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Office Hours:  Thursday 10:30-11:30 or by appointment.  
Office:   3040 TEL Building 
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Description 
 
Research methods are, essentially, tried and tested ways that can be used to find answers to 
questions. More precisely, the course introduces students to various ways and means to answer 
questions related to communication. Methods to be reviewed will include: ethnographic, visual 
methods, documentary (content, discourse, and textual), community-based, audience, 
institutional (political economy), and, survey. The objective of this course is to familiarize the 
student with the differences between empirical and interpretive research and the consequences of 
these divisions. The course begins with a discussion of how all research can be thought of as 
telling stories, and considers the ways in which the person asking questions affects the answers 
found. It then proceeds by considering the differences and similarities between quantitative and 
qualitative research, followed by an exploration of various research methods in communication.  
 
Course objectives 
 
The aims of the course are to examine the research methodologies and the develop skills to apply 
these research methods.  Aside from acquiring a familiarity with the different methodologies 
employed in communication studies, the students will develop the skills to prepare basic 
elements of the research project, such as the proposal, review of the literature and methodology. 
The experiential element of the research will allow students to develop a deeper appreciation for 
other research and provide a perspective for the evaluation of other research. 
 
Nature of the course 
 
This course will be quite ‘hands on.’ You will be involved in the co-development of the reading 
list, and continuous presentation of work in progress and feedback on the work of your 
colleagues. Unlike many courses you will take at York, the reading list for this course will be 
considered a starting point. We will build on the initial assigned readings in the first semester 
through group presentations. In the second semester, readings will emerge based on the methods 
chosen by members of the course for their major project (a research proposal). 
 
 
Course Readings 
 
Arthur Asa Berger (2000). Media and Communication Research Methods: An Introduction to 
Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches. London: Sage  
 
Other readings as assigned and/or provided by the professor and by the class.  



Course Evaluation 
 
1. Profile of a classmate 15% 
2. Group Exercise  25% (5% readings, 10% exercise, 5% handout, 5% individual) 
3. Literature Review  15% 
4. Research Proposal  25%  
5. Participation  20% (10% attendance, 10% active engagement) 
 
Assignments 
 
1. Profile of a classmate 
 
In the first week of the semester, each student will pair up and produce a brief documentary profile of a 
classmate. The purpose of this assignment is to introduce you early to how deeply invested you are in the 
research that you undertake. You will not have much space or time to convey a profile of your partner. 
You will encounter issues around selecting information, deciding a narrative ‘voice,’ questions around 
ethics and ‘authenticity.’  
 
Your profile must include a photograph and a one-page biography of your partner. As you will discover, a 
page is not much room in which to capture a life. What is most compelling about this person? What did 
you discover about this person? What did you miss? What was the most effective way to find out 
information and what was not? Keep in mind, this is not an unabridged full account of your partner’s life, 
it’s a story that you are telling through which we are expected to get a sense of who this person is. 
 
Each student will read and present their documentary profile in class on September 20. Everyone MUST 
attend this class in order to present their profile and discuss other students’ presentations. 
 
2. Group Exercise 
 
In the first week, the class will be divided into groups. Your group will be assigned a research 
method to try out and explain to the class. These topics cover some of the many traditions of 
research methods that might be used when designing your own study. The reading for each of 
these weeks is purposefully limited to an exemplar study that uses the methodology under 
question for that week. 
 
Your group will be responsible for assigning additional readings (up to 2 or 3 but limited to less 
than 100 pages), and, where necessary, making copies of these readings available for your 
colleagues to photocopy (plus giving me one). They can be ‘how to’ readings or examples of 
relevant studies using the method. 
 
Your group will conduct research about the method assigned. You will present a BRIEF ‘how-
to’ summary outlining the method, how it works, and the types of questions it can help to 
answer. You will be expected to discuss studies that have used this method within 
communication research. Your group will then lead the class in an exercise to ‘practice’ the 
method. This means that you will design an activity for members of the class to test run the 
method. You will also be asked to provide a one-page group hand out to the entire class. 
 
In addition, each individual group member will submit a one to two page summary of the 
method, their contribution to the group presentation, and a relevant bibliography of helpful 
resources (both ‘how to’ and exemplar studies) of not less than 5 items (shared and individual). 
 
