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Teaching the Air Midwest Case: A Stakeholder Approach
to Deliberative Technical Rhetoric

—MEREDITH W. ZOETEWEY AND JULIE STAGGERS

Abstract—What constitutes a cause is a particularly important question for those who teach or study
technical writing. This article describes a case that helps students look beyond the technical “causes” of a
commuter airplane crash in order to address the complex web of policies, practices, actions, and events that
contributed to the crash. Using an approach grounded in stakeholder theory and ethical theory, students use
real documents ranging from news accounts to Federal Aviation Administration policies to National Transit
Safety Board hearing exhibits to identify systemic problems that contributed to the disaster. Working from
particular stakeholder perspectives, they work collaboratively to develop and argue for policy changes that will
help prevent future tragedies. The abundance of real documents that drive this case make it an especially
useful tool for engaging students in difficult-to-teach subject matter, including the role of writing in the failure of
technical systems, deliberative and judicial rhetoric, stakeholder theory, visual rhetoric, and ethics.

Index Terms—Aviation, case studies, decision making, education, ethics, policy making, rhetoric, risk
communication, stakeholder theory.

When technical systems fail, our first impulse
is often to speculate about causes. In a world with
round-the-clock news, whenever a space shuttle
burns up on re-entry, a ferry slams into a pier, or
an airplane falls from the sky, news people and
expert commentators begin almost instantaneously
to speculate about the possibilities. Our need to
know what happened runs deep. Usually, behind
the scenes somewhere as the endless crawl on our
television screens raises and rejects causes, the official
investigators—sometimes a small army, sometimes
one lone soldier—are beginning an investigation to
determine what happened.

Technical systems are complex things, however,
and often the technical cause of a failure is merely
a symptom of a system gone entirely out of whack,
the straw that broke the camel’s back instead of the
neat and easy single factor that caused the failure. In
Rhetoric of Risk, Beverly Sauer’s research on rhetoric
surrounding mining disasters shows just how easily
an investigation can become bogged down in the
search for the “technical cause” of a failure while
entirely missing the role of communication practices
in precipitating the failure. Hence, an investigator
in one case attributes the cause of a mine fire to an
overheated compressor but misses the constellation
of “tightly coupled but unrelated events” that helped
shape the disaster [1, p. 130].
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Sauer’s work raises this question: What constitutes a
cause? That is a particularly important question for
those who teach, or study, technical writing. It is the
question at the heart of the Air Midwest case, which
we developed for our introductory technical writing
classes in the fall of 2003. The case asks students to
look past the technical cause of a commuter airplane
crash to get inside the complex web of policies,
practices, actions, and events that precipitated the
deaths of 21 people. This case asks students to
consider what constitutes a cause and challenges
them to move past a discussion of “What happened?”
to “Why? And how can we prevent it from happening
again?”

With the rise of various social perspectives in technical
writing and as a nascent cultural studies approach
to the field begins to take shape, we see calls for
scholars to situate their research and teaching in
broader contexts [2]–[4]. This case, we hope, responds
to those calls. As the investigation into the crash of Air
Midwest 5481 unfolded in 2003, we began to see an
opportunity to develop a case that emphasized one of
our central precepts: technical work and the writing
associated with it have real, sometimes life-and-death,
consequences. More often than not, students come to
our classes with a fair sense of how writing connects
to their work, but they frequently have trouble seeing
the larger picture and understanding how their work
fits into the global environment of the workplace or the
world beyond the workplace. Because we see technical
work and the writing associated with it—both the
writing that authorizes, generates, and legislates
technical work and the writing that technical work
generates—as social and ethical action, we hoped to
develop a case that transcended the instrumental.
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While this case does provide students with an
opportunity to gain experience with technical genres
and develop practical skills, it also emphasizes both
technical work and writing as action that must be
socially responsible.

