FIELDWORK PROJECT

As you all know, research is a big part of this course. In fact, it is a state requirement that all students com-
plete a research project sometime during the freshman composition course sequence. At MVCC, that course
sequence is COM 101 and COM 102. I suspect that some of you have had experience in writing research pa-
pers in the past. I would even venture to guess that many of you found research writing to be somewhat dry, if
not utterly boring. It is my hope that this project will be a very different experience for you, one that is enjoy-
able to you and one that offers you an expanded idea of what research writing can be.

What is Fieldwork?

Ordinary living involves all the skills of
field working—Ilooking, listening, collect-
ing, questioning, and interpreting—even
though we are not always conscious of
these skills. Many of us enjoy people-
watching from the corners of our eyes,
checking out how others talk, dress, be-
have, and interact. We question the signifi-
cance of someone’s wearing pig earrings
or displaying a dragon tattoo on the left
shoulder. We wonder how a certain couple
sitting in a restaurant booth can commu-
nicate when they don’t look each other
in the eye or wonder who made the rules
for children we see playing stickball in
the middle of a busy street. Fieldworkers
question such behaviors in a systematic
way. The field is the site of doing primary
research, and fieldworking is the process
of doing it.

What will | have to do?

A local truck stop, a grandparent’s attic,
a homeless shelter, a telemarketing of-
fice—these are just a few examples of the
field sites you can research in this field-
work project. Rather than rely solely on
written texts as sources, you will go out of
the classroom and beyond the library (and
even the Internet) to explore field sites and
archives, where you will learn to observe,
listen, interpret, and analyze behaviors and
language of “others” around you. Fueled
by active experiences in the field, I hope
that you will bring new energy, insight,
and skills to your research writing.

Specifically, I want you to select a sub-
culture to study (or you can select a
place or event where subculture exists).
A subculture is any self-identified group
of people who share language, stories,
rituals, behaviors, and values. Some
subcultures define themselves by geogra-
phy (southerners, Texans, New Yorkers).

Others define themselves by ethnicity
or language (Mexicano, Irish, Belgian,
Filipino, Ghanian). And others define
their interests by shared rituals and be-
haviors (fraternities, Girl Scouts, Masons,
Daughters of the American Revolution,
computer hackers, skaters.) Whether it’s
your bowling league, your neighborhood
pickup basketball team or group of bicycle
freestylers, your church, your commu-
nity government, or your school’s ecology
club, you simultaneously belong to many
different subcultures. Think of those that
you belong to (those to which you are an
“insider”) but also think about some you
do not belong to (those to which you are
an “outsider”). This project will be a field
study on the subculture you choose. As
an alternative to choosing a specific sub-
culture, you may choose a place or event
where subculture exists. Examples might
be a barbershop, a rodeo, a diner, a strip
club, a community festival, or a civil war
reenactment. If we look hard enough we
can discover the sub/culture in any group,
place, or event.

Once you’ve selected the “field” you plan
to study, you will engage in a process of
“stepping in” and/or “stepping out” of the
field to engage in fieldwork or ethnograph-
ic study—the study of a culture. By being a
participant observer in your field, you will
look for and seek to understand the culture
and, as a result, will learn something new
about others and about yourself.

You will complete a number of smaller as-
signments throughout this process, where
you will document, analyze, and interpret
your findings. This, like anything, will
become an act of “reading.” These smaller
assignments will add up to a larger field-
work portfolio—an ethnography—which
you will submit as your final research
project for this course. Specifics regard-
ing how you will put this together are
forthcoming.

What's the point?

There’s both joy and satisfaction in un-
derstanding people and situations differ-
ent from our own. This project will give
you special license and formal ways to
hang out, observe carefully, and speculate
about talk and behavior. This project will
show you how to see and interpret the
lives and surroundings of others—through
their eyes as well as your own. And this
project will also help you see yourself and
your own cultural attitudes more clearly
because any study of “an other” is also a
study of “a self.”

What will | learn?

You will learn about the world around
you, what makes others different from
you and why. From this understanding,
you will also learn something about your-
self and your cultural attitudes. Through
this project you will learn to observe on
many different levels; you will learn to
take and process research field notes;
you will learn that research can be more
than dry boring writing. You will also
learn to do some secondary research
and to properly cite and document your
sources. You will become a fieldworker.
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I don't know how it started, either. All I know is that
it’s part of our corporate culture.




THE PROPOSAL

Before you can begin your fieldwork project, you need to propose your idea to me for approval. This is also
useful for you to begin your preliminary thinking about your subject and to help you begin to pull some of your
ideas together before entering the field. For this proposal, I would like you simply to write up answers to the
following questions. This proposal does not have to be very long, but it should be professional-looking and
demonstrate adequate preliminary thinking.

What subculture will you be studying?

Describe brie y the subculture you will be examining for this fieldwork project. If you are focusing more on a place or event as a way
of locating sub/culture, describe that in some detail. Also describe your current relationship to the subculture. Are you an insider or
an outsider? Explain.

Why are you interested in this?

Explain how you became interested in this subculture as the subject of your fieldwork project. Also, describe what you already know
about this subculture.

Where is the field located?

Any fieldwork project requires a field—that is, the place where the observation and study will take place. Describe the primary field
site for your project.

Who are some of the informants of your study?

Informants are the people you will be talking to or interviewing in order to gain an insider’s perspective of the subculture. Do you
have an idea of who some of these informants might be? If so, describe them.

What archival research will you include?

For this project, you will also have to some archival research of secondary sources. What traditional library-like sources might you
use? Be specific. Do you have particular sources in mind?

What challenges do you expect?

What are some of the problems or challenges you expect to encounter in doing this project. What are your plans now for overcoming
those challenges?

What are your questions and how will you get inside?

What are some of the questions you plan to ask informants in order to uncover the culture of the people, place, or event you are
studying? Be specific. Brainstorm an early list now to jump-start your thinking. What kind of information do you think you will need
to gather at the field site to answer the question, “What’s going on here?” What other sources might you use to penetrate the insider
perspective? Where might you go to find those sources?

What do you hope to learn or teach from this experience?

A good ethnographic study will result in both the researcher’s learning and the teaching of others. What do you hope to learn from
this study and then teach through your final research portfolio?

Due Dates

Refer to your syllabus for the schedule of due dates.




