-
ity, and the methods I used to research the project. I then provide analyses of the
development of excerpts from the Access for Everyone text that demonstrate the
ways in which the three functions of genre may help explain how people create and
interpret texts in unfamiliar situations.

THEORIZING GENRE USE IN CROSS-COMMUNITY
PRACTICE

Theorists discuss genre in two ways simultaneously: (1) plurally, as actual types of
discourse in use, and (2) singularly, as a concept for categorizing, and strategi-
cally-applied knowledge about interpreting, managing, constructing, and negotiat-
ing discourse. This double sense of the term genre allows scholars to use a term
such as report, for instance, to label existing documents as a type based on formal
features, while at the same time calling into question the stability of those features
by looking at how the genre is used differently by various communities to achieve a
range of outcomes.

The recent history of genre theory and research focuses on ways in which gen-
res are routine yet dynamic responses to communicative situations, driven by com-
munal discursive practices and shaped by communities’ accepted conventions
(e.g., Bazerman, Constructing and Shaping; Berkenkotter and Huckin; Miller;
Schryer, “Records”). Theorists and researchers have argued that genres assist com-
munities in constituting themselves, their members, and their relationships to other
communities. Genres come into being to meet needs within communities (e.g., dis-
ciplines, professions, and organizations), and the uses of genres in specific do-
mains become part of the tacit knowledge of community members that often is
transparent to participants in situated activities and difficult for outsiders to under-
stand (Bazerman, Shaping and Constructing; Berkenkotter and Huckin; Myers;
Orlikowski and Yates; Smart).

Yet for people to use genres so they can become functioning members of com-
munities, the tacit knowledge of genres somehow must be made explicitly avail-
able. In addition, although specialized genres facilitate the work of particular com-
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munities, they may inhibit communication when different communities come into
contact or when a community’s work affects people who do not share its knowl-
edge or ways of expressing knowledge. Such disjunctions can result in practical
and ethical dilemmas. For example, the work of professional communication and
rhetorical theorists who explored communications problems that preceded the
Challenger space shuttle disaster illustrated practical and ethical problems related
to genre, knowledge, communities, and conflict (Couture; Driskill; Herndl, Fen-
nell, and Miller). Each of these discussions theorizes problems caused by the ways
different communities interpret and value information.

To address the dynamics of genre use in situations that involve multiple com-
munities and to address some of the fuzziness inherent in defining community
(e.g., Ornatowski and Bekins), theorists have also considered genres as aspects of
contexts, particularly with respect to determining exactly what constitutes context
and accounting for the ways that dissimilarity in contexts affects the exchange of
texts. The relationship of genre to context is complicated in various respects. In
particular, research has suggested that uses of genres developed and understood in
different contexts are not necessarily commensurable. Studies show, for example,
that people have difficulty transferring genre knowledge from the context of
school to the context of the workplace (Dias et al.; Freedman and Adam; Freed-
man, Adam, and Smart; Spinuzzi). But to participate in unfamiliar situations, peo-
ple must learn new genres or bring genre knowledge to new contexts in novel ways.

In addition, contexts are multidimensional and genres function at various lev-
els, including in local contexts and in complex systems of activity and networks of
genre (Bazerman, “Systems”; D. Russell; Winsor, “Genre” and “Ordering”). Al-
though these levels are interrelated, the functions of genre at local and broader lev-
els are not necessarily complementary. In fact, they may be at odds, a disparity that
can generate problems in accounting for the purposes and effects of genres. For ex-
ample, the accessibility of built environments is determined not only by architects’
plans and builders’ interpretations of them but also by government directives. The
U.S. Department of Justice’s “Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) Accessibil-
ity Guidelines for Buildings and Facilities” (ADAAG), as part of a government
regulation—the ADA in this case—describes conditions that must exist for a
building to be accessible. However, the conventions and language used to con-
struct the genres of legislation and regulation have been established primarily by
and for the legislative and judicial communities (R. Sullivan). These genres do not
work well for building professionals who use other types of genres—plans and
specification—to manage their primary activities.

Genres can also function in complex contexts to suppress and advance interests
or reproduce social attitudes in ways that are not readily apparent or fully explica-
ble at local levels (Blyler and Thralls; Chouliaraki and Fairclough; Paré; Winsor,
“Ordering”). For instance, the social legitimacy of the discourse of various institu-
tions and fields—for example, medicine and education—that describes and de-
fines disability normalizes perspectives that are, in turn, widely adopted into soci-
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ety and culture. This process of normalization is accomplished in part through uses
of specific genres such as medical diagnoses and evaluations of learning-disabled
students. Thus the identities of people with disabilities and their access to social in-
stitutions and spaces have in the past largely been articulated by and to others—
employers, courts, and medical professionals, architects—not by those who have
disabilities (Barton; Parr and Butler; M. Russell).

The complex relationships among genre and form, community, and context are
particularly relevant when groups that interact use different strategies and conven-
tions for constructing genres, when different communities have unequal power in
discourse, and when contexts or the rhetorical stances that people bring to them are
not shared. In these types of situations, the structure afforded by the genres people
routinely use within their home communities—disciplines, professions, organiza-
tions—and in contexts with which they are familiar, only partially assist them in
making sense of discourse.

In studying various aspects of genres in situations across a broad spectrum, re-
searchers and theorists analyze the relationship between the forms of genres and
the ways that people learn and use genres, suggesting the roles that genres play to
shape the knowledge that people create and exchange about the world. They also
recognize that boundaries of communities, contexts, activities, and genres are far
from stable, a reality that creates considerable intertextuality in discourse and
hybridity in genres (cf. Bakhtin; Bazerman, Constructing and “Systems”;
Fairclough, Discourse and Language; Schryer, “Walking”). Thus the concept of
genre continues to receive attention not because the forms of genres are stable but
rather because genres in the plural, various, mutable reality of everyday use are
complex and evolving sets of choices about discourse that participants in activities
must effectively manage.

Despite these complexities, Bazerman writes, “we use genre to read and write”
(Constructing 129) in order to interpret, manage, construct, and negotiate various
types of text. Though uses of genre are mediated by our affiliations with communi-
ties and our involvement in contexts, we also need to account for the ways genre
knowledge functions in contexts that involve discursive activity among people
from different communities with different interests. Therefore, I next outline three
functions of genre that derive from genre theory and my exploration of the Access
for Everyone project. These functions—instrumental, metacommunicative, and
social/political—help focus attention on local-level literate activity as acts of
genre use that respond to broader social contexts as well as on differences in the
ways that people from different communities negotiate genre.

