
Qualitative Research Methods 
English 569A: Topics in Language and Rhetoric 

 
Course description and goals:  
This course will provide an introduction to qualitative research theories and methodological approaches. 
Course projects will ask students to both discuss theoretical concepts and to go out into the field and 
apply them. In addition to covering more general qualitative methods, there will be an emphasis on how 
rhetorical studies benefits from and contributes to qualitative work (thus, we will overview basic 
rhetorical theory and consider how rhetorical criticism and qualitative methods might work in tandem). 
Finally, this course will provide service-learning opportunities for students to collaborate with community 
partners to create qualitative research projects that contribute to the partner’s work and provide students 
with concrete research experience. I’m open to working out alternatives for students who are already in 
the midst of their own qualitative projects. 
 
In a nutshell, this course aims to: 
 

• familiarize students with some of the core theories and approaches for conducting qualitative 
research 

• provide concrete, field experiences for students to practice conducting qualitative research 
• introduce students to the various steps and issues involved in conducting qualitative research, 

including research design, IRB human research protocols, fieldwork, research etiquette and 
ethics, and data/content analysis. 

• engage students in conversations about the strengths and limitations of qualitative research 



 

Dear Potential Community Partners: 
 
I will be teaching an English course (English 569- Qualitative Research Methods) in the Spring 
2009 quarter for advanced graduate students in the English department, specializing in language 
and rhetoric.  This course will provide an introduction to qualitative research methods. In 
addition to classroom work and training, I hope to co-design discrete qualitative research 
projects with partner organizations that (1) have a need for qualitative research (e.g. 
interviews, focus groups, discourse analysis, observation, and/or participant observation) 
which culminates in some form of written artifact (web, public relations, or annual report 
copy, white papers, reports, and so on) and (2) have the capacity to mentor and support 3-4 
students in this work.  
 
Who are the students? Dedicated, serious graduate students in English (and likely other areas 
such as Sociology, Anthropology, Communication, and Political Science) who have excellent 
writing skills and experience (or interest in gaining experience) in conducting qualitative 
research.  I will have 15 or fewer students. I will train them during class time with basic research 
tools and approaches.  

What are the general course goals? 
• To familiarize students with theories and approaches for conducting qualitative research 
• To provide concrete, field experiences for students to practice qualitative research 
• To introduce students to the various steps and issues involved in qualitative research  
• To engage students in conversations about the strength and limitations of qualitative 

research 
 
What are the Service Learning Project Outcomes/Goals? 

• Students work with a community partner organization for an average of four hours per 
week throughout the quarter, conducting qualitative research with and for the 
organization 

• Students get concrete experience conducting qualitative research. 
• Students’ research culminates in a written artifact intended to be useful to the partner 

organization and/or its constituents.   
 
What is Service Learning to me? While service learning has many definitions, I value 
experiences that are reciprocal, co-designed, and benefit everyone involved. For me, service 
learning should result in tangible outcomes, research, and work that respond to real problems, 
pressing questions, or concrete needs in both public and academic contexts by drawing on the 
expertise of all stakeholders. Academic goals and service learning work should be integrated.  

Service Learning Project Description 
I am hoping to find 1 or 2 organizations that can accommodate 3-4 graduate students and that 
have a concrete need for some kind of qualitative research and for a write up of this research.  
Before the start of the quarter, I would like to work with partners to co-design a project that 
fulfills a need /question they have and that makes use of qualitative research. Because of our 



 

expertise in examining the power and work of language in various situations, projects would 
ideally take that into account.  I would be available throughout the quarter to support partners 
and students. 
 
Some Ideas for Qualitative Projects that Focus on Language/Rhetoric: 

• Interview constituents on how they experience your services, website, or on what needs 
they may have and create an internal report or article. 

• Conduct and analyze focus groups of target constituents or internal employees. 
• Gather information for an annual report, such as personal stories or quotations.  
• Document analysis of internal materials (public relation materials, websites, and so on)  
• Help gather information for self-study or needs assessment that requires interviews, 

document analysis, and so on.  
 