The Air Midwest Case explores the intersections of
technical work, judicial and deliberative rhetoric,
business, and ethics. In Aristotelian terms, judicial
rhetoric is the form of oratory concerned with making
judgments about events in the past, the means of
which, as Edward P.J. Corbett notes, are “accusation
and defense” [5, p. ?]. In this case, judicial rhetoric
takes center stage during the second unit, when
students articulate arguments of fact, determining
which events and issues prior to the crash constitute
significant causes. Deliberative oratory, again in
Aristotelian terms, is the form of discourse concerned
with deliberations about public affairs and politics,
but, as Corbett notes, it can be more generally
considered to be the form of discourse in which
we seek to persuade others to do something or
accept our point of view [6]. Both of these definitions
of deliberative rhetoric are relevant for this case;
particularly in the latter half of the project, students
are required to make persuasive arguments with an
eye toward the public or communal good. Pairing these
definitions of deliberative rhetoric allowed us to set
up a general definition of ethical action as respecting
and caring for others, doing good and preventing
harm, and evaluating individual and group goals as
they relate to those imperatives. This loose definition
of ethics gave us the latitude to foreground ethics
from the outset, and then introduce different ethical
systems as the case progressed without privileging
any particular system in advance. Our pedagogical
objectives reflect this emphasis on ethical action:
• to encourage students to examine the relationship

between technical work and writing and to consider
the consequences of that relationship for the public

• to engage students in a decision making process
that requires them to collaboratively research and
negotiate ethical solutions in the face of competing
interests

• to enhance students’ awareness of the political
and ethical challenges of writing within particular
institutions

• to provide students with experience producing
documents required by technical communicators

• to provide students with experience presenting
complex issues to an invested and potentially
oppositional audience

• to encourage students to see technical writing as
a form of ethical action.

BACKGROUND: THE CRASH OF AIR
MIDWEST FLIGHT 5481
On January 8, 2003, a small commuter plane carrying
19 passengers and a crew of two crashed during

takeoff at the Charlotte, NC, airport. The plane took off
into a clear, windy sky at 8:45 a.m., but never attained
proper altitude. Instead, it veered left and clipped the
corner of a maintenance hangar before it crashed and
exploded in flames, killing all on board. The flight
lasted just 37 seconds from takeoff to impact [7].
Within hours, investigators began focusing on two
factors that might have contributed to the crash. First,
the plane’s elevator controller, a key flight-control
component, showed suspicious movements on the
eight flights following a routine servicing two days
earlier [8]. Second, the plane appeared to have been
weighed down by too much luggage. In the months
that followed the crash, maintenance on its elevator
lift cable garnered much of the attention [9]. The
National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) made
a case at its hearing in May that an incorrect cable
adjustment limited the pilot’s ability to move the nose
of the plane down as the heavy tail forced it up [10].

Slowly, however, a more complex picture emerged.
Vertex Aerospace (formerly Raytheon Aerospace) and
Air Midwest blamed each other for the crash and
severed their business relationship. Air Midwest
argued that Raytheon’s employees improperly
performed maintenance on the plane [11]. It has since
been revealed that the workers who serviced the plane
were not employees of Raytheon at all, but rather,
temporary workers employed by an outsourcing
firm in Florida, Structural Modification and Repair
Technicians, Inc., who had virtually no experience on
the Beechcraft 1900D [12]. The NTSB also suggested
that maintenance worker fatigue may have played a
role in the crash [13].

For its part, Vertex argued in August 2003 that the
Charlotte plane was dangerously tail-heavy owing to
several factors including unusually high baggage and
passenger weights and an overbalance of passenger
weight in the plane’s last five rows [14]. Weight
estimates may have been off by several hundred
pounds because the flight’s first officer used the
Federal Aviation Administration’s (FAA) approved
weight averages (which have been updated since the
crash) instead of actual baggage weights [15].