Instrumental Functions of Genre

Much of the research pertaining to genre and community suggests that communi-
ties use particular genres both locally and in networks of activity to get their work
done. In this respect, genres support the instrumental function of providing knowl-
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edge that people need to participate in activities—knowledge about what people
need to do and how they need to do it. Technicians and engineers use work orders
to negotiate tasks to be performed at a manufacturing company (Winsor, “Order-
ing”). Psychiatrists write diagnoses in clinics, which insurance claims processors
recontextualize into statements that are then routed through complex systems in-
volving medicine, business, and individual patients (Berkenkotter). In the context I
researched, the government writes guidelines that architects and builders must use
to ensure that buildings are accessible.

In terms of the instrumental function, a goal of the Access for Everyone team
was to provide information about accessibility through text and graphics to assist
people in a variety of communities to create built environments that are accessible
to all people. To function instrumentally, our text needed to describe accessible
conditions and to explain actions that must to be taken to ensure that accessibility
is achieved. Another instrumental aspect addressed in the team’s text is govern-
ment regulation. Many potential readers would need information on the specific
requirements for which they are responsible under the ADA. Instrumental func-
tions include the ways that genres assist the activities of others and the realization
of objectives beyond comprehending a text. However, providing information alone
is insufficient to ensure that a text is comprehensible.

Metacommunicative Functions of Genre

Metacommunicative functions include the ways that writers structure content so
that audiences can read and interpret texts effectively and the ways that texts medi-
ate the exchange of information about the text and context between reader and
writer. Deborah Brandt, though not specifically discussing genre, suggests that “to
use and understand language requires knowing how to accomplish language and
its setting simultaneously, knowing how to use language not merely to share mean-
ing with others but also to constitute the conditions necessary for meaning to be
shared” (30, italics Brandt’s). To exchange knowledge in a meaningful way, writ-
ers and readers rely on properties of texts, such as “cohesion, labeling and lexical
variety” to “sustain much of the metacommunicative undertalk by which writing
and reading are managed” (9). Brandt uses the term “undertalk” to signify that
metacommunicative exchanges between writers and readers “function as part of
the involvement-focus of written discourse” (9) that exists not only within, but out-
side, the text in the context that includes both the writer and the reader.

In very basic terms, through metacommunication the writer conveys informa-
tion about the nature of the text to the reader (e.g., “This is a set of instructions, not
a novel. Here’s how they work; let me help you use them.”). In responding to the
ways that the audiences for Access for Everyone might locate and use information,
the team considered various metacommunicative approaches, ultimately distanc-
ing the text from some types of genres—for example, legislation and regulation—
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and aligning it with others—for example, manuals and guides. For instance, the
language in the government guidelines provision focuses on conditions, as in the
following excerpt:

4.13.10. If a door has a closer, then the sweep period of the closer shall be adjusted so
that from an open position of 70 degrees, the door will take at least 3 seconds to move
to a point 3 in (75 mm) from the latch, measured to the leading edge of the door. (U.S.
528, 1994)

However, the language in the team’s text focuses on the action to be taken to arrive
at a condition, as in the following example:

DR T1 Adjust the sweep period of door closers so that doors will take at least 3 sec-
onds to move from an open position of 70° to a point 3 in (75mm) from the latch
(measured to the leading edge of the door). [Required 4.13.10] (Draft 8/1999)

In this simple example, the content of the two passages is very similar. In fact
the team struggled constantly to ensure that changes in the metacommunicative as-
pects of the text did not change the instrumental meaning of government guide-
lines. The syntax, however, is different. Replacing the syntax associated with regu-
latory genres to a more familiar and manageable construction is meant to make the
requirement easier for readers to manage cognitively. The choice of the imperative
construction is also meant to reinforce—metacommunicatively—that the action
must be taken and replaces the regulatory genre’s reliance on lexical cues such as
the word shall. I interpret metacommunication as including and going beyond at-
tention to the structure of a text. It is scaffolding in the text that both gives coher-
ence to information and connects the information, writers, readers, and contexts
for which a text is created and used.

Social/Political Functions of Genre

Social/political functions include the ways that genres express social relationships,
represent contexts, and advance (or repress) particular social and political perspec-
tives. Writers make choices in deciding which perspectives to incorporate, which
information to stress, and how to prioritize information based not only on the need
of readers but also on the writer’s intention to promote a point of view.

Some genres have a significant amount of social and political power because
they can prescribe rights and responsibilities. The power of legal and regulatory
genres to impose obligations and establish relationships is clear, whether or not
they are effective instrumentally in providing information or metacom-
municatively in facilitating exchanges of knowledge. Other genres are powerful in
shaping social and political realities because they facilitate the work of significant
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fields on which the public depends—for example, medicine, law, or architecture.
Interpretations of reality contained in such genres become normalized and legiti-
mated and, in turn, shape reality for millions of people. These genres might be
viewed as arrangements of knowledge and interests through the application of con-
ventions that “become institutionalized and difficult to challenge without a com-
mitment to change” (Schriner and Scotch). For example, in the context of accessi-
bility, a text about accessibility requirements may discuss the built environment
without discussing the ways that built environments affect people, thus creating
the perceptions that accessibility is a special accommodation for a particular
group. Incorporating or excluding in a text the perspectives and needs of people
who have disabilities conveys a social/political point of view, whether the writer
intends to or not.

The Access for Everyone team took a particular stance toward attitudes about
accessibility and disability by choosing to explain the importance of accessibility.
For example, in the section on door closers, in addition to the technical informa-
tion, Access for Everyone includes the following justification for the requirement:

Improperly adjusted door closers make passage through doorways difficult for many
people. Doors closers that close too quickly can trap people and wheelchairs in door-
ways.

Throughout, the writers provide the reasons for accessibility requirements in an at-
tempt to shape readers’ attitudes about both accessibility and disability.

Relationship of Genre Functions

Clearly, the three functions of genre I describe are interrelated, and writers and
readers manage these functions through the content, form, and design of texts.
Separating interrelated functions for discussion presents problems, and I do not
suggest that we can easily compartmentalize aspects of texts or genres because all
aspects function together in determining the full sense of what writers represent
and what readers interpret. However, recognizing the functions of genre as catego-
ries of typified actions that operationalize text-making activities may provide one
tool for investigating genre use in contexts that include members of different com-
munities and multiple audiences.

