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Faculty across higher education in North America face in-
creased teaching loads and course caps, pressures pertain-
ing to student recruitment and retention, escalating de-

mand for scholarly production, and fewer financial and material 
resources with which to carry out their work. These concerns are 
compounded by urgent questions about how our current systems 
perpetuate economic, environmental, and societal inequalities. 
Though its publication predates some of the most recent of these 
developments, Lean Technical Communication (2017) offers techni-
cal and professional communication (TPC) programs strategies 
that anticipate and respond to the most pressing challenges facing 
North American higher education and society at large. The book 
describes ethical and flexible strategies for navigating and reshap-
ing bureaucratic structures that can deter innovation and cause 
programs to stagnate. Co-authors Meredith Johnson, Patricia Sul-
livan, and W. Michele Simmons build from their own TPC program 
administration experience and existing scholarship to present 
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empirically grounded guidance for technical communication scholars 
who are developing new programs or modifying existing programs. 
Faculty new to TPC program administration and those with years of 
experience are equally likely to find inspiration in this book, which of-
fers a socially and environmentally conscious framework for program 
development that considers and responds to unique local contexts 
and affordances rather than prescribing a specific approach.

 Lean Technical Communication, divided into two main parts, first 
lays the theoretical groundwork for a model of lean program devel-
opment and then provides three in-depth “on-the-ground cases” to 
illustrate the application of the theory in different institutional con-
texts. In Part One, Johnson, Sullivan, and Simmons frame the book by 
defining “lean technical communication” as “a set of techniques and 
technologies that comprise an efficient, flexible, and visual model of 
technical communication program administration rooted in social 
responsibility” (p. 4). They acknowledge that popular contemporary 
uses of the term lean carry connotations of frugality and glossy ef-
ficiency. In contrast, their book promotes a definition of lean that 
“prioritizes disruption, resilience, sustainability, and innovation” (p. 5), 
thus establishing the exigency for the book as a response to (and po-
tential protection against) scarcity of economic, natural, and human 
resources. The authors introduce their vision for innovation within 
TPC programs by emphasizing the field’s history of examining how 
writing practices and systems shape the way knowledge is produced, 
communicated, and valued across a variety of research sites. They 
argue that, by turning their attention to their own programs, TPC 
scholars can better identify and center social justice, economic stabil-
ity, and environmental sustainability to create ethical and resilient 
programs. 

The key terms of Lean Technical Communication—disruption, 
resilience, sustainability, and innovation—are reiterated throughout 
the book. These concepts form the basis of the “seven tenets of lean 
technical communication,” which foreground value, disruption and 
innovation, social responsibility, economic cost, sustainability, ef-
ficiency, and visibility. Taken together, these tenets offer TPC program 
administrators a set of practical guiding principles for program devel-
opment and stewardship that enact the core values of lean technical 
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communication. Additionally, the authors outline four continuums 
that capture competing demands inherent in academic program 
development. They assert that stewards of TPC programs must con-
sider the range of decision points available within the continuums 
of standardization/flexibility, discipline/department, global/local, 
and dependency/autonomy—all of which, when analyzed in relation 
to the seven tenets and applied to local contexts, offer insight on 
productive directions for TPC programs. Finally, the authors articulate 
how to give “contemporaneous attention both to construction and 
to implementation” (p. 39) of programs through boundary work and 
stewardship. 

To conclude Part One, Johnson, Sullivan, and Simmons present 
several theory-informed heuristics that helpfully guide program ad-
ministrators through critical programmatic decision points using the 
lean framework—the seven tenets, four continuums, and boundary 
work/stewardship—promoted throughout the book. The application 
of these heuristics is illustrated through an example that helpfully 
walks readers through decisions that honor institutional values and 
disciplinary boundaries while simultaneously engaging in practices 
that serve to steward and promote the technical communication 
program.

In Part Two, the authors provide several in-depth case studies 
through the lens of the heuristic. These case studies illustrate how 
technical communication programs can strategically respond to 
structures at federal, state, and institutional levels; plan adaptable 
physical space and technological resources; and adopt pedagogi-
cal approaches that engage students and community members. The 
first case study involves a nuanced discussion and analysis of fund-
ing metrics used by one state university system and examines the 
ways those metrics interact with multiple “boundary objects” (Star & 
Griesemer, 1989) that program administrators can understand rhetor-
ically. These boundary objects, which include the Department of Edu-
cation’s Classification of Instructional Programs, state funding proto-
cols, institutional budget structures, course numbering systems, and 
more, are framed as opportunities for TPC program administrators. 
Through this case study, Johnson, Sullivan, and Simmons effectively 
demonstrate how budgetary and bureaucratic constraints might be 



Lean Technical Communication

re-envisioned to reveal innovative ways to maneuver through exter-
nal structures.

The second case study articulates the importance of accessibility 
and environmental sustainability with physical space and technol-
ogy needs. Here, the authors discuss the importance of appropriate 
technology to TPC programs and describe how uncritical approaches 
to technology purchases and instructional space can subvert pro-
grammatic values: the standard computer classroom layout arranges 
student workspaces in fixed positions, bring-your-own-device poli-
cies exclude students with limited financial resources, and computer 
equipment purchases support the environmentally devastating 
cycle of manufacture and disposal. As an alternative, the authors 
provide strategies for program administrators to advocate for flex-
ible classroom spaces and the acquisition of durable, energy-efficient 
hardware that can be redistributed to others on campus when it is no 
longer useful to the program.

Part Two concludes with a case study that demonstrates how 
lean technical communication practices support community-
engaged pedagogy. Johnson, Sullivan, and Simmons encourage 
program administrators to plan community-based work “at the 
programmatic level, leading to coordinated efforts that can be less 
burdensome to faculty” (p. 95) and ultimately more productive and 
sustainable for all stakeholders. Through examples of a public writing 
project and a user experience project, the book illuminates how TPC 
programs can encourage pedagogy that highlights environmental 
justice and civic engagement by building meaningful campus and 
community relationships.

Ultimately, Lean Technical Communication offers a flexible theo-
retical framework that can scaffold the development of new pro-
grams or guide modifications to existing programs. The program-
matic model exemplified in the book will offer new perspectives and 
insights to program administrators seeking to build socially respon-
sible technical and professional communication programs. The book 
does not, however, delve into the nuts and bolts of program develop-
ment (such as creating program- and course-level learning outcomes, 
implementing programmatic assessments, recruiting and training 
faculty, etc.), so readers with little prior program administration expe-
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rience may find it helpful to consult additional resources on program 
administration to supplement the model presented in Lean Technical 
Communication. Additionally, the book does not engage with techni-
cal communication scholarship on race, ethnicity, or multilingual-
ism, though clear opportunities exist to combine Johnson, Sullivan, 
and Simmons’ model with scholarship that foregrounds justice and 
equity (e.g., Haas, 2012; Williams & Pimentel, 2014). Beyond program 
administrators, instructors of technical communication courses may 
also find the authors’ heuristic method valuable for rethinking their 
own pedagogical practices in terms of programmatic values. Techni-
cal communication program administrators and stakeholders across 
a range of institutions and programs are likely to find Lean Technical 
Communication a worthwhile read for its practical, adaptable, and 
expansive approach to socially and environmentally conscious pro-
grammatic innovation. 
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