
  
Ethnography  

 
Due: Saturday, March 30th by 11:55pm to Moodle 
 
In Thinking Through Theory, author James Zebroski introduces the concept of ethnography by stating, 
“Ethnographic writing is writing about a people and their way of life, their lived experience” (32). 
Although the goal of ethnographic writing may have multiple objectives, in Participant Observation, 
author James Spradley asserts that the general goal of all ethnographies is “to understand another way 
of life from a native point of view” (3). Having said that, for this ethnographic study, your goal will not 
only be for you to understand a certain discourse community or way of life, but more specifically, how 
that way of life and the context of that community give way to a greater truth about that culture and 
humanity. 
 
In the most general sense, ethnography is a report about the way of life of a particular people. However, 
ethnographies can be far more specific—focusing on specific activities or behaviors, or even the functions 
of specific artifacts, like texts. For this assignment, you will do ethnographic research on a discourse 
community that you are interested in and then you will create an ethnographic project based on your 
findings. With this ethnography, I want you to choose a discourse community and then study, observe, 
analyze, and synthesize your findings to expose a greater truth about writing and communication within 
the culture. 
  
The Task: Your assignment is to select a discourse community; conduct preliminary research on that 
culture; observe, record, and analyze that culture through first-hand observation and interviews; and finally, 
you will synthesize a research piece about your culture’s greater truths that may not be easily accepted by 
an outsider of that culture.  
  
 



Purpose: This project is designed to meet the following goals: 
 

❏ Through careful observation of a discourse community, be able to begin to explore how language, 
culture, and discourse operate within identity. 

❏ Gain insight into what you have observed and what you experience by articulating it for others. 
❏ By reflecting on what you see and sharing it with others, become familiar with the influence and 

constraints that a discourse has on a community. 
  
Process: While each section of this project will “look” different for everyone, the ethnography will be 
completed in five parts: 
 
Part One: Background and Context 
 
To begin this project, you will select a discourse community and conduct preliminary research in order to 
gain insight within that culture’s history, and to get a sense of what the current conversation or discourse is 
about that culture. Once you have gathered and analyzed your sources, you will establish context by 
explaining the conversation between authors, what you learned about that culture that you didn't know 
before, and what you hope to add to the conversation through exploring the myths and truths associated 
with your culture. (200 words) 
 
Part Two: Observations and Analysis 
 
Once you have established context for your study by familiarising yourself with what has already been said 
about your culture, you will engage your culture through firsthand participant observation. Within your 
observations, you will go to a site or research setting and will record data about the people, location, events, 
actions, artifacts, texts, and how they operate as a discourse community (minimum observation time is 2 
hours). In short, you will learn about your culture and how they operate by actually seeing the discourse in 
action. You will then synthesize these observations as a report. During your observation, you will type up 
your notes and include them as part of your final mini-project. Your notes should be thorough and may 
include pictures or video or literacy artifacts from that culture. (250-300 words) 
  
Part Three: Discussion 
 
For this part of your mini-project, you will synthesize your research data, sources, interviews, and opinions 
through composing an ethnographic research piece that attempts to communicate how your culture is a 
discourse community as well as a larger truth for your culture. After analyzing your data and drawing 
conclusions from that research about how they operate as a discourse community, you will be writing up a 
detailed report on how this culture is a discourse community using John Swales’ description and 
explanation. Each quality should be described and supported with evidence from observation. (300-500 
words) 
 
Part Four: Conclusion 
 
After you have shown how the culture functions as a discourse community, you will write a conclusion that 
reflects on the process and what you have learned. Questions to consider: what have you learned to be true 
about this particular discourse community? What main truths did you discover as an insider of the culture 
and want to convey to the reader as an outsider? How could this experience affect your life outside of the 
community? How does it operate in the larger social context? (200 words) 



 
Part Five: Appendices (Field Notes, Interviews, Artifacts, etc.) 
 
Following the observations, you will analyze these notes and conduct at least one interview with an insider 
as a follow-up to the observations where you can learn more about the culture in general or about specific 
details that you saw in your observations. The interview questions must be transcribed and included as a 
part of your mini-project as an appendix. Your transcript should include at least five questions and answers. 
 
About Format: Write a report.  
 
This project will appear both as a traditional essay and as a digital essay on your online portfolio. Therefore, 
the form you follow can certainly vary. However, I do recommend the following general form: 
 
In the opening, establish the context of the report for the readers: who, what, when and where. You should 
include your preliminary research on the culture as well as any further research that may have been 
instigated after the observation. In the introduction, you should also indicate how you have ordered your 
report for your readers. (Keep in mind that your readers are outsiders to this culture and each aspect must 
be described in an explicit and transparent way.) In your synthesis and conclusion, you should attempt to 
show how the culture is a discourse community as well as answer a unique line of inquiry concerning your 
particular discourse community. Present concrete evidence from the research to illustrate those areas of 
inquiry. 
 