Finally, the picture was complicated by the crash on
August 26, 2003, of a Colgan Air flight in the waters
off Hyannis, MA. That flight involved the same type
of aircraft, a Beechcraft 1900D manufactured by
Raytheon, under conditions similar to those of the
Charlotte crash [16]. In September, mechanics for
Colgan Air and technicians for Air Midwest reported
difficulty following elevator-rigging instructions in the
Raytheon Beech 1900D maintenance manuals [17].

OVERVIEW: THE AIR MIDWEST CASE

The Air Midwest Case presents students with a
complex problem solving scenario that casts them in
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the role of stakeholders in the aftermath of the crash
of Flight 5481. We define stakeholders broadly and
include individuals, groups, agencies, or organizations
who have an interest in reducing the risk of a similar
incident. Thus, our notion of stakeholders includes
not only the corporate entities directly involved in the
case and their employee groups but also organizations
charged with legislating, regulating, or investigating
the central stakeholders, as well as segments of the
general public.

While it does take some groundwork for instructors to
understand the context of this crash and the major
players involved, instructors do not need to be experts
in aviation, business administration, technology,
or engineering to teach the Air Midwest case, and
neither do students participating in the case. The
emphasis on rhetoric, stakeholders, and situated
problem solving leaves plenty of space for instructors
and students to approach the case at their own levels
of expertise with the subject matter. In fact, the case
could easily be recast for a business writing course
by focusing specifically on business issues. The
case asks students to conduct research, to identify
problems and develop policy changes to remediate
those problems, and to articulate their policy positions
to other stakeholders orally, visually, and in writing.
Representing the interests of one particular situated
internal or external stakeholder group, students
develop strategies for responding to the crisis.

Within this framework, students research and analyze
policies, practices, and events related to the crash;
articulate problem statements; and formulate policies
to rectify the problem. They produce documents
that help communicate their positions to other
stakeholders. Students initially work individually
but eventually coalesce into affiliated groups for a
final problem solving meeting. The case culminates
with this problem solving session during which
representatives from each stakeholder group present
a case which they believe is viable and ethical. During
this session, participants are charged with arriving
at a dialogic solution that serves the interests of
regulators, the airline, labor, and the public. Potential
solutions might include new policies regarding
maintenance, airplane weight and baggage handling,
revised passenger weight limits, public relations
campaigns, fare adjustments, etc.

The case asks students to consider the following
questions:

• Who are the stakeholders affected by the crash of
Air Midwest Flight 5481?

• What caused the crash? How does the perception of
these causes shift from stakeholder to stakeholder?

• Are there additional factors implicated in the crash
that should be remedied or addressed?

• What problem(s) does the crash pose for Air
Midwest? (economic? public relations? labor
relations?) For other stakeholders?

• What problems might any given solution create
for other stakeholders? Can those problems be
resolved in some way that wins other stakeholders
to that position?

• What external factors might affect the viability of
any given solution? (trends in the airline industry?
pending regulations? pending litigation? economic
factors? aviation engineering factors?)

Throughout the case, we use news stories from the
local Charlotte television station WCNC and the
Charlotte Observer newspaper, all available online,
to outline the basic story of the crash of Flight 5481
(sources shown in Fig. 1).

Using these news accounts makes it possible to
reveal new details in the investigation of the crash
as necessary. We augment these news accounts
with supplemental readings from our textbook
and electronic coursepack to flesh out both the
“how-to” aspects of individual assignments (tips for
making effective oral presentations) and the weightier
theoretical concepts (stakeholder theory, ethics, visual
rhetoric) (sources shown in Figs. 1 and 2).

Our bibliography includes references to these
resources, many of which are available online (sources
shown in Fig. 3).

We present the main body of the case over a four-week
period, allotting one week of two class meetings for
each main unit, as shown in Table I. Because we
had not yet introduced any rhetorical theory in class
and because our students had widely divergent levels
of experience and comfort with the technologies
of production they would be using (which ranged
from PowerPoint to Flash), we added a week at the
beginning to introduce basic rhetorical theories and a
week of in-class workshops at the end to accommodate
students who needed more help with the technology.

