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Instructor: Dr. Jessica Rick
Pronouns: she/her/hers
Student Hours: Mondays & Wednesdays 1:00 – 3:00 and by appointment 
Email:  
Online Meeting: https://illinoisstate.zoom.us/my/jmrick
Office Number: Fell 424 



“Research is what I’m doing when I don’t know what I’m doing”
– Albert Einstein

“The best research you can do is talk to people”
– Sir Terry Pratchett

In this course, we’ll explore qualitative research — a way of studying human and mediated communication that focuses on understanding meaning, context, and lived experiences. We’ll look at methods like ethnography, interviews, case studies, arts-based research, and textual analysis, and compare them to quantitative approaches. Along the way, we’ll tackle big questions about how we know what we know, what counts as evidence, the role of theory, and what makes research valid. You’ll learn not just the “what” of qualitative methods, but also the “how” — how to gather, interpret, and report data in ways that are thoughtful, accurate, and meaningful.

By the end of this course, students will be able to:
1. Differentiate between key philosophical and theoretical assumptions in research.
2. Explain the principles and purposes of qualitative research and compare them to quantitative approaches.
3. Identify and apply common qualitative methods, including ethnography, interviewing, case study, textual analysis, and visual data analysis.
4. Critically evaluate published and peer research for validity, evidence, and interpretation.
5. Analyze and interpret qualitative data to uncover meaning, context, and theoretical implications.
6. Design and complete an original qualitative research project, from IRB approval to data collection, analysis, and reporting.

Land Acknowledgement
Illinois State University was built on the land of multiple native nations. These lands are the traditional birthright of Indigenous people who were forcibly removed and have faced centuries of struggle for survival and identity in the wake of dispossession and displacement. I would like to acknowledge that our campus sits on the lands that were once home to the Illini, Peoria, and the Myaamia, and later due to colonial encroachment and displacement to the Fox, Potawatomi, Sauk, Shawnee, Winnebago, Ioway, Mascouten, Piankashaw, Wea, and Kickapoo Nations. I also express honor to those Indigenous people who we may have excluded in this acknowledgement due to erasure and historical inaccuracy. These Nations remain in relationship with these lands, and as beneficiaries of this land we have a particular responsibility to acknowledge these relationships and our duty to help facilitate their restoration.

Discussion/Seminar Format
This course is discussion-based and relies on active participation, preparation, and engagement. You are expected to complete readings before class, bring questions and reactions, and contribute to thoughtful dialogue. We’ll focus on complex, real-world issues and challenge assumptions, with the goal of thinking critically and learning collaboratively. Your input drives the class, and respectful debate and creative thinking are encouraged.

Communication Guidelines
Constructive Conversations 
In this class, we’ll be talking about big ideas — and sometimes that means people will have different opinions. That’s totally okay. In fact, it’s part of what makes class interesting. But it also means we need to be thoughtful about how we talk to each other.

Here are some simple ground rules we’ll follow to help keep our conversations respectful and meaningful:
· Keep it connected. Try to relate your comments to what we’re learning.
· Let everyone have a voice. Make sure there’s space for others to speak and be heard.
· Really listen. Don’t just wait for your turn to talk — try to understand what someone’s saying first.
· Challenge ideas, not people. Disagreeing is okay — just keep it about the topic, not the person.
· Respect privacy. If someone shares something personal, keep it in the room.
· Stay open. Be willing to hear different perspectives, even if you don’t agree at first.

The goal is to create a class where everyone feels safe and supported — and where we can all learn from each other, even when things get a little uncomfortable.

Communication Expectation
Office hours (a.k.a. student hours) aren’t just for when you’re having trouble! You’re welcome to stop by to ask questions, talk through ideas, get extra help with course material, or just chat about topics that interest you. I'm here to support you and enjoy hearing your thoughts—even when there's not a problem!
 
I’ll do my best to reply to emails within 24 hours during the week. That said, things can get busy, especially on weekends or holidays, so responses might take a little longer. I don’t check email after 5 p.m. or on weekends. If you don’t hear back from me within a day or so, feel free to follow up—your message might have slipped through the cracks.

