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English 890: Composition Research  
 
Fall 2009 
Section: 1 
Course Meets: Thursday 3:10-5:55 
Location: Humanities 114 
Course Web Site: http://moodle.learningbox.org 

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

Office: Humanities 538 
Office Hours: Tuesday 1-3 

Thursday 10-12 
(and by appointment)  

Mailbox: Humanities 125 
 
:: Course Description 
This seminar will introduce you to qualitative research in composition studies in three related ways. We 
will, of course, read widely—and critically—from the literature on qualitative methods and research 
design. At the same time, we will work together this semester to help you design and propose your own 
small-scale qualitative research projects. Much of this work will occur in workshops, online discussion, 
and classroom activities, so plan on having some portion of your project to share each week. By the end 
of the semester, you will have a research prospectus—a proposal to undertake research—that consists of 
a) a statement of a research problem, b) a review of relevant literature, and c) a discussion of methods for 
collecting and analyzing data. Finally, we will study published examples of qualitative research in 
composition studies and related fields, with a special focus on the way research participates in larger 
conversations about issues important to the field. As a result of this course, you should have a critical 
understanding of how to design and implement qualitative research, as well as a methodological toolbox 
for collecting and analyzing qualitative data. Based on this knowledge, you will be prepared to make 
intelligent choices about what phenomena to study, why, and how.  
 

:: Required Course Texts 
Bogdan, R. C., & Biklen, S. K. (2007). Qualitative Research for Education: An Introduction to 

Theory and Methods (5th ed.). New York: Pearson. 

Merriam, S. B. (1998). Qualitative Research and Case Study Applications in Education (2nd ed.). 
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Emerson, R. M., Fretz, R. I., & Shaw, L. L. (1995). Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press. 

Electronic Course Readings (made available on-line) 
 

:: Writings and Assignments 
Online Discussion Posts: Each week you will post a short reading response on Moodle, our online 
discussion board. These responses may be direct responses to the texts, or potential discussion questions 
related to that week’s assigned readings. Posts should be pointed and collegial. 

Workshop Materials: At several points throughout the semester, you will be required to bring in 
materials related to your own research project for workshopping in class. These will include (but will not 
be limited to) an annotated bibliography, a statement of research problem, a review of relevant literature 
on your topic, and a description of methods to be used in your research project.  

Presentation of Your Research Project: At the end of the semester, you will give a short, in-class 
presentation on your proposed research project. This presentation will outline the research questions 
involved and the methods to be undertaken for data collection and analysis. 
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Research Prospectus: Your main writing project, due in stages throughout the semester, is a research 
prospectus that forms the basis for the first three (out of five) sections of your final MA thesis project.  

1. A statement of the problem (or research question) you intend to investigate. This section (about 4 
to 6 pages in length) lets your reader know why or how you became interested in this topic and 
why it’s an important topic for composition researchers to consider or examine. This section 
forms the basis for the first section of your thesis. 

2. A critical synthesis of related literature that draws from at least two knowledge domains in the 
field of composition studies. These domains should inform your own study and provide a 
rationale for your specific research question(s). This section integrates both theoretical and 
empirical research pieces to build an argument that explains what we do and do not understand 
about your topic. This literature review should lead logically to the research question(s) you pose. 
In other words, this section should explain the necessity or desirability of doing the proposed 
research. The literature review will become the second section of your thesis. 

3. A design or method for conducting your study. This section will let your reader know who/what 
you’re going to be studying, what data (evidence) you plan to collect, any instruments you’re 
planning to use (e.g. a set of interview questions or a survey, a series of observations, etc.), and 
how you will analyze the data once you have it. This will become the basis for the third section of 
your thesis, although it will need considerable revision once you have conducted the actually 
study. 

Note that the research project you design in this course, and carry out in the spring semester, serves as one 
of two parts of your culminating experience for the M.A. in Composition Studies. 
 

:: Evaluation 
Online Discussion Posts ..................................................................................................  5% 
Workshop Materials ........................................................................................................  5% 
Presentation of Your Research Project .........................................................................  10%  
Statement of Research Problem ...................................................................................  25% 
Literature Review .........................................................................................................  25% 
Research Design/Methods ............................................................................................  25% 
Classroom Participation ..................................................................................................  5% 

Weekly attendance is expected and required. Incomplete grades are strongly discouraged. 
 

