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Olafur ELIASSON, Take your time, 2008 

 
English 484 

Writing Ethnography 
Spring 2020 

MW 1:30-2:45pm 
 

Instructor: Prof. Benjamin Gatling 
Office: Robinson Hall B 424  

Phone: 703-993-1178 
Email: bgatling@gmu.edu 

 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
Ethnography has famously been termed “writing about culture.” Over the course of the 
semester, you will do precisely that: write about places, communities, or individuals who share 
common experiences, interests, and concerns. Your task this semester will be to conduct close 
research with some local culture, likely one of which you are already a part. All of our class 
activities—readings, writing exercises, discussions, fieldwork, writing workshops, etc.—will 
culminate in a final written product, an ethnographic research paper in which you will use rich, 
detailed descriptions to explore the experience of being a part of your chosen community. You 
will go beyond surface understandings to expose the complexities of local contexts and the 
deeper meanings of social interactions.  
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Ethnography encompasses more than writing style; it also is a research methodology. Over the 
course of the semester, you will learn how to design and conduct ethnographic fieldwork. This 
includes forming a research proposal, observing, interviewing, writing fieldnotes, transcribing 
interviews, securing permissions, reading secondary literature about your chosen field site, 
collecting cultural artifacts, analyzing ethnographic data, and more.  
 
Your work this semester will take a number of forms. First, you will read student ethnographies 
as models of the moves you can employ in your ethnographic writing. You will propose and 
conduct original fieldwork. In writing exercises, you will use the ethnographic data you collect 
to practice aspects of ethnographic writing. You will participate in weekly writing workshops in 
which you will read and critique peers’ work. At the end of the semester, you will revise your 
peer-reviewed exercises into a final ethnographic narrative.  
 
Ultimately, this course will help you develop marketable skills—primary research, writing, and 
analysis—that will serve you no matter what your academic and career goals might be. You will 
learn how to conduct systematic qualitative research by observing closely and taking careful 
notes, interviewing individuals and groups and listening carefully, and writing up and analyzing 
your data thoughtfully and ethically. Using all of the information you collect, you will learn how 
to tell a lively, focused, well-supported, logically and ethically sound story about the culture 
you study.  
 
ENGH 484 is an RS Designated Course 
This class is designated as a Students as Scholars Research and Scholarship (RS) Intensive 
Course, which requires that students to design and implement an independent ethnographic 
research project that will make a significant contribution to the creation of a disciplinary-
appropriate product. To learn more about Students as Scholars, visit http://oscar.gmu.edu. 
 
RS Learning objectives: 

• Discuss the typical methods and research questions posed by ethnographic 
researchers; 

• Systematically collect and analyze fieldwork data including close observation, note 
taking, listening, and digitally recorded interviewing; 

• Organize fieldwork data;  
• Write engaging, focused, well-supported, and logical fieldnotes about a site, cultural 

event, group, or practice that they have studied; 
• Critically, ethically, and knowledgably assess information collected about a site, group, 

or practice. 
 
Mason Impact 
ENGH 484 is designated as a Mason Impact + RS course and is part of Mason Impact. For 
more information about the Mason Impact please visit masonimpact.gmu.edu. Students are 
able to submit their final projects to the undergraduate education office, at which point, 
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they will receive an additional line on their transcripts that highlights the name of their specific 
project, similar to a master’s thesis notation.   
 
In order to facilitate this, students are required to submit their final projects to the 
undergraduate education office. The link to complete the submission can be found 
at masonimpact.gmu.edu under student. The deadline for submissions for the Spring semester 
is May 1, 2020.  
 
ASSIGNMENTS 
 
Writing Exercises: Over the course of the semester, you will complete 10 short (~2 pages) 
writing exercises. Some exercises will ask you to reflect on course themes. Others will be 
directed ethnographic writing exercises. Writing exercises are designed to allow you to 
demonstrate your grasp of each week’s readings as well as to form constituent parts of your 
larger ethnographic project. You should submit each exercise to the course Blackboard site 
under “Assignments” by the beginning of class on the day it is due. Some weeks you will also 
be required to peer review your classmates’ writing. I will grade each of your responses and 
peer reviews with a √+ (3 points), √ (1 points), or √- (1 points).  
 