Thank you for your consideration. I would be happy to answer any questions or concerns that 
you might have.  My e-mail address is crai@u.washington.edu, or you may call me at XXXXX. 
 
All best, 
Candice Rai 
Assistant Professor 
UW English Department 
 
 



 

Request For Proposals Assignment  
Situation: 
Organizations use the RFP genre (Request for Proposal) to solicit detailed proposals for projects or 
research—often to determine how to award grants. In the academy, the CFP (Call for Proposals or Papers) 
is a similar genre that asks scholars to submit abstracts for work that might be published or presented at a 
conference. I have written the RFP below; your assignment is to respond with a detailed proposal for your 
public research. This should be discussed and planned with your partner, and will require research at your 
site to gather context, history and so on.  
 
Your Task: 
Design a complex research project that you have discussed and designed with your partner. Write a 
proposal and work plan for this project. 
 
Evaluation Criteria: 
• Fully answered questions posed by the RFP 
• Careful attention to professional format and editing 
• Lengths will vary (aim for 2-3 single-spaced pages) 
 
Deadline: Tuesday, January 8 by 5 p.m. Please post on Catalyst. I will reply via track changes, UNLESS 
you submit a hard copy to me in class. 
 
Format: Proposal genre. You may, but do not have to use the subheadings in the RFP. Use single-
spacing. In terms of genre, we're in the family of grant, fellowship, or research proposal. Use formal, 
direct, relatively jargon-free prose that uses examples and cuts to the core of your proposed project.  
Explain and define field-specific jargon and scholarship concisely, when appropriate. 
  



 

The Request for Proposal (RFP) 
 
Project Summary: In 200 words or less, please describe your project. In the broadest terms, what is the 
overall purpose of your project? Who is your partner? What are the goals and objectives of the project? 
Who is the audience for the project? What are the intended consequences of the project?  
 
Partner Background: In a nutshell, describe your partner organization, what kind of work does the 
organization do, how does your research with them relate to their larger mission, why do they want you to 
do your research now, what relevant challenges or contexts inform/give rise to this research?  
 
Core Research Questions/Inquiries/Aims/Exigencies: What question does your research/project seek to 
answer or issue does it seek to address? Describe the situation/contexts/histories that give rise to these 
questions/issues.  
 
Project’s Public Audienc(s)/Public Contributions: How does your intended research speak to and 
contribute to a public audience?  What public conversations are you entering, needs are you filfilling, 
issues are you addressing, problems are you attempting to solve, or questions are you answering? Who 
stands to benefit from your research? What are the hoped-for consequences? 
 
Project’s Academic Audiences /Scholarly Contributions:  
This may overlap with the above, but please briefly describe your intended contributions to the extent you 
can. What academic conversations or fields are you contributing to? How does your intended research 
speak to and contribute to an academic audience or conversation (or what academic expertise are you 
drawing on)? What sort of publication or research might emerge from your experience working with the 
community partner?  
 
Methods: Please describe the approach(es) or method(s) that you will use to explore your primary inquiry 
or research question(s), including a detailed description of your intended archives, objects of study, 
bodies of literature, and/or field sites.  

• What do you plan to do? Which method or approach will you use? What can this method do and 
not do? What kind of knowledge can it produce? Why have you selected this approach? What do 
you hope to learn and accomplish? What are the specific objects you will examine? What theories 
inform your thinking?  

 
Genre: It is expected that your research will culminate in one or more written genres (or drafts/pieces of a 
genre). Please describe what genres you plan to use (e.g. white paper, Web /PR copy, report, letter, 
interview transcript, feature story, etc.) and why.  
 
Detailed Research Plan and Timeline: 
Please provide an exhaustive and detailed list of the anticipated tasks and steps for completing your work, 
and a timeline for when you plan to complete each task. Be as detailed as possible.  
  
Bibliography:  
Take an initial stab at gathering and briefly reviewing/skimming some resources. Include a bibliography 
in MLA or APA format. This is preliminary. You might include some framing for the list(s) and what 
guided your selections. 
 
Informal note to me: Share whatever context, questions, thoughts that might be useful for me when 
responding to your proposal. 
 