:: Online Resources 

CompPile: an inventory database of publications in 
post-secondary composition, rhetoric, technical 
writing, ESL, and discourse studies 

http://comppile.org/ 

The Bedford Bibliography for Teachers of Writing 
(6th ed., 2003) 

http://www.bedfordstmartins.com/bb/ 

The Bedford Bibliography for Teachers of Basic 
Writing 

http://www.bedfordstmartins.com/basicbib/ 

SFSU Library Electronic Journals http://sfx.calstate.edu:9003/sfsu/az/sfsu 
College Composition & Communication Full text available through SFSU library 

(EBSCOhost) or by subscribing at NCTE.org 
Research in the Teaching of English Full text available through SFSU library 

(EBSCOhost) or by subscribing at NCTE.org 
Written Communication Full text available through SFSU library 

(Sage)  
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:: Schedule 

Week 1 8/27 Introductions / Course Overview 

Week 2 9/3 Defining Qualitative Inquiry 
 Merriam, “What is Qualitative Research,” pp. 1-25  
 Bogdan & Biklen, “Foundations of Qualitative Research for Education,” pp. 1-53 
 Workshop: Qualitative Topics 

Week 3 9/10 Philosophical Considerations 
 Denzin & Lincoln, “The Discipline and Practice of Qualitative Research” 

(online)  
 Howe, “The Interpretive Turn and the New Debate in Education” (online) 
 Creswell, “Philosophical, Paradigm, and Interpretive Frameworks,” pp. 15-33 

(online) 

Week 4 9/17 From Topic to Research Question(s) 
 Bogdan & Biklen, “Research Design,” pp. 54-59 
 Merriam, “The Research Problem,” pp. 55-60 
 Recent or relevant RTE, CCC, or WC article of your choice, with special 

attention to how the author defines the research problem or questions  
 Workshop: Researchable Questions 

Week 5 9/24 Literature Reviews: Entering a Scholarly Conversation 
 Merriam, “Designing the Study and Selecting a Sample,” pp. 44-55 
 Recent or relevant RTE, CCC, or WC article of your choice, with special 

attention to how the author reviews existing literature 
 Workshop: Annotated Bibliography  

Week 6 10/1 Designing a Qualitative Case Study 
 Merriam, “Case Studies as Qualitative Research,” pp. 26-43 
 Bogdan & Biklen, “Case Studies,” pp. 59-70 
 Newkirk, “The Narrative Roots of the Case Study” (Online) 
 RTE, CCC, or WC case study article of your choice  
 Workshop: Statement of Research Problem 

Week 7 10/8 Fieldwork & Data Collection 
 Bogdan & Biklen, “Fieldwork,” pp. 82-158 
 Merriam, “Collecting Qualitative Data,” pp. 69-70 
 Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, “Fieldnotes in Ethnographic Research,” pp. 1-16 

 
Week 8 10/15 Observation 

 Merriam, “Being a Careful Observer,” pp. 94-111 
 Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, “In the Field: Participating, Observing, and Jotting 

Notes,” pp. 17-38 
 Geertz, “Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture” (Online) 
 Workshop: Literature Review  

Week 9 10/22 Fieldnotes and Documents 
 Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, “Writing Up Fieldnotes I: From Field to Desk” and 

“Writing Up Fieldnotes II: Creating Scenes on  the Page,” pp. 17-65 
 Merriam, “Mining Data from Documents,” 112-133 
 Workshop: Practice Fieldnotes  
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Week 10 10/29 Interviewing 
 Merriam, “Conducting Effective Interviews,” pp. 71-93 
 Weiss, “Preparation for Interviewing” and “Interviewing” (Online) 
 Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, “Pursuing Members’ Meanings” 
 Workshop: Sample Interview Guide 

Week 11 11/5 Data Analysis 
 Bogdan & Biklen, “Data Analysis and Interpretation,” pp. 159-197 
 Merriam, “Analyzing and Reporting Data,” pp. 151-197 
 Recent or relevant RTE, CCC, or WC article of your choice, with special 

attention to the author’s approach to methods 
 Workshop: Discussion of Methods 

Week 12 11/12 Analyzing Text and Talk 
 Mortensen, “Analyzing Talk about Writing” (Online) 
 Leander & Prior, “Speaking and Writing: How Talk and Text Interact in Situated 

Practices” 
 Michaels, “Text and Context: A New Approach to the Study of Classroom 

Writing” (Online) 

Week 13 11/19 Issues in Composition Studies 
 Kirsch, “Methodological Pluralism: Epistemological Issues” (Online) 
 Kirsch, “Ethics and the Future of Composition Research” (Online) 
 Taylor, “A Methodology of Our Own” (Online) 
 McLeod, “Celebrating Diversity (in Methodology)” (Online) 

Week 14 12/3 Validity, Reliability, Ethics 
 Merriam, “Dealing with Validity, Reliability, and Ethics,” pp. 198-219 
 Scheper-Hughes, “The Anthropological Looking Glass” (Online) 
 Fine, et al., “For Whom?: Qualitative Research, Representations, and Social 

Responsibilities” 
 Workshop: Presentation Outlines 

Week 15 12/10 Class Presentations 

 

   
 

   
 

 