UNIT 1: WHO HAS A STAKE? WHAT IS AT STAKE?
When a technical system fails, who has a stake in that
failure? And who should have a voice in reducing the
risk of similar failures in the future? The first module
asks students to identify and analyze the interests
of various stakeholders in the crash scenario. The
practical purpose of this analysis is to help students
develop basic familiarity with the case and give them
some insight into the conflicting interests of various
stakeholder groups before they align themselves with
any particular group. Students should finish the
module with the ability to identify and position the
interests of a cross section of stakeholders in the case
with respect to one another.
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The first accounts of the crash provide a natural
starting point for this module. Charlotte’s NBC affiliate
WCNC and CNN broadcasted almost instantaneous
news coverage of the event, with the video available
for download and the text of the news broadcasts
reproduced in story form on their websites. Despite
their common medium, these texts take on decidedly
distinctive perspectives owing to the differences
between local and national audiences. Because
news broadcasts often focus on the biggest players
in an event, usually from a perspective outside of

the situated political interests of any particular
stakeholder group, students begin their exploration of
stakeholders with these broadcasts. Next, they move
on to identifying additional stakeholders and analyzing
their situated positions, by considering accounts of
the event contained in the communications of various
stakeholders, including initial press releases from Air
Midwest and Mesa Airlines announcing the crash [18],
[19], an e-solicitation from a law firm soliciting clients
for a potential lawsuit [20], a memorial from an online
student newspaper [21], and a pair of PowerPoint slide

Fig. 1. Selected classroom readings for industry news coverage and stakeholder theory.
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shows presented at the NTSB’s Public Hearing in May
2003 [22] (see Resources for links to our websites
which contain downloadable copies of these texts). We
spend the first day of class brainstorming potential
stakeholder groups and the second day analyzing the
interests of particular groups, seeking affiliations
and oppositions between groups. Questions that help
guide classroom discussion include the following:
• What makes someone a stakeholder?
• What counts as “truth” for a particular stakeholder

group? Is that “truth” universal or contextual
(“Truth” vs. “truth”)?

• What does “ethics” mean?
• When ethics conflict, whose ethics should win?

Why?

At the end of this module, students produce an
analytical document, which could be taught as a
memo or short report (our students wrote memos), in
which each student articulates a range of stakeholder
positions and presents a rationale for assuming
the role of one particular stakeholder group. We
assess these memos on the basis of demonstrated
familiarity with the case, clear articulation of a
range of stakeholder positions, and presentation of
an effective rationale for selection of a particular
stakeholder group. To jumpstart students’ analyses of
various representations of the crash and its immediate

aftermath, we provide heuristic questions for the
Stakeholder Analysis Memo:
• Which stakeholder groups are represented?
• Which stakeholder groups are foregrounded? How

can you tell?
• Which stakeholder groups are left out? What is the

purpose of the omission?
• Who is/are the intended audience(s) of the text?
• How does the medium affect the audience’s

reception of the text?
• Do the corporate activities described demonstrate

social responsibility?
• Which stakeholder group do you wish to act as an

advocate for? Why?
• Which “benefits” for your group will result in

“losses” for another group? Describe the group and
their losses.

• Which group would you least like to act as an
advocate for? Why?

UNIT 2: WHAT CONSTITUTES A CAUSE?
When many parts of a technical system are involved
in its failure, how do you identify “the cause” of the
breakdown? And who decides what constitutes a
cause? The second module asks students to engage
these questions. Students (from their stakeholder
perspective) develop white papers that provide an

Fig. 2. Selected classroom readings for ethics and visual rhetoric.
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Fig. 3. Web resources for classroom use.

overview of the factors contributing to the crash.
This unit foregrounds principles of judicial rhetoric
and introduces rhetorical appeals to logic, character,
and emotion (ethos, logos, pathos) as they relate to
arguments of fact. It also emphasizes the politics
and ethics of visual representation. Students gain
experience with a new genre, the white paper; with
a new tool for invention, the Toulmin model of
argumentation (see Fig. 3); and with a new form
of persuasion, visuals that support and/or make
arguments. Students should finish this unit with an
improved understanding of the socially constructed
nature of evidence, a new awareness of the rhetorical
and ethical dimensions of visuals, and the ability to
deploy rhetorical appeals in the construction of ethical
and persuasive written and visual arguments.

