
 

English 286 / Research Methods in Writing 
Spring 2011 

“Researching Writing in Social Media” 
 
 

“Research is to see what everybody else has seen,  
and to think what nobody else has thought.”  

 
—Albert Szent-Gyorgyi 

 
Instructor: Margaret Price 
 
Email: price.spelman@gmail.com 
 
Phone: (404) 270-5579 
 
Office location: 308 Cosby 
 
Best way to contact: Use my gmail. Your message should have an informative subject line 
 (“Hi Dr. Price” or “Question” is not informative). 
 
Office hours: Tuesday 2:30-4 p.m.; Thursday 11-12:30 p.m., and by appointment. 
 
Please note: All due dates and lecture topics are subject to change as necessary 

throughout the progress of the semester. Changes will be announced in 
class and/or by email. 

 
Catalogue Description 
 
This course introduces qualitative approaches to research in writing including textual research, 
interviewing, and observation. It explores various means of presenting research findings to 
different audiences. Writing minor. 
 
Prerequisites and Satisfactions 
 
There are no prerequisites for this course. Research Methods in Writing is a baseline course for 
the Writing Minor and does not count toward the English Major. 
 
Course Rationale 
 

The methods of investigation studied in this course will include textual analysis; 
observation; interviewing; and review of literature in writing research. Because this course’s 
central aim is the critical investigation and shaping of knowledge, it will be useful to you 
whether you envision a future in law school, medical school, another form of graduate study, as a 
writer, in business, or some combination of these. It differs from Argumentation in that its 
primary concern is discovery rather than persuasion. However, if you have taken (or plan to 
take) Argumentation, you will find that the courses complement each other well. If you have 
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taken courses such as Practical Reasoning (Philosophy 131) or Qualitative Methods 
(Anthropology 336), those will also be helpful complements, although you should be aware that 
approaches to qualitative research—sometimes even ways of defining the term qualitative 
research—differ across disciplines. 

This particular section, “Writing in Social Media,” will be concerned with ways that 
writers arrive at, work through, complete, revise, deliver, and share their words and ideas via 
social-media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter or Tumblr. Through exercises and research 
memos, you will arrive at a research question that interests you, then explore that question 
through methods including interviewing and discourse analysis. Overall, this class will provide 
you with a forum to develop your knowledge of research and writing rigorously, collaboratively, 
and critically. 
 
Course Objectives 
 

• Analyze and evaluate qualitative research in writing studies, with particular attention to 
the case-study approach. 

• Identify and revise a clear, focused research question for your own case study. 
• Carry out a thorough and scholarly literature review pertaining specifically to your 

question. 
• Gather and evaluate relevant evidence through various methods, including textual 

analysis, interviews, and observation. 
• Analyze evidence by means appropriate to your research question. These may include 

discourse analysis, coding, and/or thematic grouping.  
• Develop and articulate a considered stance (thesis) stemming from your research question 

and drawn from your data analysis. 
• Demonstrate your evolving understanding of writing research, and your own study, in 

various genres ranging from informal research memos to a formal research write-up. 
• Incorporate evidence effectively into your writing, with attention to purpose, audience, 

genre, ethical and stylistic considerations, and accurate citation. 
• Reflect critically on your own and others’ research, considering the questions, ethical 

dilemmas, and choices we each face as a researcher and writer. 
 
Accommodations, Disabilities, and Academic Support 
 
Spelman College is committed to ensuring the full participation of all students in its programs. If 
you have a documented disability (or think you may have a disability) and, as a result, need a 
reasonable accommodation to participate in this class, complete course requirements, or benefit 
from the College’s programs or services, contact the Office of Disability Services (ODS) as soon 
as possible. To receive any academic accommodation, you must be appropriately registered with 
ODS. The ODS works with students confidentially and does not disclose any disability-related 
information without their permission. The ODS serves as a clearinghouse on disability issues and 
works in partnership with faculty and all other student service offices. For further information 
about services for students with disabilities, please contact the ODS at (404) 270-5289 (voice), 
located in MacVicar Hall, Room 106. 
 
I assume that all of us learn in different ways, and that the organization of any course will 
accommodate each student differently. For example, you may prefer to process information by 
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speaking and listening, so that some of the written handouts I provide may be difficult to absorb. 
Please talk to me as soon as you can about your individual learning needs and how this course 
can best accommodate them. If you do not have a documented disability, remember that other 
support services, including the Writing Center and the Learning Resources Center, are available 
to all students.  
 
