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English 890: Seminar in Composition Research  
 
Fall 2010 
Section: 1 
Course Meets: Thursday 4:10-6:55 
Location: Humanities 114 
Course Web Site: http://moodle.learningbox.org 

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

Office: Humanities 538 
Office Hours: Tu 9-11, Th 2-4 

(and by appointment)  
Mailbox: Humanities 125 

 
:: Course Description 
In this seminar, you will design and conduct a qualitative teacher research project and write up the results 
in a format suitable for publishing in one of the field’s research-oriented journals (such as Research in the 
Teaching of English or Written Communication). In order to accomplish this, we will first need to lay 
some groundwork by (critically) exploring the traditions of qualitative inquiry and teacher research. 
During this process, you will identify and define an topical area of interest and questions to pursue in a 
research project of your own, and develop a set of strategies for collecting and analyzing relevant data. 
The middle third of the seminar will consist of a more detailed exploration of various data collection and 
analysis techniques, while at the same time you conduct your own study through fieldwork. Finally, we 
will work on how to share your research findings both in an approved written format and in a live 
presentation.  

While this seminar will teach you how to do your own research, there are at least two teaching-related 
objectives. One is that by learning how to design and conduct your own study, you will develop the 
apparatus to engage with the growing body of research in the teaching of composition. That is, you will 
become a better reader of research, and that will make you a better teacher. The other objective is also 
that you will become a better teacher, but through a different mechanism. The skills of interviewing, 
observation, and textual analysis that you will develop in this course also happen to be extremely useful 
teaching skills. Even if you decide at the end of this semester never to do another teacher research project, 
you will still have honed skills necessary for continually assessing and improving your own teaching 
practice. 

 

:: Required Course Texts 
Lankshear, Colin, and Michele Knobel. A Handbook for Teacher Research: From Design to 

Implementation. New York: Open University Press, 2004. Print.   

Merriam, Sharan B. Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation. Jossey-Bass, 
2009. Print.   

Electronic Course Readings (made available on-line) 
 

:: Writings and Assignments 
Research Prospectus: Once you have had some time to settle on a topical area of interest to research, 
developed some mature research questions, and decided on some tentative procedures for answering those 
questions, you will compose a Research Prospectus. This 3-5 page document will serve as a kind of 
preliminary statement of purpose and plan for collecting and analyzing data. This prospectus will be due 
in the fifth week of the semester. 

Dissection of a Published Study: You will sign up to give a presentation some time in the middle third 
of the semester in which you will describe and analyze a published qualitative study. Ideally, this study 
will be one related to your own area of interest, so that it can also serve as a source in your own study’s 
review of relevant literature. You will be asked to discuss the purpose, methods, and findings of the 
published study you choose. Basically, open it up for us and explain what makes it tick. 
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Fieldwork and Progress Reports: Starting around the fifth week of class, you will begin to do fieldwork 
for your own research project. For the most part, this will involve collecting and analyzing interview data, 
observations, and textual documents related to classroom teaching, writing center tutoring, and/or student 
writing. In order to do this fieldwork, you will need access either to one or more actual writing courses 
(either your own or another teacher’s) or to writing center tutoring sessions. During this period, you will 
be asked to give regular reports on the progress of your research. The format for these reports will vary 
from week to week, but you should plan on having to come to class each week ready to share what you 
have done since the previous meeting and what you are discovering. 

In-Class Presentation: In one of the last two weeks of the semester, you will give a brief-but-informative 
in-class presentation on your research project. This presentation will outline the purpose of your study, 
the methods involved, and your findings.  

Final Research Report: Your main writing project for the semester is a 15-20 page written report of your 
research project. This report should be formatted according to an existing, approved set of conventions 
(APA, unless you feel another format is more appropriate), and should contain the following elements: 

1. A statement of the problem (or research questions) you investigated. This section (about 3-5 
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/teachers to consider or examine.  

2. A “literature review” or “theoretical framework” that surveys and synthesizes existing relevant 
literature on your topic. This review (2-3 pages) should inform your own study and provide a 
rationale for your specific research question(s). It 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 your research.  

3. A design or method for conducting your study. This section (2-3 pages) will let your reader know 
what you did, what data (evidence) you collected, any instruments used (e.g. a set of interview 
questions or a survey, a series of observations, etc.), and how you analyzed the data once you had 
it.  

4. A “findings” section (5-7 pages) in which you lay out the data you collected. This may consist 
largely of descriptions of interviews, observations, or texts, or it may contain narrative vignettes. 
In either case, it should be analytical in that it both presents and sorts data for your reader. This 
section should contain, as much as possible, answers to the problem or research questions posed 
in the beginning. 

