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Abstract

This seminar offers an in-depth overview of qualitative research methods in sociology. We will focus on three methods: interviews, ethnography and content analysis/archival. Through a series of hands-on, applied exercises and practical case-studies of exemplary research, students will learn what qualitative study looks like in the real world. Students will receive training in the basic instruments, sampling strategies, data collections, practical dilemmas, and common problems of different methodological approaches. Throughout the semester, students will have weekly applications of methods, including with programs such as Nvivo. We will learn how to formulate research questions, conceptualize social phenomena, create research designs, code and operationalize, collect data, and interpret and present findings. The course will culminate in a research proposal of each student’s topic. 
Readings

In the first half of the course, students will read Exemplary texts that serve as examples or interview-based, ethnographic, and content analytic research designs. We will study them as models, as well as think about their limitations and weaknesses. In the second half of the course, readings will primarily be “How-To” texts from methodological appendices and other guides designed to help researchers during data collection and analysis.

All readings are available on the course website. In addition, the recommended readings on various methods (see end of syllabus) are either on reserve at Lamont Library, or available through Google Scholar. Depending on their particular topics and interests, students are encouraged to pursue additional readings from this list when appropriate.
Software Access

Students have access (free of charge) to NVivo X32 and X64, which they can download from downloads.fas.harvard.edu. Please consider downloading and familiarizing yourself with Nvivo in advance of Week 8, when we will have an in-class demonstration. A handy starter guide is available here: http://www.docs.is.ed.ac.uk/skills/documents/3766/3766.pdf
Class Requirements

The emphasis of this course is on student’s own independent topics and projects, including their pre-thesis research. The assignments for the course are aimed at conceptualizing, developing and refining an effective, custom-made qualitative methodology for each student’s research project.

Attendance & Participation (mandatory)
 


(10%)  

Research Questions Assignment




(15%)



Three Memos



 


(45%; 15% each)
Research Proposal 





(30%)
Students are expected to engage actively in class discussion: come to class prepared to discuss the readings, workshop research questions, analyze already collected data, trouble-shoot issues of analysis and interpretation, and fine-tune next steps and final proposal plans. 

The research questions assignment (3-5 pages) will require students to formulate a clear and manageable research question after considering several alternatives, their strengths and weaknesses. The scope and manageability of the research question will be tested against data availability, scheduling, and feasibility of research design for answering the question.
Three short memos (3-5 pages) – one on interviews, content analysis and ethnography – will ask students to approach their research question using each of these methods in turn. The memos are due by 17:00 on the second Friday of each two-week block addressing the three methods (e.g. Memo #1, on interviews, is due on the Friday of Week 7). 
For the research proposal (12-15 pages), students will formulate a clear and manageable research question, propose a research design, give a brief preliminary literature review situating their project, and describe a feasible qualitative methodology to address the research question. 

Resources on Writing

The Sociology Department’s Departmental Writing Fellow is available to meet with students to discuss papers. Please also remember that the Havard College Writing Center is available to assist with any stage of the writing process. Information about both can be found online.
Late Policy for Deadlines

One partial grade will be deducted from papers and weekly responses that are turned in late (for example, an A- paper would be given a B+).  Another partial grade will be taken off for each additional 24 hours of tardiness. Extensions will be given in the case of medical emergencies or religious observance.  All requests for extensions should go directly to the course head and must be made in advance of the relevant deadline.

Collaboration Policy
Collaboration is permitted in class assignments. Discussion and the exchange of ideas are essential to academic work. For assignments in this course, you are encouraged to consult with your classmates on the choice of paper topics and to share sources. You may find it useful to discuss your chosen topic with your peers, particularly if you are working on the same topic as a classmate. However, you should ensure that any written work you submit for evaluation is the result of your own research and writing and that it reflects your own approach to the topic. You must also adhere to standard citation practices in this discipline and properly cite any books, articles, websites, lectures, etc. that have helped you with your work. If you received any help with your writing (feedback on drafts, etc), you must also acknowledge this assistance.
Class Outline
 Week 1 (January 28th): 
Introduction
No readings.

 Week 2 (February 4th): 
Concepts

Royce Singleton and Bruce Straits, 2010, “Introduction” in Approaches to Social
Research (4th Edition), pp.1-12.

Howard S. Becker, 1998, “Concepts” in Tricks of the Trade, pp.109-136.
Week 3 (February 11th): 
Exemplars: Interviews
Waters, M., 1999, “West Indians at Work” in Black Identities: West Indian Immigrant
Dreams and Realities, pp. 105-138.

Viterna, J., 2014, “Regulating Romance and Reproduction” and “Appendix B: Data and
Methods” in Women in War: The Micro-Processes of Mobilization in El Salvador,

pp. 151-171; pp. 233-246.

