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COMMUNICATION 3740: 

QUALITATIVE COMMUNICATION RESEARCH METHODS

(3:30-6:00 p.m., Tuesday, Spring 2006, Hellems 251)
Professor:        Dr. Larry Frey

Office:             92 Hellems

Office Phone:  (303) 492-5600

Email:              Larry.Frey@Colorado.edu

Home Phone:   (303) 444-3335 (Answering machine available)

Office Hours:   2:30-3:30 Tuesday and Thursday, and by appointment

Course Goal and Objectives

The goal of this course is to provide an understanding of how communication research is conducted in natural settings using qualitative research methods, “an umbrella term covering an array of interpretive techniques which seek to describe, decode, translate, and otherwise come to terms with the meaning, not the frequency, of certain more or less naturally occurring phenomena in the social world” (Van Maanen, 1983, p. 9). By the end of the course, the following objectives should be achieved: 

1. Understand philosophical assumptions that inform the use of qualitative research methods to study communication processes and practices

2. Know rationales for selecting qualitative research methods to study communication, the types of questions that can be answered using these methods, and the strengths and limitations of these methods

3. Understand steps involved in the planning and designing of qualitative communication research

4. Know and be able to use the qualitative research techniques of participant observation and in‑depth interviewing

5. Learn some ways to analyze qualitative data

6. Read some qualitative communication research studies conducted by faculty members in the Department of Communication at the University of Colorado at Boulder.

7. Conduct a qualitative study of communication using participant observation and in‑depth interviewing

Recommended Prerequisites: COMM 1210 and 3210

Required Texts

Lindlof, T. R., & Taylor, B. C. (2002). Qualitative communication research methods (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. (This is the main textbook for the course, and readings for each chapter are given below in the course schedule.)

Adelman, M. B., & Frey, L. R. (1997). The fragile community: Living together with AIDS. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum. (This text is used throughout the semester as an example of qualitative communication research. Please read it in its entirety by January 31.)

Course Schedule

Jan. 17-24
Studying Communication in Context: An Introduction to Qualitative Communication Research (Chapters 1-2)

A. Assignment (January 24): Each student will explain the initial intended field site (e.g., what it is, what happens there, and why it might be of interest to communication scholars) for the field research project. (Note: You must receive my permission to study the intended site of your project; failure to do so will result in a grade of F for the project and for the course; please e-mail me before January 24 for approval of possible sites.)

Jan. 31-Feb. 14 
Planning and Designing Qualitative Communication Research (Chapters 3‑4)

A. Assignments 

1. January 31

A) You must complete the University of Colorado at Boulder’s (UCB) Human Research Committee tutorial that allows you to conduct the field research project (http://www.colorado.edu/GraduateSchool/HRC/; click on “Tutorial” link on left side of web page) and bring to class on this day a printed version of the certificate. Failure to provide the certificate will result in a grade of F for the final project and for the course.

B) Read the following studies; assigned students will facilitate a discussion (8-10 minutes) of them, paying particular attention to the type of study it constitutes (ethnography, critical ethnography, and autoethnography, respectively).

Novek, E. M. (1995). West Urbania: An ethnographic study of communication practices in inner-city youth culture. Communication Studies, 46, 169-186.

Conquergood, D. (1988). Health theatre in a Hmong refugee camp: Performance, communication, and culture. TDR: Journal of Performance Studies, 32, 174-208.

Jovanovic, S. (2003). Difficult conversations as moral imperative: Negotiating ethnic identities during war. Communication Quarterly, 51, 57-72.
2. February 7: Visit the site selected for your field research project and conduct an initial observation. Be prepared to discuss how this site meets the three “resonance tests” described by Lindlof and Taylor (pp. 77-79).

Feb. 28-March 7
Observing and Learning (Chapter 5)

A. Assignments

1. February 28: Read the following studies; assigned students will facilitate a discussion (8-10 minutes) of them, focusing on the observational procedure employed (complete participant, complete observer, and participant-observer, respectively) and what might have been learned had some type of interviewing procedures also been used.