Research Proposal: You will produce an ethnographic research project based on original 
fieldwork at the end of the semester. In this 2-3 page proposal, you will outline what aspects of 
local community you will study as well as plans for how you will conduct your research.  
 
Annotated Bibliography: A few weeks after you have written your proposal, you will compile a 
list of scholarly sources related to your site/topics. Your bibliography should include at least 
two scholarly monographs and five articles from peer-reviewed journals. Each entry should be 
accompanied by a 100-word paragraph discussing how you intend to use the source in your 
research.  
 
Presentation: Scholars routinely share the findings of their ethnographic research with fellow 
researchers and members of the public. As a class we will determine the presentation format 
that makes the most sense in light of our class values and research agendas. Potential formats 
include poster presentations, ethnographic readings, digital formats, etc.  
 
Fieldwork Portfolio: At the end of the semester, you will submit field notes, drawings, 
recordings, and whatever other material you have compiled over the course of your fieldwork. 
The portfolio may be submitted in electronic or physical format. I expect that your portfolio will 
include at least two pages of notes for each of the eight weeks of fieldwork you will conduct, 
for a total of at least 16 pages. You will record where you go, what you see, with whom you 
speak, what they say, your “insight” moments, etc. Course readings will describe in detail how 
and what to record. Bring your field journal to each class meeting; I reserve the right to check 
in on your written progress at any point during the semester. 
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Final Paper: Your work over the course of the semester will culminate in a final ethnographic 
essay (~12-15 pages) in which you provide a rich discussion of your research findings, 
supplemented by analysis using your readings from secondary literature. You will work on this 
larger assignment in smaller pieces throughout the course of the semester, including in your 
writing exercises. Many of your writing exercises may be revised and incorporated into this 
larger project. A detailed assignment prompt will be distributed later in the semester.  
 
READINGS 
 
You are required to purchase three texts:  

1. Gilman, Lisa and John Fenn. 2019. Handbook for Folklore and Ethnomusicology 
Fieldwork. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. ISBN 978-0-253-04025-1 

2. Narayan, Kirin. 2012. Alive in the Writing: Crafting Ethnography in the Company of 
Chekhov. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. ISBN: 978-0-226-56819-5 

3. Schrager, Sam ed. 2013. Writing American Cultures: Studies of Identity, Community, 
and Place. Olympia, WA: The Evergreen State College Press. ISBN: 978-1-304-60579-
5 

 
We will also be using an open-access, online textbook: Suzanne Blum Malley and Ames 
Hawkins, Engaging Communities: Writing Ethnographic Research, 
http://www.engagingcommunities.org. 
 
All other readings will be posted to Blackboard.  
 
GRADING 
 

Writing Exercises  30%  
Research Proposal  10%  
Annotated Bibliography 10%   
Presentation   10% 
Fieldwork Portfolio  15%  
Final Paper   25%  

 
95-100 A  80-82 B-  67-69 D+ 
90-94 A-  77-79 C+  63-66 D 
87-89 B+  73-76 C  60-62 D- 
83-86 B 70-72 C -  <59 F 

 
COURSE POLICIES 
 
Attendance: You are expected to attend every class. Arriving more than a few minutes late to 
class will constitute an unexcused absence for the day, no exceptions. You are allowed two 
absences during the course of the semester for illness, religious observance, etc. After your two 



	 	 	
	

	 5	

“freebies,” each subsequent absence will result in lowering your grade one level, e.g. from an 
“A” to “A-,” etc.  
 
Participation: Your participation is vital to successful completion of the course. Participation 
includes coming to class with finished writing exercises, completing course readings, and 
regularly participating in class discussions. Participation also includes bringing hard copies of 
readings to class or being able to access electronic copies of each day’s readings. Failure to 
consistently participate will result in a lowered final grade. Under no circumstances are you 
allowed to text or surf the Internet on your mobile phone or laptop in class. Failure to abide by 
this policy will result in an unexcused absence for the day, no exceptions.  
 
