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Exercises in Genre
By Erin Frost

ot too long ago, a student at the Missouri University of Sci-
Mce and Technology approached his professor for help. The
student said that a proposal he was writing had to include a

quad chart.

Hearing this story later, my first thought was: Huh? The only quad I
know is the muscle. Why would a proposal need to include some sort
of exercise chart?

Now, the professor in question, Kathryn Northcut, was a little sav-
vier than that. No surprise there; Northcut is an experienced technical
communication instructor and scholar. However, although she didn’t
think it had to do with exercise, she had never heard of a quad chart
before either. So she sent out an email to the listserv for the Associa-
tion of Teachers of Technical Writing.

I'm a member of the listserv, and so I'm sitting at my desk trying to
avoid homework when I receive this email.
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[attw-]] Quad Chart teaching question

Northcut, Kathryn to Association show details 12/2/09 4y Reply ¥
Hi, all—

So, just to prove that the older you get, the less you know, a student tells me his proposal has to
include a quad chart. He briefly explains it, in enough detail that when | do a Google search, | know
I'm finding what he's talking about. Apparently this is a somewhat familiar genre in engineering
comm or military comm (though it's not even hinted at in my 1997 edition of Tongue & Quill). It's
new to me. My question to y'all is, "“Do you teach quad charts, and if so, how?”

At this point, I'm unsure of how to answer Dr. Northcut’s question. More
than that, my mistake in thinking a quad chart had something to do with
tracking workout time reminds me how long it’s been since I went to the
gym. And it makes me feel even guiltier about the chocolate doughnut
on my desk and the detective novel I've been reading during the time
designated “rec center” on my weekly schedule. But . . . I'm a technical
communicator, and a teacher, so don’t I have an obligation to know what
a quad chart really is? Wouldn't my time be better spent researching
(and eating my doughnut) than selfishly going to the gym?

Research it is.

So I type “quad chart” into Google, and the first likely looking search
result is at www.bids.tswg.gov/Content/QuadCharts.htm. This turns
out to be one of those sites that has unannounced audio, and I'm so
surprised I almost drop my doughnut onto my keyboard. Despite the
surprise, the site is pretty helpful and so are a couple other sites I find.
It turns out that a quad chart is a one-page document—usually used to
introduce a new product or offer a solution to a problem—that is di-
vided into four sections (thus the guad). Lots of times it’s the front page
or summary of a lengthy proposal, or it’s the document that gets you
permission to submit a lengthy proposal. My dad is a civil engineer who
often competes in bidding processes—that is, he submits proposals for
bridge projects trying to convince companies that they should hire him
to actually build the bridges. I wonder if Dad uses quad charts.

I glance at the clock and see I've still got more than an hour of “rec time”
to blow, so I decide to create a quad chart cheat sheet to help me figure
out how these things work. Maybe I can help Dad do one sometime and
generate a little freelance work.
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So here’s my cheat sheet:

Quad Chart Cheat Sheet

This section should contain some sort
of image of the proposed concept.
Maybe in engineer-world, it’s the token
“pretty” section.

This is the marketing part. It details
the capabilities of the proposal. What’s
new and better about it?

I call this the “technology quadrant.”
It should include the technical aspects
of the project, divided into logical
phases.

| think of this as the “hard facts”
section. It contains the project cost,
schedule, deliverables, and contact
information for the developer.

Okay, I think. This isn’t so hard. What else does Google have to offer? I
stumble across a database of quad chart samples at www.eng.umd.edu/
nsf and am about to get sucked into perusing them when I start hearing
my past English teachers’ voices in my head. Even though I'm getting
lots of good information from Google, maybe I ought to be looking for
some sort of scholarly article that I could cite if I ever use this in actual
work for school.

Google is all well and good for finding examples and simple explanations
of what a quad chart is, but if 'm going to use this for real, I should be
learning about the quad chart as a genre. If this information is ever go-
ing to be something I can talk about and not sound like an idiot, I need
to know more than rules and conventions. I need to know what scholars
are saying about quad charts and how people think the genre is use-
ful. It would be really embarrassing to start talking about quad charts
in front of someone important and have them respond with something
like, “Well, that article in the latest issue of Technical Communication
Quarterly said that quad charts are so 2005”

I'm too full of doughnut for a long walk, so I decide to see what’s avail-
able through the library’s online databases. That search turns up an
article called “Quad charts in software project management” by John
Stamey and Thomas Honeycutt. It’s only six pages, but it offers at least
three variations on the definitions I've put in the quadrants on my prac-
tice chart. As Iread, I realize that quad charts can be used in a bunch of
different ways, and my goal for the chart will be the driving factor in how
I decide which variation to use.