5. Your report should end with a discussion of the findings or implications for pedagogy or future 
research (5-7 pages). This is the place, also, to “speak back” to the literature you reviewed earlier 
in your report by showing how your findings either confirm or complicate what others have said.  

Please keep in mind that this is just a thumbnail sketch of the final research report, and that we will 
discuss in much greater detail each of the sections as we get into the semester. 
 

:: Evaluation 
Research Prospectus.......................................................................................................15% 
Study Dissection.............................................................................................................10% 
Progress Reports............................................................................................................  15%  
In-Class Presentation ....................................................................................................  10% 
Final Research Report ...................................................................................................  50% 

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

Week 1 8/26 Introductions / Course Overview 
 Merriam, "What is Qualitative Research" (3-20) 
 Lankshear & Knobel, "An Introduction to Teacher Research" (3-23) 
 Recommended: Denzin & Lincoln, “The Discipline and Practice of Qualitative 

Research” (Online) 

Week 2 9/2 Understanding Qualitative Teacher Inquiry 
 Merriam, "Types of Qualitative Research" (21-38) and "Qualitative Case Study 

Research" (39-54) 
 Lankshear & Knobel, "Teacher Research as Systematic Inquiry" (24-39) and 

"General Approaches to Teacher Research" (54-77) 

Week 3 9/9 Finding a Purpose 
 Lankshear & Knobel, "Formulating Our Research Purposes" (40-53) and 

"Informing the Study" (78-100) 
 Fecho, "'Why Are You Doing This?': Acknowledging and Transcending Threat 

in a Critical Inquiry Classroom" (Online)  

Week 4 9/16 Designing a Study 
 Merriam, "Designing Your Study and Selecting a Sample" (55-84) and "Ethics" 

(228-234) 
 Lankshear & Knobel, "Ethics and Teacher Research" (101-113) 

Week 5 9/23 Collecting and Analyzing Data 
 Lankshear & Knobel, "A Background to Data Collection" (171-193) 
 Merriam, "Collecting Qualitative Data" (85-6) and "Qualitative Data Analysis" 

(169-207)  

Week 6 9/30 Interviewing 
 Lankshear & Knobel, "Collecting Spoken Data" (194-218) 
 Merriam, "Conducting Effective Interviews" (87-116) 
 Weiss, “Preparation for Interviewing” and “Interviewing” (Online) 

Week 7 10/7 Analyzing Interviews 
 Lankshear & Knobel, "Analysing Spoken Data" (266-300) 
 McCarthey, “The Impact of NCLB on Teachers’ Writing Instruction” (Online) 

 
Week 8 10/14 Observing 

 Merriam, "Being a Careful Observer," pp. 117-138 
 Lankshear & Knobel, "Collecting Observed Data" (219-245) 

Week 9 10/21 Analyzing Observations 
 Lankshear & Knobel, "Analysing Observed Data" (301-328) 
 Geertz, “Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture” (Online) 
 Hartman, “‘Loud on the Inside’: Working-Class Girls, Gender, and Literacy” 

Week 10 10/28 Collecting Written Data 
 Merriam, "Mining Data from Documents" (139-164) 
 Lankshear & Knobel, "Collecting Written Data" (246-265) 
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Week 11 11/4 Analyzing Written Data 
 Lankshear & Knobel, "Analysing Written Data" (329-355) 
 Canagarajah, “Safe Houses in the Contact Zone: Coping Strategies of African-

American Students in the Academy” 

Week 12 11/11 Veteran’s Day Holiday (No Class)  

Week 13 11/18 Writing Up Research 
 Merriam, "Writing Qualitative Research Reports," pp. 237-264 
 Smagorinsky, “The Methods Section as Conceptual Epicenter” (Online) 

Week 14 12/2 Evaluating Research 
 Lankshear & Knobel, "Quality and Reporting in Teacher Research" (359-374) 
 Merriam, "Dealing with Validity, Reliability, Ethics" (209-228) 
 Fecho, "Yeki Bood/Yeki Na Bood: Writing and Publishing as a Teacher 

Researcher" (Online) 
 Student Presentations of Research 

Week 15 12/9 Writing/Presentations 
 Student Presentations of Research 

 
 
:: Online Resources 

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

http://comppile.org/ 

Rebecca Moore Howard’s Bibliographies for 
Composition and Rhetoric 

http://wrt-howard.syr.edu/bibs.html 

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/ 

College Composition & Communication Full text available through SFSU library or 
by subscribing at NCTE.org 

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

Written Communication Full text available through SFSU library  

 