Shaffer, T. S. (2004). Performing backpacking: Constructing “authenticity” every step of the way. Text and Performance Quarterly, 24, 139-160.

Hollihan, T. A., Riley, P., & Freadhoff, K. (1986). Arguing for justice: An analysis of arguing in small claims court. Journal of the American Forensic Association, 22, 187-195.
Murphy, A. G. (1998). Hidden transcripts of flight attendant resistance. Management Communication Quarterly, 11, 499-535.
2. March 7: Visit again the site selected for your field research project and conduct another observation. Be prepared to discuss the sixth question Lindlof and Taylor identified with respect to tactical observing, “Which events are significant?”

March 14-April 4 
Eliciting Experience: In-depth Interviewing (Chapter 6)

A. Assignments

1. March 14: Read the following studies; assigned students will facilitate a discussion (8-10 minutes) of them, focusing on the interview procedure employed (semi-structured, intensive interview method, and open-ended questions, with discourse analysis used in the last two cases, respectively) and what might have been learned had some type of observational procedure also been used.

White, C. H. (2004). Welsh widows’ descriptions of their relationships: Themes of relational experience in long-term marriage. Communication Studies, 55, 1-13.

Taylor, B. C. (1992). Elderly identity in conversation: Producing frailty. Communication Research, 19, 493-515.

Tracy, K., & Baratz, S. (1993). Intellectual discussion in the academy as situated discourse. Communication Monographs, 60, 300-320.

2. March 21: Conduct an interview with a relevant person from the site you are studying for your field research project and be prepared to talk about how you conducted it (e.g., types of questions asked or interview format used), how it went (e.g., strengths and weaknesses), and at least one thing you learned from the interview that you think will be important when you write up the study.

April 11-18

Analyzing Qualitative Data (Chapter 7)

A. Assignments

1. April 11: Read the following studies; assigned students will facilitate a discussion (8-10 minutes) of them, focusing on the way grounded theory procedures were used to analyze the data and what conclusions were drawn from that data-analytic procedure.

Wright, K. B. (1997). Shared ideology in Alcoholics Anonymous: A grounded theory approach. Journal of Health Communication, 2, 83-99.
Baxter, L. A., & Braithwaite, D. O. (2002). Performing marriage: Marriage renewal rituals as cultural performance. Southern Communication Journal, 67, 94-109.
Toller, P. W. (2005). Negotiation of dialectical contradictions by parents who have experienced the death of a child. Journal of Applied Communication Research, 33, 46-66.
2. April 18: Read the following studies; assigned students will facilitate a discussion (8-10 minutes) of them, focusing on the perspective-driven method by which the data were analyzed (thematic analysis, metaphor analysis, narrative and feminist analysis, structuration theory analysis, respectively) and what conclusions were drawn from that data-analytic procedure.

Wahl, S. T., McBride, M. C., & Schrodt, P. (2005). Becoming “point and click” parents: A case study of communication and online adoption. Journal of Family Communication, 5, 279-294.

Smith, R., & Eisenberg, E. (1987). Conflict at Disneyland: A root-metaphor analysis. Communication Monographs, 54, 367-380.

Townsley, N. C., & Geist, P. (2000). The discursive enactment of hegemony: Sexual harassment and academic organizing. Western Journal of Communication, 64, 190-217.

Sherblom, J. C., Keränen, L., & Withers, L. A. (2002). Tradition, tension, and transformation: A structuration analysis of a game warden service in transition. Journal of Applied Communication Research, 30, 143-162.

April 25

Writing Up Qualitative Communication Research (Chapter 9)

A. Assignments: Read the following studies; assigned students will facilitate a discussion (8-10 minutes) of them, focusing on the ways in which the articles were written (extended narrative, creative narrative, and bi-level narrative, respectively) and how that style (or aspects of it) might be employed in writing the field research project.

