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English 114: Writing Ethnographically 
 
Spring Semester 2009 
Section: 26 
Course Meets: Tu/Th 2:10-3:25 
Location: Humanities 200 (computer lab) 
Course Web Site: http://moodle.learningbox.org/ 

Instructor: Kory Lawson Ching 
E-Mail: klching@sfsu.edu 

Office: Humanities 538 
Office Hours: Tu/Th 10-12  

(and by appointment)  
Mailbox: Humanities 125 

Course Goals 
Welcome to English 114: Writing Ethnographically. During this course, you will 1) research a local 

community (or “sub-culture”) in which you are a participant, 2) conduct fieldwork in your chosen 
community by observing, interviewing, and taking fieldnotes, and 3) write up your observations and 
interpretations of your fieldsite in a series of structured essay assignments. At the end of the semester, 
you will create a portfolio that represents your semester-long ethnographic research.   

Why ethnography? Three primary goals of this course are that you learn to think critically about 
the world around you, that you use writing to help you do this thinking, and that you learn to communicate 
your findings and interpretations to others. Ethnographic research is particularly well-suited to helping you 
reach these goals, since it requires you to observe culture carefully, to take careful fieldnotes in which you 
develop your interpretations, and to represent your findings in an effective–and ethical–fashion. You may 
discover that ethnographic writing is both more rigorous and more personal than other kinds of writing you 
have done before. Our main course textbook, Fieldworking, provides plenty of useful advice about doing 
ethnographic research. 

Why can’t we just read short stories and write five-paragraph essays about them? I suppose we 
could, but nobody likes to produce (or read!) that kind of writing. I’d much rather you get excited about 
what you are researching, and have that excitement show in your writing. I think that we as researchers 
get excited when we’re genuinely interested in—and trying to make sense out of—the world around us. 

 
Course Texts: 
 

Sunstein and Chiseri-Strater, Fieldworking, (required) 
Electronic Course Readings (required, and made available on-line) 

 
Requirements and 
Grade Percentages: 
 

Essay 1: Positioning (3-5 pages)  …………………..……………. 
Essay 2: Observation (4-6 pages)   ……………………………… 
Essay 3: Interviews (4-6 pages)   ………………………….…….. 
Essay 4: Mini-Ethnography (12-15 pages)   ……………………. 
Research Portfolio (with Reflective Cover Letter)   ……………... 
Fieldnotes (four posted journal entries)  ………………………….. 
Participation (in-class work, iLearn posts, discussion,  
        conferences) ..……………………………............................... 

10% 
20% 
20% 
20% 
10% 

5% 
 

15% 
Note: In order to pass this course, all graded writing assignments must be adequately completed and 

turned in. The lowest passing grade for English 114 is a C-.  
 
Fieldwork and Fieldnotes 
As noted above, you will need to choose a sub-culture to study this semester, and your research will 
consist mainly of observations of that community. It is imperative that you spend a significant amount of 
time this semester with your chosen sub-culture. Do not choose a sub-culture to study that you cannot 
observe at length at least once a week. You must also submit periodic fieldnote entries, in the form of on-
line journals. Generally, the more time and energy you can devote to studying your field site, the more 
successful your research will be. 
 
Mini-Ethnography 
Think of the mini-ethnography as a final research report, a piece of writing that will try to make sense out 
of all the research you have done over the semester.  While 12-15 pages might seem daunting to you, 
keep in mind that each of the three previous, shorter essays should help you construct the mini-
ethnography. However, you will not be able to simply cut-and-paste all your previous essays together. 
Instead, you will need to find a way to frame all your previous work in a coherent and persuasive way. 
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Research Portfolio 
The final portfolio that you turn in at the end will contain (at a minimum) your mini-ethnography and a 
short reflective cover letter. Please keep electronic copies of all of your research materials and 
assignments as the semester progresses (and beyond). 
 
 
Course Policies 
Attendance: Since this is a small, discussion-style course, your regular attendance is imperative. Because 

“stuff happens,” you may miss one day of class without repercussions; use this “freebie” wisely, 
or better yet, not at all. Every day missed after that will reduce your participation grade by 1/3 
(i.e., an A would be downgraded to an A-).  If you miss more than six classes, your final course 
grade will be reduced by 1/3 for each additional day missed.  Excessive tardiness can cumulate 
into recorded absences. 

Prerequisites and Requirements: Students belong in English 114 if a) they have scored 151 or above on 
the English Placement Text, and b) have not yet completed 30 units of course work. English 114 
satisfies SFSU’s First-Year English requirement. 

Plagiarism is representing the words or ideas of another as one’s own work in any academic endeavor.  
Don’t do it. I will punish clearly intentional plagiarism to the fullest extent possible. Sometimes 
students cross the line unwittingly, so speak with me if you are unsure whether you are using a 
source correctly. See the “College of Humanities Plagiarism Resources” web site for further 
information: www.sfsu.edu/~collhum/plagiarism.html. 