Course Materials
[image: A picture of our textbook.]This course uses textbook and outside readings to help you learn qualitative methods and see how researchers apply them in real studies. Expect about 100 pages per week, though some weeks may be more or less. Occasionally, you’ll also present portions of the readings in class and lead discussions, giving you a chance to dive deeper into specific topics. Additional examples may be posted online throughout the semester.

This class has one required textbook. You can either buy your own copy or use the copy on reserve at Milner Library.
 
Lindlof, T.R., & Taylor, B.C. (2017). Qualitative communication research methods (4th ed.). Sage. 

All other materials (like articles, videos, etc.) will be available on Canvas or through Milner Library — so everything you need will be easy to access.

Assessments 
To get credit for this course, you must complete all assignments—no skipping! Due dates might change if needed, and if they do, I’ll let you know by email.
 
Before turning in any written work, make sure to proofread carefully—check your grammar, spelling, and APA style. Sloppy mistakes can seriously hurt your grade.

Participation & Online Work (25% of final grade):
Since this is a seminar-style course, your participation really matters. This class depends on everyone showing up, being prepared, and joining the conversation — that’s what makes it work!

Here’s what good participation looks like:
· Coming to class on time and ready to go
· Doing the reading ahead of time and showing that you understood the main ideas
· Asking thoughtful questions or offering examples that connect to what we’re learning
· Listening respectfully to your classmates
· Being part of the conversation, whether it's in discussions, activities, or group work
· Completing any extra assignments, activities, or quizzes inside or outside of class

🚨 Just showing up without contributing doesn’t count as participation. Missing more than one class can affect your final grade, so try to attend all sessions and stay engaged.

To prepare for our in-person discussions, you’ll complete a short online activity each week. These might include lectures, discussion boards, practice exercises, or individual check-ins. All online activities are due by the end of the day on Mondays. Completing them will make our class discussions more meaningful, and missing them will lower your participation grade.

Original Research Project (45% of final grade): 
Over the semester, you will conduct an original research study, either on your own or in a group. Your final paper should clearly show your ability to understand, carry out, analyze, and write up qualitative research. The goal is for your paper to be strong enough that it could be submitted to a professional communication conference (regional or national) for presentation.

Journal Critiques (15% of final grade):
Choose a peer-reviewed communication journal article that uses qualitative methods (with Jessica’s approval). Summarize and evaluate the study’s rationale, methods, findings, and implications. Use guiding questions provided in class to help you think critically, but you don’t need to answer them all. Your critique should highlight the study’s strengths, weaknesses, and contributions to our understanding of communication, and consider how the work connects to your own research interests.

Hands-On Activities (15% of final grade): 
During the semester, you’ll complete two practical exercises to practice qualitative research methods. One exercise will focus on data collection, and the other on data analysis. These activities give you a chance to try out methods that you won’t be using in your final project, so you can gain broader experience with qualitative research.

Grading Methods 
You don’t just get grades—you earn them. Think of each assignment like starting from zero and building up points by working hard, revising, and sharing thoughtful ideas. It’s important to start putting in the effort from the very beginning—not waiting until the end of the semester. Also, there won’t be any extra credit or make-up assignments.
 
I’ll grade your work within one week after it’s due. If you have questions or concerns about a grade, please make an appointment to talk with me in person—no emails or quick chats before or after class. You need to wait at least 24 hours after getting your grade before reaching out, and make sure you contact me within one week. After that, I won’t be able to discuss the grade.
 
If you want to appeal a grade, write a short explanation about why you think you deserve more points and back it up with reasons. We’ll talk more about this during the semester.

Want a Do-Over?
Sometimes assignments don’t go the way you hoped—maybe you misunderstood the instructions, were short on time, or just had an off day. Whatever the reason, you have the chance to re-do one written assignment this semester.

Here’s how it works:
· I’ll give you detailed feedforward (tips for improving your work).
· You can revise your assignment using that feedback and submit it again.
· Your new grade will replace the old one.

Important: You must re-submit your revised assignment within two weeks of getting your first grade.