In this sense, generic interpretations depend on expectations (D. Russell) and
improvisations (Schryer, “Walking”) on the part of both writers and audiences.
Simply put, writers and readers use genre as primers that both capitalize on and
create shared expectations from which we can improvise new texts and meanings
by building on existing ones. Generic forms—as types of categorical,
sociolinguistic knowledge that comes partly from our experiences with language
but varies tremendously from individual to individual, group to group, and text to
text—are suggestive. As J. R. Martin has pointed out, literacy involves the ability
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to take cues from generic forms. In the next section, I describe the Access for Ev-
eryone project, including the context and background of the project, the purposes
for the project, and the research methods I employed to study the project.

THE ACCESS FOR EVERYONE PROJECT

In developing a guide to accessibility, the Access for Everyone project team specif-
ically responded to ongoing discourse and activities focused on ensuring that built
environments are accessible to all people. Therefore, I situate the project as part of
the social context and discourse involving disability and accessibility issues. This
context includes the physical, social, and economic barriers that people with dis-
abilities face and the recent history of attempts to address those conditions through
legislating accessibility, primarily through the ADA and the ADAAG.

The team’s work responded in particular to the need for additional, clear infor-
mation about the ADAAG requirements. In addition, awareness of the social issues
shaped the team’s work and the perspective the team took to the issues in its text.
The background I provide in the next section lays the groundwork for examining
the specific strategies that the team members adopted to interpret and respond to
the broader context—and each other—through its textual practices.

PROJECT BACKGROUND

Congress passed the ADA in 1990, and by 1992 organizations and businesses with
responsibilities to provide access under the ADA were required to develop transi-
tion plans outlining methods for assessing current conditions and procedures for
implementing changes to meet ADA requirements. Midwestern University began
its transition plan in the early 1990s. Part of the plan was to assess the physical en-
vironment of the campus to identify accessibility issues and to determine how to
make appropriate changes. The primary source of information that guided this as-
sessment was the ADAAG, which was developed by the Access Board, a regula-
tory branch of the Department of Justice, and published in 1991. The board sets
standards for ensuring that new buildings for public use are constructed to be ac-
cessible to people with disabilities and that existing buildings comply with require-
ments for the removal of barriers to access.

However, the ADA and ADAAG are presented in the genres of law and regula-
tion, which are difficult to use for practical purposes such as inspecting buildings.
Oneparticulardifficultywith the1991ADAAGwas that theguidelineswereheavily
cross-referenced—many individual guidelines referred to others. To understand the
requirements of one guideline, readers needed to look up several and then determine
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the combined effect. To assist university personnel who would be assessing the ac-
cessibility of Midwestern University’s campus, several people involved in directing
the assessment created a text to be used as a tool for identifying and recording build-
ing and site deficiencies. Titled ADA Survey Manual: Site and Facilities Assessment
for ADA Compliance, the unpublished internal document reorganized the ADAAG
information to facilitate the on-site inspections of the campus buildings. Thus, the
primary purpose of the university’s text was to assist university staff involved in the
transition-plan assessment and continuing construction to

• identify featuresofbuildingsandsites thathad tobeanalyzedforaccessibility,
• determine which provisions of ADAAG applied to features of buildings and

sites, and
• decide what actions needed to be taken to ensure accessibility.

The university, like all entities covered under the ADA, has a continuing re-
sponsibility to ensure that existing buildings, alterations, and all new construction
meet accessibility requirements. Because the Access Board periodically makes
changes, clarifications, and additions to the ADAAG, the university’s ADA Survey
Manual subsequently underwent several revisions to ensure continuing compli-
ance in the university’s construction practices.

The most current version of the ADAAG undertaken by the Access Board con-
stitutes a broad revision of the form and structure of the ADAAG that includes a
number of substantive changes to content as well as an attempt to align the
ADAAG in form and convention with guidelines for accessibility contained in
other significant building codes, such as the American National Standards Institute
(ANSI) guidelines and the International Building Code (IBC). The most recent
version of the university’s text, Access for Everyone: A Guide to Accessibility with
References to the Americans with Disabilities Act Accessibility Guidelines, not
only attempts to account for these changes to the ADAAG but also entails broader
objectives, including promoting the concept of universal design and disseminating
information to audiences outside the university.

Project Purposes

The Access for Everyone team retained the purposes of its previous university sur-
vey manual and expanded the new text with the goal of gaining a wider audience
outside the university including students, architects, planners, designers, drafters,
and human resource professionals in various workplace environments. The Access
for Everyone team also recognized that members of its diverse potential audiences
are, in general, less familiar with accessibility issues than with other areas related
to their particular jobs. For example, architects, though versed in design and con-
struction, often lack expertise in accessibility issues. Meeting the needs of differ-
ent audiences required the team to make significant adjustments to the form of the
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text. With a broad concept of audience in mind, the team planned to revise the text
so that its users would also be able to

• access background information on the ADA and the ADAAG,
• develop a basic understanding of the ways that built environments may limit

people’s involvement in the basic activities of daily life,
• understand the requirements of ADAAG and the reasons for them, and
• implement design and construction practices that enhance accessibility for

all people.

The development team assumed that architects and others who are familiar with
architectural concepts and terms would probably be most interested in quickly lo-
cating information about specific requirements to verify information on plans and
sites. Other professionals and students, who are less familiar with construction and
architecture, might read to learn about accessibility concepts and the ADAAG. The
Access for Everyone team attempted to make accessibility information easier to
find, read, and understand by

• reorganizing the information in ADAAG and grouping related information,
• recasting the language from descriptive to imperative to ease the reader’s task

in determining the specific actions they need to take,
• including rationales for the guidelines to help readers understand the require-

ments in the context of the needs of people with various types of disabilities,
and

• providing multiple ways for readers to find and retrieve information.

In addition to these explicit goals, the team sought to establish the importance
of accessibility and to promote the idea that “designing-in” accessibility is not only
compatible with other architectural design goals but that it is also an ethical re-
sponsibility. The team wanted readers to focus as much on promoting accessibility
as on following regulation by calling attention to the nature of disability as con-
structed through the interaction of people and environments.

RESEARCH STUDY1

My research follows the team of graduate students and professionals, including
myself, who worked on the Access for Everyone project at Midwestern University.
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My role as a writer on the project led me to consider the interplay among the team
members’ different disciplinary perspectives and various understandings of genre,
which led to both conflict and creation over the course of the four years the team
worked together. For this project, we—individuals fully loaded with disciplinary
and professional equipment—came together to mutually engage in a unique activ-
ity. It was unique to us in that some of us had never worked on a writing project of
this nature, and some of us had never worked on a writing project in the particular
content area that our text addressed.