Plagiarism and Academic Honesty 
 
At the heart of Spelman College’s mission is academic excellence, along with the development 
of intellectual, ethical, and leadership qualities. These goals can flourish only in an institutional 
environment where every member of the College affirms honesty, trust, and mutual respect. All 
members of the academic community of Spelman College are expected to understand and follow 
the basic standards of honesty and integrity, upholding a commitment to high ethical standards. 
Students are expected to read and abide by the Spelman College Code of Conduct (see the 
current Spelman College Student Handbook) and are expected to behave as mature and 
responsible members of the Spelman College academic community. Students are expected to 
follow ethical standards in their personal conduct and in their behavior towards other members of 
the community. They are expected to observe basic honesty in their work, words, ideas, and 
actions. Failure to do so is a violation of the Spelman College Academic Integrity Policy. 
Violators will be subject to the sanctions outlined in the Spelman College Bulletin. 
 
A rhetorical note about plagiarism: All academic writers use ideas, words, and short passages 
from others in their own writing. Reference and citation are required parts of academic writing. 
Material from outside sources, whether quoted, paraphrased, summarized, or simply referred to, 
must always be accompanied by acknowledgement of the source. Failure to acknowledge the 
contributions of others’ words or ideas to your work is plagiarism. Understanding what 
plagiarism is and how attribution works can be complicated, so be sure to ask as many questions 
as you need to. I strongly encourage you to read the full Academic Integrity Policy 
(http://www.spelman.edu/academics/catalog/catalog2007/academicintegritypolicy.html) and 
come to me with any questions you may have. 
 
Work From Other Classes 
 
Within the category of “academic honesty” comes the issue of submitting any work which 
has/will be submitted to fulfill another academic requirement. This practice, identified in the 
College’s Academic Integrity Policy as “multiple submissions,” is a violation of academic 
honesty. However, I realize that—like most authors—you may find yourself returning to sources 
you’ve read previously, or topics that you’ve found compelling in the past. For example, you 
may wish to include a reading from another class in your research for an essay, or you may wish 
to re-visit a topic that you’ve already discussed in a current or previous class. If this is the case, 
you must discuss the situation with me before work on the project begins. Failure to do so will be 
considered a violation of academic honesty and subject to appropriate penalties. 
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Attendance 
 
Our English 286 class is interactive and discussion-based. Without each member’s presence and 
active participation, the class doesn’t work. Therefore, attendance, preparedness and 
participation are required. Please be aware of these specific requirements: 

• You may miss two classes without penalty. These “free” absences are intended to 
accommodate for unpredictable circumstances, such as illness, so try not to use them 
early in the semester. Being sick does not entitle you to extra “free” absences. Whether or 
not any additional absences will be excused must be discussed with me individually.  

• You will be considered absent if you are unprepared for class or miss a substantial 
portion (15 minutes or more) of any class meeting. 

• Missing a scheduled conference or workshop also counts as an absence. 
• Absences beyond the two “free” ones will pull down your final grade at the rate of one 

grade level for every additional absence. For example, a total of four absences (two 
“free” and two not) at the end of the semester would make a “B plus” into a “B minus.”  

• Tardiness affects your attendance record as well: every three tardies equals one absence. 
You are responsible for keeping track of your own attendance record, but you’re 
welcome to check your records with me any time.  

• If you will be absent from class for a full week or more, or need to discuss other issues 
regarding attendance, contact the office of the Dean of Students. 

 
Punctuality 
 
Being prepared includes having the work due that day in hand, both reading and writing, at the 
beginning of class. (Arriving to class on time and subsequently printing out readings / 
assignments is not acceptable.) I cannot accept late work unless you’ve arranged for an extension 
ahead of time, or in extraordinary circumstances (to be determined on a case-by-case basis). If 
you find yourself beginning to fall behind, see me right away. I’ll work with you to help you get 
back on track.  
 
Required Texts and Materials 
 

• Ann Blakeslee and Cathy Fleischer. Becoming a Writing Researcher. Mahwah, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum, 2007. 

• Articles (see “Course Bibliography” at end of syllabus). All articles must be downloaded, 
printed out, annotated, and brought to class. 

• A notebook in which to keep all materials from the course. Establish a system that allows 
you to pick out any piece of writing, or any handout, within a few seconds. 

• A manila folder in which to turn in your final write-up and all supporting materials. 
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Overview of Major Assignments 
 

• Five research memos through which you will develop your study design and analysis at 
various stages of your study. 

• One scholarly research write-up of your own case study (minimum 2,000 words). This 
write-up will be completed in multiple drafts, with feedback at the midprocess stage. 

• A formal presentation of your study (8-10 minutes), using PowerPoint or other visual 
display. 

• A fourth-hour project involving observation, reflection, and a write-up. 
 
Research Write-Up 
 

• Your major write-up will be a scholarly article such as one might find in the journal 
Research in the Teaching of English or Young Scholars in Writing. This article is a 
report/essay about your research findings, developed in response to a research question 
you will determine. 

• The primary objective is to present a clear, reasoned argument regarding your research 
question, the data you’ve collected, and your analysis of those data.  