Late Work: All essay assignments are due by the beginning of class on the date determined. An essay 
will lose 1/3 grade for every day it is late. The lowest grade an adequately written late paper will 
receive is a “D.” In-class work, conferences, and participation cannot be made up.   

A “draft” is an honest attempt at fulfilling an assignment and—at a minimum—satisfies the page 
requirements for that assignment. Short, hurried, or overly “rough” drafts make it difficult for your 
instructor and peers to help you improve your writing. Late or inadequate drafts may negatively 
affect a final draft’s grade. 

Electronic file formats: Most of your drafts and essays will be due electronically. In order to reduce chaos, 
all electronic submissions must be in the Microsoft Word (doc or docx) format. If you do not own 
Microsoft Word, there are free options for formatting such as Openoffice for Windows, Neooffice 
for Mac, and Google Docs. Essays in other formats will not be accepted. 

Cell phones, pagers, and other distracting devices should be turned off (or set on “silent” mode) as a 
courtesy to the entire class.  

Civility and inclusiveness of speech will be observed in this course. While you should feel free to express 
your ideas, any slurs or epithets based on race, ethnicity, gender, sexual preference, religious 
practice, etc. will not be tolerated. 

Appropriate accommodations will be made for any student requiring them, in consultation with   
the Disability Resource Center (338-2472). 
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Course Schedule  
 
All dates are very tentative and are always subject to change. Consult the course website for updated 
assignments. 
 
 
WEEK 1: INTRODUCTIONS / WHAT IS ETHNOGRAPHY / CHOOSING A FIELD SITE 

Tu 1/27 Welcome; Syllabus and Course Policies 
Defining Ethnography; Choosing a Fieldsite 

Th 1/29 Read Fieldworking, Ch. 1 
Assign Essay 1: Positioning 

WEEK 2: POSITIONING AND ETHICS 
Tu 2/3  Read Fieldworking, Ch. 3, pp. 117-143 
Th 2/5  Read Scheper-Hughes, “The Anthropological Looking Glass” 

WEEK 3: WRITING FIELDNOTES 
Tu 2/10 Read Fieldworking, Ch. 2 
Th 2/12 Draft of Essay 1: Positioning Due 

Prepare to visit your field site 
WEEK 4: OBSERVATION 

Tu 2/17 Essay 1: Positioning Due 
Assign Essay 2: Observation 

Th 2/19 Field Observations 
WEEK 5: READING ARTIFACTS / READING CULTURE 

Tu 2/24 Read Geertz, “Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight” 
Th 2/26 Read Fieldworking, Ch. 3, pp. 143-174 

WEEK 6: MAPPING SPACE / READING PLACE 
Tu 3/3 Fieldnotes Set #1 Due  

Read Fieldworking, Ch. 4  
Th 3/5 Read My Freshman Year, Ch. 2, “Life in the Dorms” 

WEEK 7: ANALYZING SPACE AND ARTIFACTS 
Tu 3/10 Fieldnotes Set #2 Due  

Read Sample Student Essays 
Th 3/12 No Class  

WEEK 8: CONFERENCES 
Tu 3/17 Draft of Essay 2: Observation Due 
Th 3/19 Conferences 

WEEK 9: INTERVIEWING 
Tu 3/31 No Class – Cesar Chavez Holiday  

Essay 2: Observation Due 
Th 4/2 Read Weiss, “Interviewing”  

Read Fieldworking, Ch. 5 
Assign Essay 3: Interviews  

WEEK 10: PURSUING MEMBERS’ MEANINGS 
Tu 4/7 Read Weiss, “Preparation for Interviewing” 
Th 4/9 Read Rosaldo, “Grief and a Headhunter’s Rage”  

Fieldnotes Set #3 Due 
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WEEK 11: RESEARCHING LANGUAGE 

Tu 4/14 Read Fieldworking, Ch. 6 
Th 4/16 Read My Freshman Year, Ch. 5 “Academically Speaking” 

Fieldnotes Set #4 Due 
WEEK 12: ANALYZING RITUALS, LANGUAGE, AND INTERVIEWS 

Tu 4/21 Draft of Essay 3: Interviews Due 
Workshop Essay 3 

Th 4/23 Essay 3: Interviews Due 
WEEK 13: WRITING IT UP  

Tu 4/28 Read Fieldworking, Ch. 8 
Assign Essay 4: Mini-Ethnography  

Th 4/30 Workshop on Drafting Essay 4 
WEEK 14: WRITING IT UP II 

Tu 5/5 Draft of Essay 4: Mini-Ethnography Due  
Th 5/7 Conferences 

WEEK 15: REPRESENTING AND REFLECTING 
Tu 5/12 Conferences 
Th 5/14 Essay 4: Mini-Ethnography Due  

Assign Research Portfolio  
FINALS WEEK 

Tu 5/19 Research Portfolio Due by 1:30 pm 
 
 
 
 
 