Project Participants

Ten people worked on the Access for Everyone team over the four years of the pro-
ject, including two from rhetoric and professional communication, four from
graphic design, three from architecture/landscape architecture, and one outside
consultant. The length of time that each person worked on the project varied in part
because of the length of project. Some people left the project as they left the uni-
versity for other positions; others joined the team to replace them. As the initial
writer on the team, I was one of four people who started the project.

The following team members were working on the project when my research be-
gan and agreed to participate in the interviews and taped meetings and provide notes
and drafts of documents for my study. Dr. Arnold, a professor of achitecture at Mid-
western University, initiated the project and served as project manager. He also re-
visedmuchof the text,wroteseveral sections, andworkedwith thegraphicdesigners
who developed the illustrations. Larry, a master’s student with a dual major in land-
scape architecture and community and regional planning, holds a bachelor of arts in
architecture and had sixteen years of experience in commercial construction and de-
sign. Larry initially served as a technical advisor on content and the ADAAG and
laterworkedonanumberof the illustrations that are included in the text.Eden, aPhD
student in rhetoric and professional communication, had seven years of experience,
both in research and teaching writing at Midwestern University. She also had work-
place experience as a writer and editor. Eden joined the team in the second year of the
projectaseditor, revised thedesignof thedocument, andbecamethe team’ssoftware
expert. Pat, a master’s student in Architectural Studies, an interdisciplinary program
at Midwestern, holds a bachelor of arts in family services and has work experience in
children’s services and assisted living facilities. Pat served as a project assistant,
managing files and other resources, assisting with copyediting and source verifica-
tion. Pat joined the team in the third year of the project.

Research Methods

To investigate the ways in which genre knowledge factored into the team’s plan-
ning, writing, and revision, I took a qualitative, multimethod, case-study approach
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to collecting and analyzing data (Denzin and Lincoln; Hymes; Miles and
Huberman; Rossman and Rallis; Silverman). Because my research focused on the
team’s use of genres, collecting and analyzing documents created and used by the
team was an essential research method for my study.

I began by documenting what Wanda Orlikowski and Joanne Yates refer to as
a genre repertoire of “different, interacting genres” (542) that people “enact […]
by drawing on their knowledge, tacit or explicit, of a set of genre rules” (545).
The documents I collected from the beginning of the project included texts the
team generated or used to do its work (e.g., e-mails, notes, memos, style guides,
tracking documents, and document test plans and materials) and drafts of the
text that was the object of the team’s work—the text and illustrations for what
became Access for Everyone. The sequence of drafts that the team created con-
stitutes a record of the changes that the team made to the text over time, as well
as substantive and editorial comments that the team members made to each other
via the drafts. These changes and comments provide a record of the team’s
evolving views of both the generic considerations that shaped the text as well as
the practical and social issues informing it. My purpose for reviewing and cata-
loging the various comments and revisions was to understand what consider-
ations went into the final draft of the text and to identify the team’s attempts to
align the text with existing concepts of genre that team members brought to the
work and to improvise on those concepts.

To gather information about what the project participants thought about the
work, I interviewed the key project participants introduced above to collect infor-
mation about the participants’ professional and academic backgrounds and their
perspectives on the work the group was doing. The participants I interviewed had
different disciplinary backgrounds and varying levels of experience on the project,
which allowed me to consider several different perspectives of it. I also collected
additional information about the participants’ understanding and use of genre by
reviewing conversations that occurred during the team’s meetings as we worked on
the text. I made audiotape recordings of twelve meetings over five months, from
January to May 2001, as the team prepared its penultimate draft to establish an ac-
curate record to which I could refer in analyzing the collected data.

My purposes for collecting these types of data were to connect the team’s talk
with changes in the developing text and to understand whether and how the team’s
discussions would illuminate the use of genre on the project. Because my research
interest is in discovering how people work with genre, I looked to this data to un-
derstand how the team fused content, conventions, and the rhetorical situation
(Miller). In analyzing the data derived from interviews, transcripts, and documents
related to the team’s work, I followed principles of discourse analysis, studying
language use in context. According to Catherine Smith, the focus of discourse
analysis as a method “is to understand how our subjects’ interactions relate to their
settings and situations” (205).
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The diversity of the team members’ disciplinary and professional backgrounds
in some ways reflects the diversity of the communities that contributed to the
larger context that informed the team’s work. The team members were each famil-
iar with various genres and generic conventions from previous experiences and
disciplinary and professional affiliations. These experiences and affiliations in-
formed the practices that each team member brought to the project as well as the
understandings each team member had about the functions of genre. In the next
section, I examine samples from several texts that the Access for Everyone team
used or created to demonstrate the ways in which the team understood and man-
aged genre and to illustrate the ways in which the team members enacted the func-
tions of genre in creating text.

CONSTRUCTIONS OF GENRE
ON THE ACCESS FOR EVERYONE PROJECT

When the team began its work in January 1998, the plan was to spend several months
revising the university’s existing ADA Survey Manual. The team began by reviewing
the latest version of the ADAAG to locate recent changes that needed to be incorpo-
rated into the new text, evaluating the previous version of the university’s text to de-
termine what aspects of the format we might retain, and assessing other sources for
additional information on accessibility that we might include in the new text. The
specific materials the team reviewed as it began its revision included

• the January 13, 1998, Federal Register that included the ADAAG,
• a reference source created by the Access Board to accompany the ADAAG,

titled ADAAG Manual: A Guide to the Americans with Disabilities Act Ac-
cessibility Guidelines, and

• assorted “tech sheets” and books published by the federal government and
others on different aspects of accessibility and the ADAAG.