Criteria for Grades:
Here’s a quick breakdown of what the letter grades mean so you know what to aim for:
A – You went above and beyond! Your work is excellent, thoughtful, and shows strong understanding and creativity with the course material.
B – Great job! You met all the requirements and even went a little further in some areas.
C – You did what was asked. It’s solid, average work that meets the basic expectations.
D – Some parts of the assignment are missing or not fully developed. It doesn’t quite meet the minimum requirements.
F – The assignment is incomplete, very late, not turned in, or includes plagiarism. It does not meet the basic requirements.

Grading Scale:

	
	A
	B
	C
	D
	F

	Points
	900-1000
	800-899
	700-799
	600-699
	599 >

	Percentage
	90-100%
	80-89.9%
	70-79.9%
	60-69.9%
	Below 60%




Course & University Policies
Missing Classes
As responsible adults investing in their future, Illinois State University students are encouraged to take control of their own education, especially when life and health challenges interfere with the planned process. Your health and well-being are your priority, not this class. However, when you need to miss class, you must be swift and proactive in working with me to make up any missed content and assignments. We do not have a formal attendance policy, but active participation is worth 30% of your grade. You will not earn participation points if you are not in class. 

Late Assignment Policy
Unless otherwise specified, all assignments will be turned in via Canvas. Please be aware that I do not accept assignments by email unless we have made a specific agreement ahead of time. Any assignment turned in after the due date and time will be considered late and will receive one letter grade off the assignment for each day it is late (starting with the day it is due). Only arrangements made with me prior to the due date, or arrangements made in response to documented emergencies, will be exempt from this policy. Talking Points may not be turned in late.

Life happens—sometimes you need extra time, and that’s okay. If you think you’ll need an extension, just let me know at least 24 hours before the due date. I’ve never said no to an extension request. I’d much rather you take an extra day or two and turn in your best work than rush through and submit something you’re not proud of. Since this is an advanced-level class, I trust you to plan ahead and communicate like the professional I know you can be.

Written Work
Assignments must be submitted on Canvas before the start of class, the day they are due. All written assignments need to be typed following APA standards. Failure to follow these guidelines will result in a loss of points.
 
The quality of your written work signifies the time and care in which it was prepared. Though content is more important than quality, university standard writing is expected for all assignments. In other words, errors in spelling, grammar, typography, and punctuation can significantly reduce your overall grades for your assignments.

Diversity
ISU remains committed to creating and maintaining a learning environment that is welcoming, supportive, respectful, inclusive, diverse and free from discrimination and harassment. University classrooms are perhaps the most diverse learning environment in which you have ever been. We will most often be speaking across differences—sex, gender, sexuality, race, nation, economic class, religion, age, ability, political views, and more. This diversity will be an asset to our discussions and other learning experiences in this course. I encourage you to consider the experiences of your classmates to be equally valuable as your own.    

Academic Integrity
You are expected to be honest in all academic work, consistent with the academic integrity policy as outlined in the Code of Student Conduct and any additional syllabus language. All work is to be appropriately cited when it is borrowed, directly or indirectly, from another source. Unauthorized and/or unacknowledged collaboration on any work, or the presentation of someone else’s work as your own, is a form of academic dishonesty under the Code of Student Conduct. 

Content generated by an Artificial Intelligence third-party service or site (AI-generated content) without proper authorization and attribution is a form of academic dishonesty. If you are unsure about whether something used in your work requires attribution, please reach out to me to discuss it as soon as possible. Allegations of academic dishonesty will be referred to Student Conduct and Community Responsibilities, for review under the Student Code of Conduct. Students found responsible for academic dishonesty may also be assigned a grade penalty by the instructor. 

Generative AI Use
In this course, students can use generative AI tools (such as ChatGPT or Adobe Firefly) to complete specific assignments, given instructor guidance and permission, so long as the use of generative AI tools is properly disclosed through in-text citations, quotations, and references. Please refer to the style manual that aligns with your discipline for specific guidelines for attribution. Note that any use of generative AI must be both responsible and ethical. This means that students using generative AI are required to comply with all privacy laws and research requirements to protect data and must have appropriate permissions to enter data into a generative AI tool. Students should clarify any questions on whether data or information may be entered into a generative AI tool with the instructor. You may not use AI to write your papers for you, but it can be a great tool to help you brainstorm ideas, improve your writing, and create APA style references.