Stamp, G. H., & Sabourin, T. C. (1995). Accounting for violence: An analysis of male spousal abuse narratives. Journal of Applied Communication Research, 23, 284-307.

Brown, M. H., & McMillan, J. J. (1991). Culture as text: The development of an organizational narrative. Southern Communication Journal, 57, 49-60.

Arnold, L. B. (1994). Through the narrow pass: Experiencing same-sex friendship in heterosexual(ist) settings. Communication Studies, 46, 234-244.

May 2       
Field Research Project Presentations



Qualitative Communication Research Methods: A Summary

Assignments
1. Midterm and Final Examinations (40%, 20% each): The midterm examination tentatively is scheduled for March 14; the final examination is scheduled for Tuesday, May 9, 10:30-1:30. (Please do not make plans to leave before that date, as no early final examination will be given.)

2. Book Review (10%): A 3-5-page review of a recent ethnography text, similar to book reviews published in academic journals, that describes, interprets, and critiques the text. The book review is due March 21. (Note: Only one text will be reviewed per person. You must receive permission from me for the text you review, on a first-come, first-served basis; failure to do so will result in a grade of F for the review.)

3. Field Research Project (35%; 30% written; 5% oral): You are to conduct—as an individual, dyad, or a group—a study of people’s communication processes and practices that occur in a natural setting of your choice using the methods examined in this class (at the very least, both participant observation and in‑depth interviewing must be used). Ordinarily, you are expected to spend at least 1 hour per week conducting research in the field setting exclusive of any additional time you spend there for other purposes, although, as you will discover, more time undoubtedly will be needed. Two copies of the paper (about 10‑15 pages in length) are due May 2, and an oral presentation will be given during that class session.

4. Participation (15%): This grade is based on (a) verbal contributions to class discussions (i.e., sharing your viewpoints about the material we discuss, which helps to make class discussions more meaningful, and asking questions about the material, which helps class members to understand it more effectively); (b) the percentage completed of the many (virtually daily) in‑class activities (e.g., participating in exercises and watching video documentaries); and (c) the quality of any additional assignments (e.g., discussion facilitation of readings). Everyone is entitled to one absence during the semester; each additional half-class absence will result in a lowering of the participation grade by a full grade (e.g., from an A to a B).

Course Notes
A. The deadlines for all academic work in this course are “hard” deadlines; no late work is accepted, except in extreme circumstances (e.g., medical emergency) or university authorized class absences.

B. A 13‑point grading scale is used for all assignments, with 0 representing an A+ and 12 representing an F. The cutoffs for the university grading scale are 0‑2.50 = A; 2.51-2.99 = A-; 3.00‑3.50 = B+; 3.51-4.50 = B; 4.51-5.50 = B-; 5.51‑6.50 = C+; 6.51‑7.50 = C; 7.51-8.50 = C-; 8.51‑9.50 = D+; 9.51‑10.50 = D; 10.51-11.50 = D-; 11.51 and above = F.

C. The Communication Department has equipment available for students to check out; equipment includes laptops, digital VHS cameras, web cameras, wireless internet cards, transcribers, tape recorders, and more (for more information, see http://comm.colorado.edu/tac/resources/).

D. People who get into trouble in this course do so by not keeping in touch with me or by not coming to class. Make appointments with me or come in during my office hours and talk with me about your field research project or any aspects of this course. Please take full advantage of this offer, as the more I know about what and how you are doing, the better you are likely to do in this course.

University of Colorado at Boulder (UCB) Notes (Arranged alphabetically)
A. Classroom Behavior Policy: Students and faculty each have responsibility for maintaining an appropriate learning environment. Students who fail to adhere to such behavioral standards may be subject to discipline. Faculty member have the professional responsibility to treat all students with understanding, dignity, and respect; to guide classroom discussion; and to set reasonable limits on the manner in which they and their students express opinions. Professional courtesy and sensitivity are especially important with respect to individuals and topics dealing with differences of race, culture, religion, politics, sexual orientation, gender variance, and nationalities. See policies at http://www.colorado.edu/policies/classbehavior.html and at http://www.colorado.edu/studentaffairs/judicialaffairs/code.html#student_code.