News articles once again provide the route into the
case; potential causes reveal themselves in a series of
headlines: “Tail Equipment Moved Erratically” [23],
“Elevator May Have Jammed” [24], “Crash Raises
Concern About Weight” [25], “Seat Swapping May
Have Contributed” [26], and “Airplane Maintenance
Companies Made Mistakes” [27]. Sample white papers
on topics related to aviation provide an introduction to
the features of that genre (See Fig. 3). Reading varying
accounts of the crash from their particular stakeholder
perspectives and discussing which “causes” seem
to be the most important give students a way to
see the shifting and socially constructed nature of
evidence: not only does the “cause” shift from one
stakeholder group to another, but the evidence that
helps constitute the cause shifts as well. Using their
discussions about causes as a starting point and the
Toulmin system as an invention tool, students work in
small groups in class to sketch out arguments about
the cause of the crash, focusing particularly on ways
to make their arguments more compelling through the
use of ethos, logos, and pathos.

During the next meeting, the class turns its attention
to the role of visuals in arguments, analyzing the
appeals to ethos, logos, and pathos by looking at
examples of the plane’s trajectory from CNN’s news
coverage [28] and from the NTSB’s hearing on the

TABLE I
Schedule for the Air Midwest case
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crash [29], among others. Questions that help guide
classroom discussion include the following:
• What roles might white papers play in a problem

solving or a decision making process?
• How do we know what constitutes evidence? And

what factors are important in convincing us that
something “counts”?

• When and why do we need to make arguments of
fact?

• How do visuals about the crash foreground, or
obscure, the event’s human dimensions?

At the end of this module, students produce a
short white paper, which has an ethos appropriate
to their stakeholder position and is targeted to an
audience from one of the other stakeholder positions.
Each white paper details a range of factors seen as
contributing to the crash, but ultimately foregrounds
one factor (or a combination of factors) the stakeholder
group believes might be eliminated in the future
given a change in policy or practice. Students use the
Toulmin model of argumentation as a heuristic for
invention. In addition, each white paper must include
one or more visuals and feature document design that
is appropriate for the intended audience. We assess
these documents based on competent use of the
Toulmin schema and development of visual and verbal
arguments appropriate to the ethos of the stakeholder
group and the intended audience.

UNIT 3: WHAT IS THE ROLE OF POLICY?
What is the relationship between regulation, policy,
and practice? The third module foregrounds the
relationships between regulations (rules made
by a legislative organization to govern external
organizations under its control), policies (rules made
by an organization to govern the practices of its own
organization), and procedures, which in technical
environments are often the enactment of regulations
and policies. In the third unit, students research, craft,
and argue for policies relevant to the causes of the
crash that they have identified in their white papers
as the most significant for their stakeholders. With an
eye toward remedying the problems the crash poses
for their groups, students either rewrite a real policy
that they feel needs revision or compose a new policy
and then argue for their policies in recommendation
reports. The practical purpose of this unit is to help
students begin to develop the arguments of policy that
they will present at the problem solving session. It
also helps students see that documents must often
serve different purposes for different audiences, that
even “straightforward” documents, such as policies,
have ethical and rhetorical dimensions. Problems and
solutions are presented as rhetorical actions that do
not exist in vacuums; rather, they exist in relationship
to other internal and external documents and reflect
organizational histories and values. In addition, it
quickly becomes clear that policies may be affected

by factors beyond students’ control and may pose
serious problems for other stakeholders. By the end of
this module, students should have gained experience
developing and arguing for policies that meet the
needs of their stakeholders and are responsible to all
other stakeholders and to the public.