Week 4 (February 25th): 
Exemplars: Archives and Content Analysis
McAdam, Doug, and Yang Su, 2002, "The war at home: Antiwar protests and 
congressional
voting, 1965 to 1973." American Sociological Review (2002): 696
-721.
Gould, R.V., 1995, “Neighborhood, Class and the Commune of 1871” in Insurgent
Identities: Class, Community and Protest in Paris from 1848 to the Commune, pp.
153-194.
Week 5 (March 4th): 
Exemplars: Ethnography and Participant Observation
Alice Goffman, 2009, “On the Run: Wanted Men in a Philadelphia Ghetto” in American 
Sociological Review 74 (3), pp. 339-357.

Shamus Rahman Khan, 2011, “Gender and the Performance of Privilege” and
“Methological and Theoretical Reflections” in Privilege: The Making of an
Adolescent Elite at St. Paul’s School, pp.114-151 and pp. 201-7. 
Week 6 (March 11th): 
Research Question Workshop 
Students are required to submit the research question assignment 48 hours in advance of the section: by March 9th. Please upload it on the Canvas course website. 
In this first assignment (3-5 pages), the purpose is to get you started on your research proposal by developing a sound research question. You are working towards figuring out three things that sound simple but may be surprisingly difficult (this is why we start working on this early!). You should (1) select a clear, manageable topic to study and formulate a research question you will pursue in the seminar (in a single, conscise sentence); (2) list five alternative research questions on the same phenomenon (e.g. with a different scope, a “how” instead of a “why” question, with a different comparative dimension) and briefly discuss the relative strenghts of your formulation over these; and (3) list at five references from the social sciences that seem relevant to your question and indicate what questions they are answering. 

You will also be responsible for giving brief, one-paragraph feedback to two of your classmates on the course website “Discussion” board. Come prepared to fine-tune and workshop your research question. 
“The Research Question” in Writing Sociology (selection), pp. 5-10.

“Starting the Research Process: Choosing a Question and Setting Goals” in The Art and
Science of Social Research, pp. 22-4.
Robert R. Alford, 1998, “Designing a Research Project” in The Craft of Inquiry, pp.21-
32. (*Particular attention to “Research Questions as Entry Points”)
 Week 7 (March 25th): 

Interviews, Part 1.

Mary Waters, 2009, “Appendix: Notes on Methodology,” Black Identities: West Indian
Immigrant Dreams and American Realities, pp. 347-372.

Robert S. Weiss, 1995, Learning from Strangers: The Art and Method of Qualitative
Interview Studies, pp. 141-147.

Elliot Mishler, “Research Interviews as Speech Events” in Research Interviewing, pp.37-
51.
Week 8 (April 1st): 
Interviews, Part 2.
“In-Depth Interviewing” in The Art and Science of Social Research, pp. 341-375.

John K. Watters and Patrick Biernacki, 1989, “Targeted Sampling: Options for the Study
of Hidden Populations.” Social Problems 36 (4): 416-430.
“Coding and Analysis” in The Art and Science of Social Research, pp.558-571.
Recommended:

Miles, M. and Huberman, A.M., 1994, “Analysis During Data Collection,” in  
Qualitative Data Analysis, pp.49-78.

Memo #1 Due by 17:00 on Friday, April 5th. 

In the first memo (3-5 pages), you should conduct one in-depth semi-structured interview (of at least 45 minutes in length), record it, transcribe it, and reflect on your experience as the interviewer. You will (1) design a skeleton semi-structured questionnaire and consent form; (2) select your respondent/subject with a sampling strategy in mind, given your research question; (3) transcribe the interview without corrections; and (4) reflect on the symbolic, emotional and power dynamics that characterized the trajectory of the conversation. Your memo should, therefore, both summarize what you learned from your interviewee as data towards your research and reflect on your experiences as an interviewer. What was the inter-subjective dynamic? How did the two of you navigate the situation? How did the setting and your surroundings affect your interactions? 
Week 9 (April 8th): 
Archives & Content Analysis, Part 1.

“Materials used in Materials-Based Methods” and “Primary versus Secondary
Information” in The Art and Science of Social Research, pp.383-393.

Roger V. Gould, 1995, “Methodological Concerns” in Insurgent Identities, pp.213-228.
David Meyer and Catherine Corrigall-Brown, 2005, “Coalitions and Political Context:
U.S. Movements Against Wars in Iraq.” Mobilization October 2005, Vol. 10, No.
3, pp. 327-344.
J. Craig Jenkins & Charles Perrow, 2014, “Farmworkers’ Movements in Changing


Political Contexts” in The Social Movements Reader: Cases and Concepts (3rd


Edition), pp. 287-300.

Week 10 (April 15th): 
Archives & Content Analysis, Part 2.