The ADAAG was our primary source of information. But, as Larry, the techni-
cal advisor on the team, describes the ADA and the ADAAG:

[P]art of the [problem with the] ADA, too, is that it was written as a civil liberties
document, and it’s not really intended to be something that anybody but lawyers can
understand […] it’s not written for the people who need to use it. (Personal interview)

Larry’s comment reflects the concerns that other design/build professionals have
raised about the genre—that it does not effectively serve the purposes of people
who need to understand and apply the ADAAG in the context of design and con-
struction activities.
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Organization and Generic Functions

At the start of the project, the 1994 version of the ADAAG was available from the
Federal Register. (It was also available online with updates to 1998 and this version
was easier to use because of hyperlinking.) The sample table of contents from the
1994 ADAAG illustrates metacommunicative strategies in the genre that may cre-
ate difficulty for readers (see Figure 1). The table of contents lists the topics cov-
ered in the ADAAG including the purpose of the ADAAG (section 1); the provi-
sions (section 2), which elaborate the coverage and authority of the ADAAG; and
the terms and conventions used in the document (section 3). The content (sections
4–10) is divided into three main categories of information—scoping, basic techni-
cal requirements that affect elements in all types of buildings, and special types of
buildings for which some of the requirements are different. Scoping is a term that
refers to information about the number, type, and location of elements of buildings
and facilities that are required to be accessible.

The numbering system used in the ADAAG table of contents and throughout
the document to structure and itemize the information includes up to six levels (not
all shown in the table of contents), making individual guidelines sometimes diffi-
cult to find. The scoping requirements for elements of buildings are also separated
from the technical requirements for those elements. This arrangement requires
readers to check at least two different sections of the document for information.

Content and Generic Functions

Another difficulty is that the organization of information requires readers to scour
many sections and pages to locate applicable requirements. Pat describes the diffi-
culty of reading the ADAAG:

Just reading through ADAAG, and [I think] what are these numbers? What does it
mean, go here? What’s preamble? What, what is this? That’s what my stress has
mostly come from, trying to ferret everything out. And I feel like I’m doing this back-
wards, I’m walking backwards and jumping around from here to there and getting all
this information and I’m just trying to make sense of it […]. I guess it’s the codes that
I need to just figure out, the hierarchy and how this works, because that is what totally
is confusing me. (Personal interview)

In mentioning the hierarchy, Pat is referring to the alphanumeric system used to
organize the content of the ADAAG and to identify parts and subparts of the docu-
ment and individual guidelines. Ruth Sullivan discusses several problems with the
scaffolding of legislative genres including cues for accessing the appropriate infor-
mation. People often find it difficult to, in Pat’s words, “locate the parts of the leg-
islation that are relevant” within the various documents, and then read and “appre-
ciate the import of what they have read in terms of their personal circumstances
and interests.” In terms of the ADAAG, users may be frustrated when they try to
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determine exactly what applies to them—for instance, what they need to do to ad-
dress a particular design or construction problem.

The next example, Figure 2, is a content page from the ADAAG that includes
information about accessible doors. As the figure illustrates, the cross-referencing
used throughout the ADAAG requires readers to locate and consider the informa-
tion in several guidelines before making a judgment about an accessible condition.
Many requirements refer readers to additional information in other requirements.
For example, the section headed “4.13.5 Clear Width” refers readers to Figures 24
(a), (b), (c), (d), and (e)—illustrations that contain important information not pro-
vided in the text—and to guidelines in 4.2.1 and 4.3.3, which are in other sections
of the guidelines. To prevent confusion, the Access for Everyone team concluded
that any information pertaining to a requirement should also be included in the text
as well as in illustrations. The Access Board drew the same conclusion and in sub-
sequent revisions—the first published almost two years after the Access for Every-
one project began—all information contained in illustrations is also included in the
text of the guidelines.

Figure 2 also illustrates the language of regulation used in the ADAAG. The
guidelines convey content information about accessible conditions but the
metacommunication foregrounds conditions rather than actions. Lexical items, for
instance use of the word shall, as well as the grammatical constructions of the indi-
vidual guidelines represent the built environment using a legal model. Vijay Bhatia
points out that

legal writing is highly impersonal and decontextualized, in the sense that its illocu-
tionary force holds independently of whomever is the “speaker” (originator) or the
“hearer” (reader) […] [that the] general function of this writing is directive, to im-
pose obligations and to confer rights, […] [and that it attempts] clarity, precision and
unambiguity on one hand, and all-inclusiveness on the other. (102–03)

Although the ADAAG, as a set of guidelines, is less difficult to read than other
types of legislative writing (the ADA for instance), the language characteristics
that Bhatia mentions are present in the ADAAG, making some guidelines difficult
to interpret.

Functions and Constructions

The regulatory genre embodied by the ADAAG is difficult for people to use in var-
ious settings related to the design, construction, and maintenance of built environ-
ments. Instrumentally, the ADAAG provides information on the minimum condi-
tions for accessibility required by the government. However, in terms of
metacommunication, the organization of the information, the scaffolding provided
for finding information, and the language used to connect readers with their re-
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sponsibilities in the context of building accessibility may hamper their efforts to
find and understand the guidelines they need. Socially and politically, the power of
the document—and of the genre—rests with the legal authority of the government.
The government can force people to improve accessibility and, in that respect, the
genre serves to mediate a number of relationships and competing interests both in-
side and outside the legal system. However, the document and the genre do little to
explain the discrimination, exclusion, and isolation behind the regulations.

In the next section, I turn to an evaluation of the precursor to the Access for Ev-
eryone text, Midwestern University’s ADA Survey Manual that it was the team’s
initial task to revise.

THE ADA SURVEY MANUAL
AND THE GENRE OF MANUAL

The purpose of Midwestern University’s ADA Survey Manual was to make finding
and reading ADAAG information easier during inspections of the university. The
information provided in the manual is, for the most part, taken directly from the
text of the ADAAG.

Organization and Generic Functions

Because the purpose of the text was primarily to restructure ADAAG information,
the focus of the development of this text was on metacommunication. The table of
contents presented in Figure 3 illustrates several of the metacommunicative strate-
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gies that the authors of the survey manual used to simplify the ADAAG. For exam-
ple, the list of topics in the table of contents reflects the content of the ADAAG, but
the information has been relabeled and reorganized alphabetically. The letter
codes loosely correspond to the topics. The letter codes for each section, together
with alphanumeric labels for subsections, are used throughout the manual to iden-
tify topics and specific requirements. A brief description of the labeling at the be-
ginning of the text explains how the letters and numbers may be used as a coding
system for recording building and site deficiencies during inspections.

Content and Generic Functions

The sample content page shown in Figure 4 demonstrates instrumental as well as
metacommunicative functions of genre. The technical requirements included here,
at the beginning of the doors section, are scoping requirements. In the ADAAG,
scoping requirements are separated from the technical requirements, so people
must move back and forth in the text between the scoping and technical informa-
tion. Note that the language of the requirements here is the same as that of the
ADAAG.