Policy plays an important role in the Air Midwest case,
because—putting all other factors in the crash aside
for a moment—a number of policies and practices were
in place, which made it possible for the airplane that
crashed to be taxiing down a runway in compliance
with existing regulations and policies about weight and
balance at the same time that the plane was too heavy
to fly. Students read the FAA regulations on weight
and balance that applied to Air Midwest and its planes
[30], read Air Midwest’s own policies about weight
and balance [31], review Air Midwest’s procedural
guidelines for airplane maintenance [32], and evaluate
the logs that document the plane’s condition as it
taxied down the runway [33]. These readings help
illustrate the way regulations, policies, and practice
intersect. We spend the first day of class considering
the ramifications of the FAA’s 1994 regulations on the
estimation of passenger and baggage weights in light
of factors beyond the control of that agency, including
increases in obesity and average adult weights during
the 1990s and the invention of new—and increasingly
larger—carry on baggage. During the next class,
students practice developing policies and arguing
for them, by brainstorming a new FAA policy to
prevent existing FAA policies from becoming outdated.
Questions that help guide classroom discussion
include the following:
• What are the differences between arguments of fact

and arguments of policy?
• How is a diagram on a pilot’s log (or another

“mundane” document) rhetorical?
• How do you persuade one audience without

alienating another?

At the end of this module, students draft a policy
or policy revision and produce a recommendation
report targeted to a specific stakeholder audience.
As a heuristic, students review an FAA policy
recommendation template [34], using that document
as a guide for creating their own policy development
heuristic. We assessed these documents based on
demonstrated awareness of multiple audiences for the
document and the context in which the policy would
be implemented.

UNIT 4: CAN EVERYBODY WIN? CAN
ANYBODY WIN?
Is it ever possible—or even desirable—to arrive at
a win–win solution? Rather than shooting for the
win-win, the final module asks students to engage
in dialogue and cooperative problem solving, without
the expectation that everybody can, will, or should
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win. This unit asks students to prepare for a final
problem solving session during which each group
makes an informal presentation to a group composed
of representatives of a variety of stakeholder positions.
The objective is not for any stakeholder group to
“win” but rather for stakeholder groups to come
together in productive dialogue that produces new
knowledge about what caused the crash of Flight
5481, to foster an improved understanding amongst
all of the groups about the nature of the problems
caused by the crash, and to foster some agreement
about solutions and policy changes that might reduce
the risk of future failures. The final week of the
project is given over to discussions of the differences
between formal and informal oral presentations and
strategies for negotiating agreements. The objective
of the problem solving session is for stakeholders to
reach consensus on a plan of action that is ethical
and effective. We spend the first day of class analyzing
a number of PowerPoint presentations produced for
the NTSB’s final hearings [35]–[37]. This analysis
grounds a discussion of the benefits and detriments
of using PowerPoint at a meeting where participants
are tasked with achieving consensus or, at least,
negotiating a compromise solution that everyone
can live with. Classroom discussion also focuses on
strategies for conducting informal presentations and
(for those with stage fright) tips for surviving the
experience of speaking in front of a group. Later in
the week, students develop a plan for their informal
presentations and discuss ways to produce and
use visuals effectively. Questions that help guide
classroom discussion include the following:

• How is an informal oral presentation different from
a speech?

• How can visuals make arguments?
• How is a stop sign rhetorical? How is an airplane’s

emergency procedures card rhetorical?
• How can you argue ethically with visuals?
• How do you persuade one audience without

alienating another?