Student Access and Accommodation Services
Any student needing to arrange a reasonable accommodation for a documented disability and/or medical/mental health condition should contact Student Access and Accommodation Services at 308 Fell Hall, (309) 438-5853, or visit the website at StudentAccess.IllinoisState.edu.

Title IX, Sexual Assault, and Gender Violence Policy 
Illinois State University’s Title IX Coordinator is available to assist students with coordinating specific actions, including reasonable modifications, to ensure equal access due to pregnancy or related conditions. This applies to pregnancy, childbirth, termination of pregnancy (either naturally or through medical means), lactation, and conditions related to or recovery from pregnancy, childbirth, termination, and lactation. The Title IX Coordinator can be reached in the Office of Equal Opportunity and Access at (309) 438-3383, EqualOpportunity@IllinoisState.edu, or by mail at Campus Box 1280, Normal, IL 61790-1280.

Religious Observance
The University provides reasonable accommodations for students’ sincerely held religious beliefs or practices except where such an accommodation would fundamentally alter the curriculum or academic program.  Students seeking religious accommodations should submit a completed request for accommodation form (available on the SAAS website) to Student Access and Accommodation Services.  10 days’ notice prior to the proposed start date for the requested accommodation is requested.

Preferred Pronoun/Names
To provide an optimal learning environment for all students, creating a safe space is imperative. If you identify with a particular pronoun/name not represented on the class roster, please feel free to send me an email or come and discuss it with me in-person so I can be sure to recognize this. Your learning and identity are important to me.

Course Materials 
My lectures and course materials, including presentations, tests, exams, outlines, and similar materials, are protected by copyright.  I am the exclusive owner of the copyright in those materials I create.  I encourage you to take notes and make copies of course materials for your own educational use. However, you may not, nor may you knowingly allow others to reproduce or distribute lecture notes and course materials publicly without my express written consent.  This includes providing materials to commercial course material supplies such as Course Hero and other similar services.  Students who publicly distribute or display or help others publicly distribute or display copies or modified copies of an instructor's course materials may be in violation of The Student Rights and Responsibilities: Code of Student Behavior. Similarly, you own the copyright in your original papers and exam essays.  If I am interested in posting your answers or papers on the course web site, I will request your written permission.

Recorded Class Sessions 
Students may not use phones, or other audio or video recording devices to record classroom lectures/class discussions or to take photographs except with an approved accommodation from Student Access and Accommodations Services. Violation of this classroom rule may result in referral to the Student Conduct and Community Responsibilities (SCCR) office for disciplinary action. 

Campus Safety and Security
Illinois State University is committed to maintaining a safe environment for the University community. Please download the SafeRedbirds app, the official safety application for Illinois State University.  Students should also consult information posted in each classroom about emergency shelters and evacuation assembly areas (both are indicated on stickers inside every classroom).

Technical Support
All students are encouraged to take the Introduction to Technology Quickstart Orientation.

Two software packages are available at no additional charge: Microsoft 365 (Word, Excel, PowerPoint, etc.) and Adobe Creative Cloud. Students can install these programs on their personal computers.

Students who do not have access to the technology they need to be successful in their coursework should contact the Technology Support Center to discuss options. This support service also offers hundreds of help articles on everything involving ISU technology, online chat, and phone support. Walk-up support and computer repair & purchases are available from TechZone located on the first floor of the Bone Student Center. 

Academic Support Services
How to Cite Sources (APA, MLA, Chicago, Turabian, etc.)
Milner Library APA Style Guide

Research Guides 
Research assistance, subject guides, and useful resources compiled by your friendly librarians. 
Communication Research Guide 

Mental Health Support
Life at college can get complicated. If you’re feeling stressed, overwhelmed, lost, anxious, depressed or are struggling with personal issues, do not hesitate to call or visit Student Counseling Services (SCS) at 320 Student Services Building, (309) 438-3655). SCS services are free and confidential.  

If you are worried about a friend, you can call SCS and ask to speak to a counselor for ideas on how to help. The Kognito simulation, available through SCS's webpage, can also help you learn how to assist your friend with connecting to services. 