• Your article must be divided into pertinent sub-sections such as “Abstract,” 
“Background,” “Methodology,” “Results,” and “Discussion.” Tailor your subheadings as 
appropriate for the design and content of your study. If you wish to invent your own sub-
section titles, by all means do so. (We will talk more in class about the conventional 
shape of a research write-up, often known by the acronym IMRaD, and about ways that 
writing researchers may alter this conventional structure for different purposes.) 

• Your literature review must incorporate at least four reliable and relevant published 
sources that you locate, all of which must be peer-reviewed articles from scholarly 
journals or books. Additional non-scholarly sources, and sources provided in class, may 
be used if you wish. 

• Your article must incorporate analysis and findings drawn from all methods studied 
together in class: observation, artifact analysis, and at least one interview. 

• Your final draft must be contained in a manila folder, and must be accompanied by all 
process work (research memos, earlier drafts, written feedback, annotated copies of 
sources).  

• Minimum 2,000 words (about 8 pages); no maximum word limit. You will complete a 
midprocess draft of your write-up and receive feedback from peers and from me. 

• An assessment guide specifying evaluative criteria for this project appears on page 7 of 
this syllabus. 

 
Fourth-Hour Project 
 
This project is an observation exercise, carried out in the spirit of our class’s exploration of 
social media. To complete this activity, first review the section of our textbook that describes 
how to conduct an ethnographic observation (pages 110-115). Select a setting for your 
observation that you know will contain many people using electronic devices such as smart 
phones or tablets. Designate a notebook to record your observations; then go to the setting, with 
your notebook and a pen/pencil, and without your own phone or any other electronic device. 
Spend at least half an hour in the setting, observing what is going on around you, particularly 
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with regard to peoples’ use of electronic devices. For example, if you are in the library observing 
people at a nearby table, how often do they look at their devices as opposed to other people / 
books / papers? Get as much detail as you can—strive for “thick description” (Geertz, quoted on 
page 111). After the half-hour is up, complete a typed account of your experience. Your typed 
account should summarize what you observed, including examples and specific details. It should 
also respond to these questions: What was it like to be in a device-abundant space without your 
own electronic device? What was particularly striking, interesting, or surprising to you about the 
way that others interacted with their devices? Your typed account must be at least 750 words 
(about 3 pages) and is due via Moodle no later than 5 p.m. on October 10th. 
 
Grading  
 
All course requirements must be met in order to receive credit for this course. In addition, 
remember that overarching criteria such as attendance, punctuality, and preparedness will affect 
your final grade. The maximum number of points you can earn is 200 (excluding extra credit). 
 
Point Allotments 
 

Research memos (5 memos, 12 points each) .....................................................................60 
Reading quizzes (unannounced) ........................................................................................20 
Midprocess draft of research write-up (Note: Points in scoring guide divided by two) ....18 
Final research write-up, with folder ...................................................................................40 
Participation (general preparedness, initiative, active speaking and listening in class) ....12 
Fourth-hour enhancement project ......................................................................................30 
Final presentation ...............................................................................................................20 

 
Letter Grade Equivalencies 
 

A ............................................................................................................................... 191-200 
A— ........................................................................................................................... 184-190 
B+ ............................................................................................................................. 176-183 
B ............................................................................................................................... 169-175 
B— ........................................................................................................................... 162-168 
C+ ............................................................................................................................. 155-161 
C ............................................................................................................................... 146-154 
C— ........................................................................................................................... 139-145 
D+ ............................................................................................................................ 131-138 
D ............................................................................................................................... 121-130 
F ................................................................................................................................... 0-120 
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Assessment Guide for Research Write-Up 
 
When responding to your major research write-up, we will use the following assessment guide. I 
will provide blank copies of this guide for use in peer-response sessions. 
 
 1 –  

Little or not at 
all 

2 –  
Somewhat 

3 – 
Substantially 

4 –  
With excellence 

Articulates a clear, precise, 
arguable, data-driven thesis that 
responds to the study’s research 
question. 
 

    

Presents specific, relevant and 
sufficient evidence to support the 
central purpose / thesis. 
 

    

Correctly cites / attributes 
published and/or empirical 
sources of evidence. 
 

    

Clearly presents what data were 
collected, and how collection took 
place. 
 

    

Clearly presents the analytical 
method used, showing precisely 
how the researcher progressed 
from raw data to findings. 
 

    

Demonstrates complexity of 
thinking through recognition of 
assumptions, consideration of 
alternative points of view, and/or 
willingness to identify unresolved 
questions. 
 

    

Demonstrates a purposeful 
structure; the “flow” of ideas is 
cohesive and easy to follow. 
 

    

Uses a clear, straightforward 
voice; ideas are easy to follow at 
the sentence level. 
 

    

Maintains correct spelling, 
grammar and mechanics. 
 

    

Demonstrates significant progress 
from the midprocess draft. (This 
criterion applies to the final draft 
only.) 
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