At the end of this module, students produce
presentation materials related to the problem
solving session (scripts, handouts, visuals). With
wide latitude to develop the materials they believe
would be most useful and rhetorically effective, most
students compose a brief presentation script, notes
for talking points, and visual exhibits. Content for the
materials developed during this phase is drawn from
students’ earlier work on white papers and policy
recommendation reports. We assess these materials
based on students’ ability to:

• formulate and argue for policy positions that meet
the needs of the corporation and are responsible to
the public

• identify and analyze appropriate audiences

• produce materials that effectively communicate
their position to members of the other stakeholder
groups.

CONCLUSION

When we began this case, it was with the fairly
simple intention of developing something new
that students in our technical writing classes
might find more engaging than the cases in their
textbooks. Purdue is a national leader in aviation and
aerospace, engineering, and business. Students in
our introductory technical writing course tend to be
whip-smart and hard workers, but our classes—heavy
with future pilots, airplane builders, and engineers of
all stripes—respond unenthusiastically if dutifully to
the cases in our textbooks, which tend to skew toward
business or computer technology scenarios. When we
set out to develop a new case, it was with the fairly
straightforward intention of developing something that
students would find relevant to their career paths. An
aviation case seemed like a natural choice.

In part, perhaps, because our classes skewed so
heavily to students in engineering and aviation,
groups representing diverse stakeholder interests
were obsessed with the FAA’s outdated formula for
calculating average passenger weights at our final
problem solving session. Three groups advocated
prohibiting average weight calculations for planes
in the 19-seat-and-under category altogether and
proposed physically weighing passengers, baggage,
and the plane by various means. Other groups also
focused on weight control, proposing:
• requiring a certified pilot not on the flight in

question to double-check weight calculations and
make the final call with regard to reconfiguring
bags and passenger distribution or eliminating
either passengers or baggage

• giving individual airlines the option of either
increasing the margin of error for maximum flight
load or increasing all passenger and bag weights.

We suspect some of our groups chose to focus on
the weight issue because it seemed like the easiest
answer and the path of least resistance. (Although
in their defense, some students seized on the weight
and balance issue on the first day of class, making
immediate connections between the Air Midwest
crash and the crash of a much smaller charter
plane—reportedly overloaded—that claimed the life of
pop singer Aalyiah one year earlier.) Other student
groups, however, rose to the challenge and drew on
their own expertise and academic and life experience
to arrive at recommendations we might not have
considered. One team of students with machine
shop backgrounds found what they believed to be a
significant inconsistency in the operations of two units
charged with airplane maintenance. They argued that
the first unit had dramatically extended the cycle on
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which it tore down and rebuilt airplanes nearly a
decade ago, but that the second unit—charged with
determining whether to make substantial repairs or
let them slide until the next rebuild, were making
their decisions based on the first unit’s older, shorter
rebuild cycles. A group of students majoring in human
resource management developed a thoughtful and
extremely detailed policy that governed hours, breaks,
and consecutive shifts worked for maintenance
workers responsible for servicing elevator cables and
other critical service operations.

Students presented these recommendations in a final
problem solving session during finals week. Because
we were each teaching one section of introductory
technical writing, we were able to schedule a joint
two-hour exam time that allowed us to pair up
complementary groups from both classes. Half of
Meredith’s class met with half of Julie’s class during
session A; the remaining students met during session
B. Matching up students from both classes for the
final problem solving session seemed like a natural
choice because the project had been so collaborative
from the start. It is not strictly necessary; the easiest
way to wrap up the case would be for instructors
to have their students make informal presentations
during class with all stakeholder groups present and
participating during the meeting. Pairing classes,
however, means that students are no longer preaching
to the choir; instead, they have to attempt to persuade
individuals with whom they have no prior relationship.