 



3. Literature Review 
 
At the end of the first semester, we will start to consider the kinds of questions that members of 
the class are interested in. You will do so by submitting an un-graded ‘direction statement’ about 
what you are interested in studying. Your question may emerge directly from one of the 
methods, or, more likely will be something in which you hold an interest and about which you 
would like to learn more. 
 
Once your questions are defined, you will start to undertake preliminary research to find out 
what kinds of research other people have done on your topic or a similar topic. To do this, you 
will write up a formal ‘literature review’ that defines and links existing research on your topic. 
This is similar to a ‘research paper’ but, rather than making an argument, you are summarizing 
the main arguments in the field, considering the methods other researchers have used, and 
looking for holes in the existing literature that your question might be able to fill.  
 
Your literature review does not have a page limit or minimum bibliographic requirement. In 
order for it to be successful, however, you have to demonstrate that you have a good knowledge 
of what others have written and must be able to demonstrate a reasonable logic for the research 
method(s) that you choose for your final proposal. 
 
4. Research Proposal 
 
Building on your literature reviews, your final project will be a research proposal. Some students 
will be able to use this proposal as a way in which to define a project for a 4th year thesis. Others 
may be interested in and able to link this proposal to ‘outside’ work (e.g. work for a community 
organization). You may also be able to link this proposal to an open call for grant applicants 
depending on the nature of your project and/or your relationship to a ‘real life’ subject. 
 
We will NOT be actually undertaking the projects. We will, instead, go through the steps in 
planning a project, developing a methodological approach, considering ethics and filling out 
ethics applications (as indicated by the study), and defining timelines and possible stories that we 
would like our research to tell. 
 
Your proposal may take on a variety of forms depending on its purpose. If you define it as a 
grant application, you may have to consider the guidelines of the granting agency. If you decide 
that it will be used for a 4th year thesis, you may define it differently. If it is used as just and 
‘exercise’ for the class, you will be asked to pick a format from ones supplied in class. The actual 
length and details of the proposal will be defined in class. 
 
You will be put into one of 5 working groups based on your chosen topic. During weeks 5 to 10 
of the second semester, students will present their work in progress to the class for discussion 
and commentary. You will also be asked to provide readings as appropriate for the class. You 
will present your ‘final’ proposal on March 20 and will use the feedback from this presentation 
to define your final submission, due during the last class. 
 
5. Participation 
 
This course is designed to be truly interactive. It won’t work unless it is. That said, it’s often 
difficult to expect students to be deeply invested in one of several courses among a myriad of 
other responsibilities. You will be graded on both your attendance and your active engagement 
in the class.   



Readings & Discussions 
 

Term I 

Week 1: September 4:  What is Research? 

Week 2: September 11: Ethics: http://www.yorku.ca/secretariat/policies/document.php?document=94 

Week 3: September 18: Telling Stories: Coles, Chapter 1 – Profile presentations 

Week 4: September 25:  Reliability & Validity + Quantitative Research: Bring a newspaper  

Week 5: October 2:  Qualitative Research 

Week 6: October 9:  NO CLASS 

Week 7: October 16:  Group Topic: Interviews 

Week 7: October 23:  Group Topic: Historical Research & Political Economy 

Week 8: October 30:  Group Topic: Ethnography 

Week 9: November 6:  Group Topic: Participant Observation 

Week 10: November 13: Group Topic: Content Analysis 

Week 11: November 20: Group Topic: Visual Methods 

Week 12: November 27:  Group Topic: Surveys 
 

Term II 

Week 1: January 8:  NO CLASS 

Week 2: January 15:  Group Topic: Experiments  

Week 3: January 22:  Group Topic: Basic statistics  

Week 4: January 29:  Group Topic: Community-Based or Participant Action Research 

Week 5: February 5:  Literature Reviews: How to and then Group Library Class 

Week 6: February 12:  Group library class 

Week 7: February 19:  Reading Week NO CLASS 

Week 8: February 26:  Lit Reviews Due: brief presentations  

Week 9: March 5:  Presentation of work in progress: readings on own methodologies 

Week 10: March 12:  Presentation of work in progress: readings TBA 

Week 11: March 19:  Presentation of work in progress: readings TBA 

Week 12: March 26:  Final presentations of proposals 

Week 12: April 2:  Submitting revised final proposal 