Late Work: Late submissions will be accepted but will receive a penalty of one letter grade per 
calendar day (11:59 PM to 11:59 PM) late, including weekends and holidays. 
 
Plagiarism: I will follow all university procedures on academic misconduct. Plagiarism will not 
be tolerated. I enourage you to consult GMU’s Writing Center’s guide to avoiding plagiarism 
(http://writingcenter.gmu.edu/?p=499). For more information on GMU’s Honor Code and its 
requirements, see http://honorcode.gmu.edu.  
 
Special Accommodations: Students with disabilities who believe they may need 
accommodations in this class are encouraged to contact the Student Disability Access Office 
(http://ods.gmu.edu) as soon as possible. 
 
Availability and Office Hours: My preferred communication method is email. I will do my best 
to respond to each email within twenty-four hours. I am also more than happy to arrange a 
time to meet with you outside of class. Please email me to schedule an appointment.  
 
COURSE WEBSITE 
 
The syllabus, class schedule, and selected readings are posted on the course Blackboard site. 
Unless otherwise stated, all assignments should be posted under the “Assignments” tab of 
Blackboard.  
 
RESOURCES 
 
I encourage you all to take advantage of resources at Mason for improving your writing. The 
Writing Center (http://writingcenter.gmu.edu) offers tutors who can assist you at any stage of 
the writing process. Their website also includes online resources to help with specific writing 
problems. 
 
George Mason Libraries’ folklore subject librarian, Jen Stevens (jsteven7@gmu.edu), has also 
compiled a library guide for folklore and mythology http://infoguides.gmu.edu/folklore.  
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You can find a detailed listing of resources at http://ctfe.gmu.edu/teaching/student-support-
resources-on-campus.  
 
COURSE SCHEDULE: 

Jan. 22  COURSE INTRODUCTION 
 

WEEK 1 WHAT IS ETHNOGRAPHY? 
Jan. 27  Read: Sunstein and Chiseri –Strater, “Stepping In and Stepping Out: 

Understanding Cultures,” pp. 1-23. 
 
Engaging Communities, 1a, 1b, and 1c. 
 
McGranahan, “What Makes Something Ethnographic?,” 
https://savageminds.org/2012/05/31/what-makes-something-ethnographic/  
 

Jan. 29 Read: Sunstein and Chiseri–Strater, “Stepping In and Stepping Out: 
Understanding Cultures,” pp. 23-38. 
 
Write: In-class Writing 
 

WEEK 2 CHOOSING A FIELD SITE 
Feb. 3  Read: Engaging Communities, 3a, 3b, and 3c.  

 
Gilman and Fenn, “Developing  a Project,” pp. 23-36. 
 
McCurdy, Spradley, and Shandy, “Microcultures,” pp. 13-20. 
 

Feb. 5 WRITING WORKSHOP #1 
 
Read: Selections from Writing American Cultures 
 
Bell, “My fieldwork isn’t about, like, anything!” 
http://www.utpteachingculture.com/teaching-culture-and-methods-to-
novicenon-anthropologists/.  
 
Write: Writing Exercise #1 – Field Site Reflection 
 

Feb. 10  CONFERENCE #1 
 
Read: Engaging Communities, 3d  
 
Gilman and Fenn, “Creating a Research Plan,” pp. 37-47. 
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Write: Research Proposal Due 
 

WEEK 3 GETTING STARTED: ENTERING YOUR FIELD SITE, ETHICS, & FIELDNOTES 

Feb. 12  Read: Engaging Communities, 4a and 4c.  
 
Sunstein and Chiseri-Strater, “Writing Self, Writing Cultures: Understanding 
FieldWriting,” pp. 55-73, 78-86. 
 

Feb. 17 WRITING WORKSHOP #2 
 
Read: Sukimoto, “JA/LA: Shifting Meanings of Japanese American Identity, 
Culture, and Community,” in WAC, pp. 91-118. 
 
Write:  Writing Exercise #2: Fieldnotes  
 

WEEK 4 PARTICIPATING TO OBSERVE 

Feb. 19 Read:   Gilman and Fenn, “Participant Observation,” pp. 118-139. 

Sunstein and Chiseri-Strater, “Researching Place: The Spatial Gaze,” pp. 165-
175, 186-197. 
 