B. Disabilities: If you qualify for accommodations because of a disability, please submit to me a letter from Disability Services in a timely manner so that your needs may be addressed. Disability Services determines accommodations based on documented disabilities (303-492-8671, Willard 322, http://www.colorado.edu/disabilityservices).

C. Honor Code: All UCB students are responsible for knowing and adhering to the academic integrity policy of this institution. Violations of this policy may include: cheating, plagiarism, aid of academic dishonesty, fabrication, lying, bribery, and threatening behavior. All incidents of academic misconduct shall be reported to the Honor Code Council (honor@colorado.edu; 303-725-2273). Students who are found to be in violation of the academic integrity policy will be subject to both academic sanctions from the faculty member and non-academic sanctions (including but not limited to university probation, suspension, or expulsion). Other information on the Honor Code can be found at http://www.colorado.edu/policies/honor.html and at http://www.colorado.edu/academics/honorcode/.

Academic dishonesty in the form of cheating or plagiarism in all its forms—from using the ideas, organization, supporting sources, or words of another (including other students) without giving credit to the original author, to allowing or paying another person to write a paper for one’s own benefit, to purchasing and using a pre‑written paper for course credit, as well as using another person’s paper available on the internet—will result in a grade of F for the assignment, an F for the course, and referral to student judiciaries. Papers submitted by any student, written in part or in whole by someone other than that student, shall be considered to constitute fraud under the University Honor Code, and result in the assignment of a grade of F for the course. In addition, it is required that the work you complete for all course assignments be original. Unless you have my explicit permission, you are not allowed to submit work that you have completed or are completing for assignments in either this or any other course. Academic misconduct on an examination also results in course failure and referral to student judiciaries.

The development of the internet has provided students with historically unparalleled opportunities for conducting research swiftly and comprehensively. The availability of these materials does not, however, release students from appropriately citing sources where appropriate or applying standard rules associated with avoiding plagiarism. Specifically, I am expecting to review papers written by students drawing ideas and information from various sources (cited appropriately), and presented generally in the student’s words after careful analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. An assembly of huge blocks of other individuals’ existing material, even when cited, does not constitute an appropriate representation of this expectation. Uncited, plagiarized material shall be treated as academically dishonest, and the paper will be assigned a grade of F as a result. If you are confused as to what constitutes plagiarism, review the UCB Honor Code on this topic, or see me.

D. Observance of Religious Holidays and Absences from Classes or Examinations: Campus policy regarding religious observances requires that faculty make every effort to reasonably and fairly deal with all students who, because of religious obligations, have conflicts with scheduled examinations, assignments, or required attendance. In this class, I will make every effort to accommodate all students who have such conflicts with scheduled examinations, assignments, or attending class, provided students notify me well in advance of the scheduled conflict. If an examination is scheduled or an assignment is due on a religious holiday, I will provide the opportunity for the examination or assignment to be taken/due on another day. Classes missed to observe a religious holiday will not be counted as an absence with regard to the participation evaluation.
E. Sexual Harassment: The UCB Policy on Sexual Harassment applies to all students, staff, and faculty. Sexual harassment is unwelcome sexual attention. It can involve intimidation, threats, coercion, or promises to create an environment that is hostile or offensive. Harassment may occur between members of the same or opposite gender and between any combination of members in the campus community: students, faculty, staff, and administrators. Harassment can occur anywhere on campus, including the classroom, the workplace, or a residence hall. Any student, staff, or faculty member who believes s/he has been sexually harassed should contact the Office of Sexual Harassment (OSH) at 303-492-2127 or the Office of Judicial Affairs at 303-492-5550. Information about the OSH and the campus resources available to assist individuals who believe they have been sexually harassed can be obtained at: http://www.colorado.edu/sexualharassment/.