Aaron M. McCright and Riley E. Dunlap, 2000, “The Study,” “Sampling” and “Coding”
in “Challenging Global Warming as a Social Problem: Analysis of Conservative
Movement’s Counter-Claims” in Social problems, 47(4), pp. 506-510.  
Amenta, Caren, Olasky and Stobaugh, 2014, “Conceptualizations, Data & Methods” in
Social Movements Reader: Cases and Concepts (Third Edition), pp. 304-309.
Mandic, D. 2015. “Methodological Appendix: Fieldwork and Archives in Torn States,”
pp. 1-13.
Memo #2 Due by 17:00 on Friday, April 19th. 
For this memo (3-5 pages), you should select a data source (e.g. a newspaper, a website, an archival collection of documents), develop a coding scheme, and conduct a content analysis towards sheding light on your research question. Your memo should include (1) a description of your coding scheme; (2) an explanation of how this coding scheme fits into broader thematic categories that bear on your research question; (3) a presentation of preliminary results from at least one document (e.g. a single newspaper article, a “Comments Section” of a blog post, a photograph from an archive); and (4) a brief reflection on potential biases, limitations and interpretative ambiguities in your codes. 
Week 11 (April 22nd): 
Ethnography, Part 1.
Howard Becker, 1955, “Becoming a Marihuana User” in American Journal of Sociology


59 (3),
pp. 235-242.

Duneier, Zinn and Warren, “Insider Field Research in Minority Communities,” “On the


Evolution of Sidewalk,” and “Gender and Fieldwork Relations” in Contemporary


Field Research: Second Edition (Ed. Robert M. Emerson), pp. 159-187; pp.202


223.
Emerson, Robert et al., 1995, Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes. University of Chicago
Press, pp.1-65.
Week 12 (April 29th): 
Ethnography, Part 2.
Erving Goffman, “On Face-Work” in his Interaction Ritual, pp. 5-45.
Hammersley, M. and Atkinson, P., 1983, “Insider Accounts: Listening and Asking
Questions” in Ethnography: Principles and Practice, pp.124-156.

Memo #3 Due by 17:00 on Friday, May 3rd. 
For this final memo (3-5 pages), you should conduct three ethnographic visits to a selected field site (e.g. a cafe, a neighborhood street corner, the Red Line subway, a student group meeting) for at least 30 minutes each. Your memo should include (1) the jottings and descriptions from your fieldnotes; (2) a report on your findings and observations; and (3) a reflection on your positionality as ethnographer. In addition to discussing what you discovered towards answering your research question, consider how your use of a notebook, a camera, an audio recorder, etc. limited or empowered you as an ethnographer. To what extent were you immersed in the social interactions you were studying, and how did that affect what you were seeing? How did you react emotionally to your surroundings, and how did you manage these reactions? What was easy and unobtrusive to do, and what was conspicuous and embarassing – and why? 
----

RESEARCH PROPOSAL DUE BY noon on Sunday, May 12th. 
ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDED METHODS READINGS:

Armstrong, E.A. and Hamilton, L.T., 2013. Paying for the Party. Harvard University
Press.
Carr, D. et al., 2018, The Art and Science of Social Research. W.W. Norton & Company,
Inc. 
Stanley Lieberson, 1987, “Introduction” in Making it Count: The Improvement of Social
Research and Theory, pp.3-13.

Dietrich Rueschemeyer, 2003, “Can One or a Few Cases Yield Theoretical Gains?” in
Comparative Historical Analysis in the Social Sciences, pp.305-337.
Howard S. Becker, 2008, “Tricks” and “Concepts” in Tricks of the Trade: How to Think
About Your Research While You’re Doing it, pp.1-9; pp.109-145.

Kathy Charmaz, 2006, Constructing Grounded Theory, chapters 3-5.
Jonathan Rose, 2008, “A Preface to a History of Audiences” in The Intellectual Life of 
the British Working Class, pp.1-11.

Michael Burawoy, 1998, “The Extended Case Method,” Sociological Theory, Vol. 16:
4-33.
Jeff Goodwin and Ruth Horowitz, 2002, “Introduction: The Methodological Strengths
and Dilemmas of Qualitative Sociology.” Qualitative Sociology 25 (1): 33-47.
David A. Snow, Calvin Morill, and Leon Anderson, 2003. “Elaborating Analytic
Ethnography: Linking Fieldwork and Theory.” Ethnography 4 (2): 181-200. 

Patrick Biernacki and Dan Waldorf, 1981. “Snowball Sampling: Problems and
Techniques in Chain Referral.” Sociological Methods and Research 10 (2): 141
163.

John K. Watters and Patrick Biernacki, 1989. “Targeted Sampling: Options for the Study
of Hidden Populations.” Social Problems 36 (4): 416-430.