Because our students generally turn in respectable
work, it is sometimes difficult to tell whether they
are invested in a particular assignment. In the
case of this project, it was difficult to gauge our
student’s investment in the case. On the preliminary
assignments, individual students tended to submit
work of roughly the same quality as that they had
been turning in all semester on other projects. And,
while we saw a few not particularly well thought-out
policies and a dubious visual exhibit or two, we
were impressed by the level of commitment students
demonstrated during the final problem solving session.
Most of their presentations were thoughtful. When we
moved from informal presentations to discussion, we
were astonished by the depth of students’ knowledge
of the case and its impact on particular stakeholder
groups, as well as the sincerity of their efforts to reach
equitable solutions. With the exception of one “your
mama,” students maintained a level of respectful
decorum, and were clearly passionate advocates for
their own stakeholder groups and stakeholder groups
they perceived to be aligned with them in some way.
We had difficulty bringing both sessions to a close.
Conversations spilled out into the hallway afterward.
One student from the first session refused to leave,
found the group that shared his agenda in the second
session, and joined them. Others students lingered

after sessions ended, waiting to tell us how much they
enjoyed the experience.

Based on our experiences with this case, we think it
has potential and merit; we are excited to teach it
again now that we have a better sense of what we are
doing. Some of the strategies we will recycle include:

• allowing students to select their own stakeholder
groups and encouraging them to choose stakeholder
positions that are in harmony with their existing
political leanings, personal and/or professional
identities, and areas of individual expertise or
career interest to increase motivation

• outlining an initial set of stakeholder positions but
encouraging students to identify others. For more
technical classes, opt for airplane manufacturers,
mechanics, engineers, etc. For less technical
classes, select business administration, corporate
finance, public relations, etc.

• selecting primary texts surrounding the case
that are appropriate to students’ interests—most
materials are available online—but picking
divergent texts from different sources that represent
a range mediums

• providing ample class time to unpack dense
concepts, such as stakeholder theories and
ethics, rather than requiring students to untangle
secondary material on their own away from class
(we boiled down some very complex articles into
digestible handouts for students)

• asking students to read more comprehensible,
primary materials, such as newspapers and trade
journals, on their own time.

We also experienced our share of bumps and
frustrations along the way. Changes we will make
next time include:

• allocating at least an hour and a half to two hours
for each final problem solving session. Either one
of our sessions could easily have consumed the
two-hour final exam period.

• ensuring an even distribution of stakeholder
groups. We did not anticipate that so many students
would initially identify with the victims of the crash
and wish to act as their advocates.

• trusting ourselves to teach the case without
becoming experts in aviation, engineering, etc. We
grossly overprepared and now think most technical
writing instructors would have no problem gearing
up for this case by reading newspapers articles and
skimming relevant primary sources.

One final note: One of the things that attracted us to
this case initially was that it had sufficient complexity
to allow students to capitalize on their own expertise
and interests. More importantly, at the time we taught
the case, the event had not yet been codified. This
indeterminacy allowed us to highlight the ambiguities
that tend to get paved over by time and power. One of
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the reasons our students may have focused so much
on the weight and balance issue is that many of the
articles they read emphasized the faulty repairs to the
elevator cable. Since we developed this case, the NTSB
has changed its weight and baggage regulations and
issued its final report on the accident. That report,
which contains some two dozen recommendations
for changes growing out of this tragedy, is available
online. The availability of the report significantly
changes the nature of this case in some ways because
it opens up the possibility for some students to go
online and download the right answers. We do not see
that as a significant problem, however. Keeping the
emphasis on rhetoric, stakeholders, and ethics and
asking students to identify problems from situated
stakeholder perspectives makes it difficult for them to
respond to the prompts with canned answers.

The NTSB investigation has clearly identified a
number of problems and proposed a number of
solutions to rectify those problems. However, the
approach that the NTSB uses and the approach
this case demands are very different. It is important
to remember that the NTSB is a stakeholder in the
case. Its position as a player situated within the
nexus of stakeholders as well as its investigative
mission constrain the range of possible problems the
NTSB can see. Asking students to draw on their own
experience and expertise to identify a broader range of
stakeholders dramatically expands both the range of
problems and the possibilities for dialogic solutions.
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