Alphabetical codes are provided throughout the content pages to indicate chap-
ters and individual requirements. When requirements have subcomponents, num-
bers also are provided. The illustrations in this text, as in the ADAAG, include in-
formation necessary for meeting the ADAAG requirements.

Functions and Constructions

In sum the features of the university’s ADA Survey Manual reorganized and refor-
matted the information in the ADAAG so that people inspecting buildings, sites,
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and plans could easily locate information as they needed it. The scoping require-
ments and the technical requirements were brought together so that all information
pertaining to a specific type of element or area was in the same location in the text.
The guidelines, which in the ADAAG are compound constructions that may con-
tain several requirements for one element of a building, are subdivided into dis-
crete items in the ADA Survey Manual. The purpose for further chunking each
guideline was that during inspections and plan reviews, inspectors could use the al-
phanumeric identification of an item as a code, jotting it down on a plan or list for
future reference. For example, if a door that was required to be accessible met ev-
ery guideline except one subpart of one guideline, the inspector could easily iden-
tify the one aspect of the door that required further attention.

The ADA Survey Manual required revision because by 1998 some sections were
out of date or incomplete, some information also needed further explanation, most
of the sections were not illustrated, and the information was straight out of the gov-
ernment regulations. In addition, because the ADA Survey Manual did not provide
any information on accessibility other than that contained in the ADAAG, the text
implies that meeting the guidelines is an adequate method for ensuring accessibil-
ity. The Access for Everyone team, on the other hand, was concerned with develop-
ing a text that covered the ADAAG, that presented necessary information in a form
usable for multiple audiences, and that also adopted a more proactive stance in pro-
moting a concept of accessibility that is broader than simply meeting the ADAAG
requirements. In the next section, I focus on the decisions that the team made in
planning the new text.

PLANNING THE REVISION

The primary purpose of the text was to guide people through the process of assess-
ing buildings, facilities, and plans so that deficiencies in existing buildings could
be corrected and so that new construction would be designed to be accessible.
Moreover, because the ADAAG in many instances requires minimal standards for
accessibility, we wanted our text to assist people in making more informed deci-
sions about building accessibility. Thus, while the team’s text would provide ex-
tensive coverage of the ADAAG, it would also include accessibility recommenda-
tions that would go beyond the basic government requirements.

Functions of Genre and Revision Strategies

To address these issues, the team decided on the following strategies for drafting
the new text. In Table 1, I have grouped the strategies according to the three func-
tions of genre that I described earlier, though I realize that the strategies are cer-
tainly interrelated and several might fit into more than one category.
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The list of strategies says little about the actual genre of the text. Many of the
features that became part of the new text developed from the project team’s previ-
ous experiences with genres as well as from the genres we were becoming familiar
with through the project.

CHANGING APPROACHES TO TEXT AND GENRE

In this section, I focus on three milestone iterations of the team’s text. Each of these
iterations—or transformations as I came to perceive them—reflects changes in the
team’s approach to the text and to its genre.

Transformation 1: The Field Guide
and the Practical Orientation

Though we were somewhat bound to the content of the ADAAG, we decided to
differentiate our text from the regulatory genre by adapting the instrumental,
metacommunicative, and social/political functions of other genres. As we grap-
pled with the form and content of the text, we considered various genres with
which readers would already be familiar and that provided information and assis-
tance to readers effectively. For example, the ADA Survey Manual—the existing
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TABLE 1
Revision Strategies for the New Text by Generic Function

Function Strategies

Instrumental Find and provide current, accurate information on accessibility
requirements.

Find and provide information on accessibility solutions that reflect
universal design principles.

Explain ADAAG requirements as necessary.
Find or create and include rationales, examples, and graphics to illustrate

requirements.
Metacommunicative Provide multiple ways for readers to find and retrieve information

(including page layout, tabs, table of contents, and index).
Recast the language from descriptive to imperative to ease the readers’ task

in determining the specific actions they need to take (clarifying content
through word choices, syntax).

Reorganize the information and group related information (reducing
information load through scaffolding).

Social/Political Promote the concepts of accessibility and universal design.
Establish the need for action.
Identify with or advocate for particular communities.
Account for the needs of multiple audiences.



text we were to revise—was labeled manual, as were several of the other sources
texts we had at hand. These texts already contained some generic characteristics
that the team associated with manuals and seemed to suggest, or invoke, particular
choices. We associated manuals, for instance, with actions; thus we decided to re-
place legal language with imperative language. However, the generic label man-
ual—which we had been using to refer to the text—was replaced with the label
guide, which seemed to invoke guidance, the idea of being assisted through the in-
formation and through the physical environment. The team retained the reference
to ADAAG in the title because our intended audiences would want to ensure that
they were, in fact, meeting legal requirements.

Functions of genre and revision strategies. The team reorganized infor-
mation about building accessibility by grouping related topics into five major divi-
sions. As the table of contents in Figure 5 illustrates, we rearranged topics within
main divisions in the order one might encounter the corresponding elements of a
building during an inspection.

The decisions about the organization of the content reflect both instrumental
and metacommunicative functions enacted in the new text. The organization of the
text, temporarily titled A Field Guide to the ADAAG, was intended not only to as-
sist readers in finding necessary information but also to suggest aspects of building
accessibility that readers should consider during an inspection of a facility or a
construction plan. We described the organization to readers in a section of the Field
Guide that explained how to use the book:
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The information [in the Field Guide] is presented from the ‘outside in.’ It will be easi-
est to follow if you begin your site inspection or plan review with the grounds, park-
ing lots, and exterior routes; proceed to entrance areas and doors; then consider inte-
rior routes including corridors, elevators, stairs, doors, and adjoining areas. (n. pag.)

In an interview with the author, Larry explained this orientation to the content and
metacommunicative functions:

One thing we discussed and decided early on was that [the text] should be something
that could be read by people who are used to designing the environment, and that
showed we understood the way that they think […]. We’re combining areas into the
way you think about designing a facility, approaching it from the site, or approaching
the site, entering the building, and then moving through the building and that’s kind
of how a building gets designed by designers. (Personal interview)

The instrumental and metacommunicative aspects of the text reflected in the re-
vised organization were continued throughout the text with changes to the page
formatting and to the language of the text.

The team created a three-column page format (see Figure 6) very similar to the
university’s previous text: a column on the left that identifies topic areas covered in
the page, a column on the right for illustrations, and a column in the center for the
text about topics identified in the left column.