Additional Student Resources 
The Student Navigator program is a student-led, peer-to-peer initiative in the Dean of Students Office designed to assist students facing economic hardships and basic needs crises. Referrals are available to resources for food, textbooks, housing, finances, health, and more. 

***Please Note: The syllabus is a guide to the course and is subject to change with reasonable advanced


Overview of Semester
Week 1: Introduction to Qualitative Methods	August 18 – 24
Monday (Virtual): Getting to Know You Survey (Due on Wednesday by NOON)
Wednesday Discussion: Overview of Qualitative Methods

Week 2: Method vs. Methodology	August 25 – 31
Monday (Virtual): Research Paradigms (Online Lecture & Discussion)
Wednesday Discussion: Topic Proposals & Research Ideas
Assignment Due by Sunday: CITI Training

Week 3: Research Ethics & Quality Qualitative Research	September 1 – 7
Monday (Virtual): Navigating Ethical Considerations & IRB (Online Lecture & Discussion)
Wednesday Discussion: What makes good qualitative research?
Assignment Due by Sunday: Initial Journal Entries

Week 4: Issues of Access & Sampling	September 8 – 14
Monday (Virtual): Designing a Study Worksheet
Wednesday Discussion: Access & Sampling
Assignment Due by Sunday: IRB Applications due to IRB

Week 5: Collecting Data: Participant Observation	September 15 – 21
Monday (Virtual): Ethnography Activity
Wednesday Discussion: Participant Observation

Week 6: Collecting Data: Interviews & Focus Groups	September 22 – 28
Monday (Virtual): Interview Activity
Wednesday Discussion: Interviews & Focus Groups
Assignment Due by Sunday: Journal Critique #1 Due

Week 7: Collecting Data: Documents & Other Material Things	September 29 – October 5
Monday (Virtual): Using Theory in Research (Online Lecture & Discussion)
Wednesday Discussion: Online Texts and Questionnaires

Week 8: Collecting Data: Arts Based Research	October 6 – 12
Monday (Virtual): Art Projects & Reflections
Wednesday Discussion: Arts Based Research
Assignment Due by Sunday: Hands-on Exercise #1: Data Collection Due

Week 9: Analyzing Data: Thematic Coding Part 1	October 13 – 19
Monday (Virtual): Writing Literature Reviews (Online Lecture & Discussion)
Wednesday Discussion: Level 1 Coding
During the Week: Individual Meeting with Jessica


Week 10: Analyzing Data: Work Week	October 20 – 26
Monday (Virtual): Coding with Software (Online Lecture & Discussion)
Wednesday Discussion: No Class – OSCLG
Assignment Due by Sunday: Research Proposal Due

Week 11: Analyzing Data: Thematic Coding Part 2	October 27 – November 2
Monday (Virtual): Different Analysis Procedures (Online Lecture & Discussion)
Wednesday Discussion: Level 2 Coding

Week 12: Analyzing Data: Discourse & Conversation Analysis	November 3 – 9
Monday (Virtual): Remaining Questions about Coding (Discussion Board)
Wednesday Discussion: Guest Speaker!
Assignment Due by Sunday: Journal Critique #2 Due

Week 13: Analyzing Data: Textual Analysis	November 10 – 16
Monday (Virtual): Discussion Board (Initial Answers to RQs)
Wednesday Discussion: Guest Speaker on Zoom!

Week 14: Telling Your Story	November 17 – 23
Monday (Virtual): Finding Outlets for Your Research & Presentations (online lecture)
Wednesday Discussion: No Class – NCA
Assignment Due by Sunday: Hands-On Exercise #2: Data Analysis Due

Week 15: Thanksgiving Break	November 24 – 30

Week 16: Wrapping Up Your Research	December 1 – 7
Monday (Virtual): Discussion Board (Current Answers to RQs)
Wednesday Discussion: Last Minute Questions/Catching Up
During the Week: Individual Meetings with Dr. Rick

Finals: Celebration!	December 8 – 14
Monday (Virtual): Final Paper Due
Wednesday: Presentations & Celebration!

***A full reading list will be provided on Canvas.***
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