Feb. 24 WRITING WORKSHOP #3 
 
Read: Matthon, “Under the Radar: Notes from the Wild Mushroom Trade,” in 

WAC, pp. 123-157. 

Write: Writing Exercise #3: Fieldnotes (Cont.) 

WEEK 5 INTERVIEWING 

Feb. 26 Read:  Sunstein and Chiseri-Strater, “Researching People: The Collaborative 
Listener,” pp. 220-248. 
 
Gilman and Fenn, “Interviewing,” pp. 140-165. 
 
Engaging Communities, 4b 
 

March 2 CLASS CANCELLED 
 
Write: Writing Exercise #4: Transcribing Interview Data 
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WEEK 6 STORY: WHAT ARE YOU TRYING TO SAY? 

March 4 Read: Narayan, “Story and Theory,” pp. 1-22. 
 
Engaging Communities, 5a, 5b, 5c, 5d, 5e, 5f, and 5g. 
 

March 9 and 

11 

NO CLASS—SPRING BREAK 

March 16 WRITING WORKSHOP #4 
 
Read: Hobrla, “ABCs of Dirtbag Climbers: The Scene in Joshua Tree National 
Park,” in WAC, pp. 161-190. 
 
Write:  Writing Exercise #5, Narayan pg. 22. 
 

March 18 CONFERENCE #2 
 
Write: Annotated Bibliography Due 
 

WEEK 7 PLACE: WRITING SCENE 

March 23  Read: Narayan, “Place,” pp. 23-44 
 
Ghodsee, “Describe Places and Events,” in From Notes to Narrative, pp. 41-
50. 
 

March 25 WRITING WORKSHOP #5 
 
Read: Curran, “Lived-In Experiences of Architecture in New Orleans,” in WAC, 
pp. 223-249. 
 
Write: Writing Exercise #6, Narayan pg. 44. 
  

WEEK 8 PERSON: WRITING PEOPLE 

March 30  Read: Narayan, “Person,” pp. 45-65 
 

April 1 WRITING WORKSHOP #6 
 
Read: Sullivan-Jones, “Joey’s Voice: Family and Community Support for 
Students Diagnosed with an Autism Spectrum Disorder,” in WAC, pp. 195-217. 
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Write: Writing Exercise #7, Narayan pg. 65 
 

WEEK 9 VOICE: WRITING LANGUAGE 

April 6 Read: Narayan, “Voice,” pp. 67-91  
 

April 8 WRITING WORKSHOP #7 
 
Read: Teng, “Khmao Euy Khmao: Colorism Amongst Cambodian Americans,” 
in WAC, pp. 35-56. 
 
Write: Writing Exercise #8, Narayan pg. 91 
 

WEEK 10 SELF: WRITING REFLEXIVELY 

April 13  Read: Narayan, “Self,” pp. 93-110. 
 

April 15 WRITING WORKSHOP #8 
 
Read: Cesspooch, “Virtual Reservation: NDNs in the Digital Age,” in WAC, pp. 
3-29. 
 
Write: Writing Exercise # 9, Narayan pg. 110 
 

WEEK 11 PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER: STYLE, MECHANICS, REVISION 

April 20  Read:  Narayan, “Postscript,” pp. 111-121. 
  
Ghodsee, “Unclutter Your Prose,” “Master Good Grammar and Syntax,” and 
“Revise!,” in From Notes to Narrative, pp. 91-116.  
 

April 22 WRITING WORKSHOP #9 
 
Read: Reread introductions and conclusions of each essay in WAC 
 
Engaging Communities, 6a, 6b, 6c, 6d, 6e, and 6f. 
 
Write: Writing Exercise #10, Intro and Conclusion 
 

April 27 PRESENTATIONS 
    
Write: Presentation Feedback Letters Due 4/27 by 11:59pm 
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April 29 CONFERENCE #3 

 
Write: Complete Draft Final Paper for Conference 
 
Submit final paper by May 1, 2020 to Mason Impact 
 

May 4 COURSE WRAP-UP 
 
Write: Final Paper and Fieldwork Portfolio Due  
 

  

     