The headings at the top of each page identify areas of the page that contain in-
formation about the topics addressed on each page, the requirements and recom-
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mendations related to the topics, and the illustrations and tables associated with the
page content. We retained the two-letter codes used in the university’s previous
text to identify accessibility topics because the university architects and facilities
managers, who were two of our primary audiences as well as our funding source,
had already been using the abbreviations system for noting deficiencies on build-
ing plans and inspection sheets. Content about each topic—the requirements and
recommendations—is identified with an alphanumeric code and includes refer-
ences to specific sections of the ADAAG. In this version, more space was also pro-
vided for illustrations and tables than was provided in the previous text. However,
the sample page shown here contains scoping requirements primarily that do not
require illustration, which means that a significant amount of the page space is
simply left blank.

The number and scale of extra-textual features (such as numbering, dividing
lines, fonts, and other visual organizers) were reduced so that the font size of the
text could be increased. Ironically, the small font size of the previous text posed an
accessibility problem for some readers; thus our decision to increase the font size
was both practical and rhetorical. We rewrote the text in imperative language to fa-
cilitate reading and interpretation. In addition, we added brief introductory state-
ments to explain the requirements and recommendations for each topic. These
statements specify the scoping or application of requirements.

During development of the first iteration of the text, many instrumental aspects
of the project took precedence. Ensuring that the information and illustrations we
provided were accurate took much more time than we had planned. We began the
project thinking that rewriting the text would be a relatively straightforward matter.
However, as we engaged the regulatory genre of the ADAAG and began translating
the regulatory language, we found that some of the requirements were not only
hard to interpret but also contradictory. We also found that we had to create new il-
lustrations to achieve a scale that accurately represented reality.

To address the social/political aspect of our project, we expanded the introduc-
tion to include accessibility issues, added introductory material to each main divi-
sion of the text, and adjusted the tone and style of the language. However, if readers
skipped our introductory material, our text did little else to provide rationales for
following minimum accessibility requirements let alone exceeding them.

In the next section, I discuss the ways in which the team worked toward ad-
dressing these gaps in a second transformation of the text.

Transformation 2: The Quick Guide
and the Metacommunicative Orientation

During the second transformation, the team substantially revised the Field Guide.
In considering the audiences for the text—both at the university and beyond—we
wanted to convey to readers that the text would help them quickly identify accessi-
bility issues and locate pertinent information. Our first (and easiest) act was to reti-
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tle the document yet again from Field Guide to Quick Guide Accessibility with Ref-
erences to the Americans with Disabilities Act Accessibility Guidelines. In this
draft, the team focused on metacommunicative functions of the text. Our intended
purposes for the text remained the same, but the ways that we sought to convey
those purposes underwent a process of refinement.

Functions of genre and revision strategies. The content of the Quick
Guide was basically the same as the content of the Field Guide; however, we added
new elements including a foreward, a preface, acknowledgements, resources, and
a section on reach ranges, which is an important accessibility consideration that
applies to many other accessibility requirements. The most significant changes to
the text address metacommunicative functions. The page formatting was substan-
tially revised to improve the placement of text and graphics. Not all content re-
quired illustrations, and some content, such as the section on doors, required a con-
siderable number of illustrations. The change from a three-column to a two-
column format allowed us to more effectively incorporate illustrations with the
text and manage page space. The alphanumeric codes for each topic were retained,
but bold headings were added to differentiate each topic. Specific ADAAG refer-
ences are included for each requirement related to an accessibility topic, and
ADAAG required actions are differentiated from our recommended actions.
Indention was also added to differentiate items related to topics. A number of illus-
trations were added throughout the text, captioned, and referenced in the text. Ad-
ditional information that some readers might require was added to the text. For in-
stance, instructions for measuring spaces, slopes, and clear width at doorways are
included and described in plain language.

Though most of the changes associated with this revision address metacom-
municative functions, the team also attended to our social/political perspective. As
the example text in Figure 7 illustrates, in addition to the introductions for each of
the five major divisions of the text, we added brief introductions to each section
within each division that provide important accessibility information. The intro-
ductions focused not only on building accessibility but also on the needs of people,
as illustrated by the emphasized text in the following excerpt from the section
about doors:

Proper design and installation of doors is essential for independent access to build-
ings and spaces within buildings. For doors to be usable, people need to be able to po-
sition themselves to open the door and to pass through the doorway. (emphasis
added; n. pag.)

Taken together, the aforementioned changes described focus on assisting read-
ers in managing information about accessibility issues. The changes to the format-
ting, which are substantial in the Quick Guide, highlight the team’s concern in this
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draft for the metacommunicative functions of the text. The metacommunicative
functions enhance the instrumental functions by providing navigation in the text
and by establishing the writers’ concern for the readers’ participation not only in
the text but also the context.

As team members added more coverage of accessibility issues and numerous il-
lustrations to the text, and as we developed a better understanding of accessibility
issues, we came to believe that part of assisting people to understand accessibil-
ity—as opposed to finding and minimally following the ADAAG requirements—
meant incorporating explanations of accessible solutions and reasons for imple-
menting them throughout the text. This decision led to a text that was more than
400 pages in length. For the text to remain quick and easy to use, we improved the
design features to facilitate information retrieval (Rubens and Rubens; Rude, “For-
mat”; Schriver).

However, the Quick Guide never saw the light of day because as we neared
completion of our draft, the Access Board released a new version of the ADAAG
for public comment. The format of the new ADAAG was significantly altered, the
content was substantially changed, and the organization and numbering system
were completely revised. The changes to the ADAAG reflected the Access Board’s
continuing interactions with both people in the design/build community and those
with disabilities and advocacy groups. Many of the changes that the Access Board
proposed were meant to align their accessibility requirements with the American
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National Standards Institute accessibility standards, to which many design/build
professionals refer.

The revisions to the ADAAG meant that our text was already obsolete, in part
because we had been very conscientious about including references to specific
ADAAG requirements with each accessibility topic and subtopic. Consequently,
we decided to review the changes in the proposed ADAAG and determine how best
to proceed with the project. One option was to scrap all the references to the
ADAAG. Ultimately, however, we decided to provide information in our text on
the changes to the new ADAAG.

Transformation 3: Access for Everyone
and the Rhetorical Orientation

In the final transformation of the text, retitled this time as Access for Everyone: A
Guide to Accessibility with References to the Americans with Disabilities Act Ac-
cessibility Guidelines (ADAAG), the team revised the text in response to the release
of the proposed new ADAAG. The changes to the numbering system, organiza-
tion, and content of the ADAAG created considerable work for the team. We
re-evaluated every accessibility topic and subtopic in our text against both the new
and old versions of the ADAAG to identify differences in the information and to
decide what changes we would make to our text. We also decided to retain refer-
ences to the old ADAAG in our text and to add references to the proposed new
ADAAG.