The mini-ethnography will include your context, detailed observations, and analysis/synthesis as well as an 
appendix with your field notes, interview transcript, and cultural artifacts. The project should be written in 
APA format and should include: background/context, observations, discussion, conclusion, references, 
appendix (i.e. field notes and interview questions with responses), and signed interview permission form(s). 
 
About Format (Continued): Make a thing. 
 
In conjunction with your report, I am asking you to “build it to understand it” — to make a thing. Using the 
materials and technologies of your choice, you should make something that summarizes and/or enacts the 
findings of your ethnography.  
 
As you do so, consider the materials and media you use to present these findings. You should visually or 
materially represent your community in some way that tells a story about the culture. This might take the 
form of a map or a model of some space or place where your community operates. Or, you might choose to 
make something that focuses our attention on some specific aspect of your discourse community — some 
activity, artifact, practice, or product that that the community engages with.  
 
In an effort to think through how space, place and material affect your community or culture, you may find 
it helpful to work with a physical metaphor in order to materially construct your findings.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
General Advice: 
 

❏ The more concrete information and analysis you have to deliver to your audience, the more 
interesting, useful and grounded your work will be—and the easier your report will be to write. 

 
❏ Be open to having your research tell you what is interesting and most important to write about in 

your conclusion. Try to bracket any preconceived notions. Try to turn down the analytical portion of 
your brain during note-taking and fully record what you are observing. 

 
❏ You will not and should not use all the material you have collected in your research. 

 
❏ Expect unity to be a challenge when you write this report. Writing assignments tend to condition 

writers to center an entire essay around one central thesis or assertion that is to be proven. This 
report is not intended to develop a singular thesis, but rather, a complicated portrait of a real setting. 
It is more important that you present significant, interesting information than that you have a 
completely unified thesis. 

 
❏ In order to gain a greater sense of unity and discover what you think is most important to write about 

your subject, try listing six or seven most important things you might want an outsider to know 
about the culture or its members after you do your research. Is there anything that ties them all 
together? 

 
❏ If at all possible, allow time between the collection of your notes and your drafting of the report. It 

will be useful for you to get a comprehensive perspective on what you have found in order to be able 
to write about it.  

 
❏ Draw on the conceptual vocabulary and ideas from our readings and discussions thus far in the 

class. This research should be considered a part of a broader trajectory for you in the class, and the 
broader discussion we have been having in the class. Do not forget to refer to the six characteristics 
of Swales or the ideas of Gee.  

 
❏ Be respectful in every way to the cultures who have been gracious enough to allow us to learn from 

their teaching. Respect their time; respect their meetings, and respect them when you discuss what 
you saw and learned. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Grading Criteria: All “written paper” elements must be Times New Roman, 1-inch margins, 12 pt. font, 
double spaced.  
 
A project that earns an A will have the following: 

❏ An ethnographic report, minimum 950 words, which: 
❏ establishes background and context by explaining any preliminary research  
❏ synthesizes your observations and analysis by reporting on the operations of the community 
❏ discusses your research data, sources, interviews, and opinions by reporting on how your 

community is a discourse community as well as a larger truth for your culture 
❏ summarizes your conclusions, including what truth(s) you have learned about the community 
❏ includes appendices that contain field notes, interviews, participant permission forms, and 

other materials. 
❏ An artifact (made by you) with a brief write-up, containing all 4 “Criteria for Artifact” (below) 

 
A project that earns a B will have the following: 

❏ An ethnographic report, minimum 850 words, which: 
❏ establishes background and context by explaining any preliminary research  
❏ synthesizes your observations and analysis by reporting on the operations of the community 
❏ discusses your research data, sources, interviews, and opinions by reporting on how your 

community is a discourse community as well as a larger truth for your culture 
❏ includes appendices that contain field notes, interviews, and other materials. 

❏ An artifact (made by you) with a brief write-up, containing all 3 “Criteria for Artifact” (below) 
 
A project that earns a C will have the following: 

❏ An ethnographic report, minimum 750 words, which: 
❏ establishes background and context by explaining any preliminary research  
❏ synthesizes your observations and analysis by reporting on the operations of the community 
❏ discusses your research data, sources, interviews, and opinions by reporting on how your 

community is a discourse community as well as a larger truth for your culture 
 

If the project does not meet minimum requirements for a C, it will receive an F.   
 
Criteria for artifact. A=4, B=3, C=2. 

● A description of the artifact (what it is: map, model, product, etc.) 
● A description of how the artifact summarizes or enacts your project findings 
● Reflection on what it was like to make this artifact (frustrations and fascinations) 
● A description of the way it’s making you think/feel about the community you’re studying  

 
If you do particularly well in the criteria you submit, I’ll add on a plus (or, conversely, a minus, if the 
work could benefit from significant revisions). “Doing well” means error-free written expression, fine 
attention to detail and construction, and interesting, insightful design and commentary.  
 
 
 
 
 