For example, Stamey and Honeycutt are writing about software engi-
neers. One of the charts they offer is as simple as the one shown on the
following page. Because we're talking about software here, a graphic isn’t
required. So, they use the top-left quadrant for DOing: testing the idea
on a small scale. Instead of marketing—because this chart is used early
in development rather than as a formal proposal—they PLAN how to
improve operations. And the other two quadrants are basically the same
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as what I've already learned, although these people are definitely adjust-
ing based on context.

DO PLAN

CHECK ACT

All right, so I know there are a lot of different ways quad charts can
be used, and the content of the quadrants will change along with those
uses. But are there any main uses that I should know? How will I ever
figure that out? I give up for a while and check Facebook. Then my email.
And, lo and behold, there are a whole bunch of responses to Northcut’s
original question.

The first response that catches my eye is from Associate Professor Kath-
erine Wikoft, who suggests that Northcut was actually looking for an A3
report. Wikoff says the A3 report is famously used by Toyota.

So I follow the thread of emails and do a little more searching, this time
on A3 reports. I discover that “A3” refers to the size of paper used, which
is 11 X 17. So maybe it’s like a quad chart on steroids.

It turns out that quad charts and A3 reports are two distinct genres. For
one thing, quad charts do not have to be done on 11 X 17 paper, and A3
reports are limited to that format. A3 reports always offer a solution to
a problem while quad charts can do other things. But Wikoff said in her
email that A3 reports are used often in engineering because of their vi-
sual orientation and ability to capture information for brief reports, and
those concepts also apply to quad charts.

So, back to Google. I find that while A3 reports and quad charts can be
rhetorically similar, they’re different in terms of formatting and delivery.
Which means it’s just as likely that my Dad would use an A3 report in
civil engineering rather than a quad chart, right? Now I've got to figure
this out.

Before long, I discover a clever site that explains A3 reports and gives
samples at www.coe.montana.edu/IE/faculty/sobek/A3/. This site says
there are six parts to the A3 report. The first part details research on the
situation, and the second part is a cause analysis. The third part offers
solutions to the cause, and the fourth part describes an ideal solution.
Finally, in part five, the author writes out the plan. And the last part of-
fers predictions and any follow-up procedures.
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Easy enough.
Except it’s not.

I let my inner nerd out and attempt to make both a quad chart and an
A3 report for fun. It takes forever. I just keep coming back and trying
to cram in more information, but one page—even an A3-sized page—
just isn’t enough room to summarize a decently detailed proposal. I was
playing with adding more parking on campus as a topic, but there simply
isn’t enough room to cover everything I want to cover in terms of pros
and cons, new parking areas, and monetary changes. I realize, belatedly,
that this would be even more frustrating if I had already written a report
and now the contents of that report wouldn’t fit in my summary docu-
ment.

Then—after the fact—I read Professor Michael Albers’ response to
Northcut’s email: “I encountered quad charts this summer while work-
ing in a Navy research lab. The person creating it was complaining how
hard they are to create. He could produce a 6 slide PowerPoint with the
same information in 30 minutes, but spent [a] couple of days tweaking
the quad chart to get everything it had to contain [. . .] in readable form”
Albers also says the same person liked quad charts . . . when he was the
one receiving them instead of creating them.

It turns out that quad charts and A3 reports are just like everything else
in technical communication, or in composition in general. The focus is
on the user—as it should be.

Wow, I think. How much time could this save people who have to read
tons of stuff for their jobs? If the people who wanted something from
them had to do the work to summarize and make one of these charts,
it might really streamline things. Not only would there be less work for
the people getting the reports, but the people submitting them would
get faster responses. If I teach my technical writing students about these
two genres, I might be really giving them a step up in the workplace. I'm
feeling less and less guilty about not going to the rec today, and then
I read more of the replies to Northcut’s email and discover that quad
charts and A3 reports are often used in organizational administration,
vehicle design, and when applying for government grants.

That seals the deal. This really was time well spent learning two new
genres.

To share my new understanding of quad charts and A3 reports, I ask my
technical writing class in Spring 2010 to examine the genres and pro-
duce one or the other on a topic of their choice.
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The following is one of the excellent quad charts produced in that class.

I guess it serves me right.

Get Fit: A Plan For Weight Loss and Fitness

by Katic Fage
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