As the work progressed and as we negotiated versions of the information
among the various texts, we also began to question some aspects of our text that we
had previously taken for granted. For example, in the doors section, the ADAAG
refers to various sides of doors, using terms such as push-side, pull-side, and
latch-side, which can become quite confusing. Therefore, in the new iteration of
our text, in addition to incorporating changes to the ADAAG and new references,
we provided more explanations about terms and about the conditions that they are
used to describe. Throughout this review process, the team developed a more re-
fined sense of the accessibility issues and the complexities of understanding the
ADAAG requirements.

The overall structure and organization of this revision did not change from the
previous iteration of the text. But, because the content of many sections of the text
had become longer and more complex, we looked for ways to assist readers in un-
derstanding the structure of the document and navigating the text. As before, the
text included a table of contents for the book, and for each of the five main divi-
sions. However, in this iteration, we also added a table of contents to each division,
as illustrated in Figure 8. We also added boldface, black tabs to the leading edges
of the pages, which included the names of the sections and the two-letter codes
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identifying the accessibility topics. These codes—which people could use to
quickly locate information—had been retained throughout all versions of the text.

The page formatting, structure, and organization were also substantially re-
tained from the previous iteration. But throughout the text we added statements
that addressed the relationship of people to the built environment. In addition, we
addressed the relationship of the reader to the text, demonstrating concern for
metacommunicative as well as rhetorical functions. The sample pages from the
chapter about doors presented in Figures 9 and 10 exemplify the decisions we
made about the content throughout the book. The changes are listed here:

• The introductions to the sections are expanded to address important accessi-
bility issues, particularly in sections that contained complex requirements,
such as those for doors.

• Terms used to describe elements of the built environments are more fully ex-
plained and illustrated as necessary.

• Discussions of the benefits of accessibility for a variety of users are included
and rationales for accessible solutions are expanded. For example, in the pre-
vious iteration of the doors section, the discussion of clear opening width at
doors began with the discussion of measuring the door. In the new version,
we introduce the topic with a discussion of the importance of wider door-
ways, tying the rationale for providing wider doors to both users’ needs and
to other code requirements.
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FIGURE 9 Sample content page, requirements for doors. Reproduced from Access for
Everyone.

FIGURE 10 Sample content page, requirements for doors, continued. Reproduced from
Access for Everyone.



• Requirements are supplemented by preferred solutions that include ratio-
nales for the suggestions.

• Detailed, illustrated suggestions for implementing accessible solutions are
provided where possible.

Our generic improvisations led us not only to a very different text than the one
with which we began but also to a different perspective about using generic fea-
tures to address accessibility issues, represent people who benefit from accessible
solutions, and recognize our readers. In addressing instrumental, metacom-
municative, and social/political functions, we had been working to create a text
that went beyond assisting people to comply with the government’s accessibility
guidelines. We also hoped to provide a text that would assist people in understand-
ing the issues. Of course, we had to understand them first.

CONCLUSIONS

At the beginning of the project, each of the team members needed to learn new in-
formation. The process of learning about building accessibility meant that we fo-
cused on the instrumental functions of the texts we were using and creating. As we
became more conversant with the information and understood more clearly how
the information fit together, we could more knowledgably turn our attention to
metacommunicative and social/political functions. In describing the transforma-
tions that the team enacted—transforming sources into a first draft and then trans-
forming subsequent drafts into a final product—I argue that the process illustrates
ways in which the team strategically engaged the instrumental, metacom-
municative, and social/political functions of various genres.

The team enacted instrumental, metacommunicative, and social/political func-
tions of genre to develop its text, and in doing so it adopted, adapted, and rejected
features of various genres in strategically choosing the features that shaped its text.

• We enacted instrumental functions of genre by choosing and providing infor-
mation to assist readers in activities related to ensuring that built environ-
ments are accessible to all people.

• We enacted metacommunicative functions by scaffolding information and by
using forms and conventions to assist readers in understanding the purposes
of the text and in finding and interpreting information in the text.

• We enacted social/political functions by representing the social context to
which the team responded through its text.
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The team’s decisions about the forms and conventions appropriate for enact-
ing the functions of genre were mediated by the team members’ individual and
collective experiences, our expectations about various genres, and our interpreta-
tions of the contexts and the needs of various communities and audiences for our
text.

Although some of the strategies that the team members used in dealing with
genre were shared, regardless of the disciplinary background of the participants,
we did encounter situations over the course of the project in which the differences
between people’s disciplinary experiences and understandings of genre created
difficulties and, sometimes, great insight. As we discovered, in working with peo-
ple from other communities, practices related to creating and using genres must be
adjusted to accommodate various perspectives.

Additionally, the team’s consideration of the social/political functions of genres
brought together aspects of various genres of regulation, advocacy, and architec-
ture to articulate within the text some of the issues related to the position of people
with disabilities. This sense of agency—the ability for genre to shape reality—may
be most clearly demonstrated by powerful genres, such as laws and regulations that
dictate the social, economic, and political structures and peoples’ relationships to
them. On the other hand, writers always create versions of reality through the in-
strumental, metacommunicative, and social/political functions. The team, in mak-
ing its choices about these functions, attempted to construct with our readers a par-
ticular version of accessibility.

Although research has tended to focus on the specialized genres and genre
knowledge that fields and disciplines create and use, we may be missing important
opportunities to study strategic ways in which people use and manage genres in
unfamiliar, nonroutine situations. In public policy contexts, such as accessibility,
many communities must come together to share expertise, knowledge, and texts.
We need to ask how genres function at the boundaries of communities and con-
texts. What, for example, becomes of genre when people from different disci-
plines, professions, or organizations discourse together in situations that are not
typical for a particular group of professionals? Who controls the genre? Who con-
trols the power to shape knowledge? What is at stake and for whom? These are
some of the complex questions that have important implications for how people
communicate on issues that require input and consensus from various groups with
different sets of practices and areas of expertise.

As professional and technical communication researchers, we should investi-
gate more of these types of contexts—unwieldy as they may be—for what they tell
us about the ways in which people communicate in and with other communities.
Understanding the dynamics of genre, for example, in such situations may allow us
to assist directly in facilitating the communication practices of ad hoc communi-
ties that write texts that affect many of us.
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