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Project Five: Ethnographic Research Project 
 
In this fifth project, you will expand on your ability to step outside yourself in your writing by researching 
a group or community that you do not know well, but whose values/standards/ beliefs/perspectives on the 
world you find interesting and wish to understand better. That is, your goal will be to explore, analyze and 
explain to someone else how a particular discourse community works, and how this community 
understands itself and its relationship to some aspect of the wider world. To do this well, you will have to 
try to set aside your own assumptions, opinions, and values for a time in order to see and try to 
understand the assumptions, opinions, and values of the group in its own terms.  
 
This paper is not meant to be evaluative, meaning that you will have to suspend judgment about the group 
and its behaviors, attitudes and beliefs. Whether you agree or disagree on some personal level with the 
group and its practices is irrelevant in this paper. Instead, your focus should be on analyzing and 
explaining in sufficient detail how this group works, thinks, and acts so that someone completely 
unfamiliar with it can understand it and its members better. Thus, just as a cultural anthropologist might 
research the values, beliefs and behaviors of members of a particular tribe, religious group, or 
organization as a way of understanding the variety of human experience, your goal is to provide insight 
into a particular culture/subculture that many people may not know about already. 
 
Getting Started: One of the most useful tools you will use to accomplish this task is the concept of 
discourse communities that we have recently been discussing. As John Swales and others have argued, a 
Discourse Community is any group of people who: 
 

1) share a common language/vocabulary 
2) share common behaviors, practices, and/or procedures for doing things 
3) share common goals, beliefs, attitudes and assumptions 
4) share common ways of communicating with one another 
5) has a threshold for membership, or a means of recognizing who does and does not belong to the 

community. 
 

Thus, your first step in beginning to think about/write on this project will be to choose a group or 
community that seems to exhibit all of these characteristics, and to begin collecting information that will 
enable you to describe various aspects of this community in greater detail.  
 

• Does the group share a common language/vocabulary and, if so, what makes it different from how other 
people express themselves?  

• Does the group share common behaviors/practices? What are they, and why does the group do the things 
that it does? Do these practices reveal/reflect deeper attitudes or beliefs?  

• Does the group share common goals and assumptions? What are they, and where do these beliefs come 
from? How do the beliefs/attitudes/assumptions shared by this group help members make sense of the 
world?  

• How, when, and where do members of this group usually communicate with each other, and do these forms 
of communication suggest anything about the way the group is structured/organized?  

• Does the group have a threshold for membership? That is, how does one become a member of this group, 
and is there a way that one can be kicked out? Are there any taboos within the group that are so 
unacceptable that participating in them would lead to expulsion? What, how, and why?  

• How are the “rules” of the group established, and how do they get enforced? How are decisions within the 
group made, and how are they carried out? Does anyone seem to have more power/authority in the group? 
Who? What forms does this power/authority take? How might a new member of this community begin to 
gain more power/authority within the group? 
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In order to answer these questions you will have to do at least three kinds of research. First, you will need 
to observe members of this group in the field; that is, engaged in typical behavior/activities, acting and 
interacting within their “natural” context. Such field research will enable you to describe the language, 
behaviors, and methods of communicating within the group that even some members may not be fully 
aware of (one of the hallmarks of belonging to any group is that over time the rules begin to seem 
“second-nature.”) Next, you will need to do a personal interview with at least one member of the group in 
order to gain more information about the goals, assumptions, attitudes and beliefs of the community. This 
interview might also give you some insight into the rules that govern behavior within the group, how 
membership works, as well as how power and authority get expressed within the community. Because 
language is the primary characteristic of a discourse community, and because this is a writing class, you 
will also need to research/find written artifacts representative of this community, either from the members 
themselves, on the internet, using library databases and online resources, or by finding scholarly sources 
and materials in the library. That is, while your observations and discussions with members of the group 
will provide crucial first-hand knowledge of the community you are examining, you will also want to 
investigate texts written by, for, or about this group, or about similar sorts of communities. 
 
Rhetorical Considerations: Your audience for this essay is someone who has little or no 
experience/direct knowledge of the community that you are examining, and who may even be inclined to 
discount or devalue the community in some way.  
 
Ethnographic writing lends itself to numerous methods of development and organization.  We will spend 
a significant amount of time in class discussing potential ways to organize your essay based on your 
chosen discourse community, your focus, and your audience. 
 
Putting It Together: You must not be a member of the community you are describing, and the group 
must exhibit aspects of all five features of a discourse community. You must conduct all three forms of 
research (field notes, personal interview, and written artifact) and include evidence of this research in 
your final paper. 
 
As always, your essay should be typed, double-spaced with standard one-inch margins. Your essay should 
have an original title that supports the main theme/points you are trying to make. Number your pages!  
Your project should be 4-6 pages (approximately 1000-1500 words) and is due Thursday, March 28th. 
 
Student Learning Outcomes:  After successfully completing this project you will 1) have a better 
understanding of discourse communities and of how this concept helps us to consider audience; 2) be able 
to incorporate a range of different kinds of research/evidence into your writing (print, web-based, direct 
observation, interviews, etc.); and, 3) realize that most groups have reasons for believing and behaving as 
they do, even if they may initially appear strange to outsiders. 
 


