
ENTERING A DISCOURSE COMMUNITY 

Background 

The key concept of chapter four has been the discourse community, so we’ll be examining how several 

authors use this idea to describe how writing happens on the job, in clubs, at churches and 

homeowner’s associations, or wherever else we see people with common goals communicating in 

writing and otherwise. To prepare for this assignment, while we’re reading the authors’ definitions of 

discourse community, be sure to consider the various discourse communities you belong to, your 

respective position in them, and any communities you might like to join. If the writer's self-portrait 

asked you to look inward and examine your own writing processes, this assignment asks you to look at 

how writing is constructed and used in the world--how it shapes membership in groups.   

Assignment 

First, choose a discourse community that has influenced you or interests you. Some possibilities include 

specific clubs, occupations, greek organizations, or church groups that you belong to, come into contact 

with, or would be interested in joining. Then, find a preliminary answer to this research question: “What 

are the goals and characteristics of this discourse community?” Your paper must finally answer this 

question.  Your job is split into three steps: 

Step 1: Collect Data 

Observe members of the discourse community while they are engaged in a shared activity; take detailed 

notes (What are they doing? What kinds of things do they say? What specialized language do they use?  

What do they write? How does one know who is “in” and who is “out”?) 

Collect any thing people in that community read or write (their genres)—even very short things like 

forms, football plays, notes, IMs, and text messages.  Are visuals available? Recorded 

interviews/testimonials? Examples of printed materials? Case studies? 

Interview at least one member of the discourse (be sure to cite the interview in your Works Cited). You 

might ask things like, “How long have you been here? Why are you involved? What do X, Y, and Z words 

mean? How did you learn to write A, B, or C?  How do you tell newer from more veteran members of 

the group?  How do you communicate with other people [on your team, at your restaurant, etc.]?"  

BRING OBSERVATION AND INTERVIEW QUESTIONS TO CLASS ON MONDAY, 11/28 

Step 2: Analyze the Data 

Use the researchers we read (Swales, Johns, and Wardle) to help you organize and analyze the data 

you’ve collected. Determine how a newcomer can successfully enter this group. What does he or she 

need to know?  



How does the group communicate? What are the common goals, the belief systems or values? What are 

pitfalls for those who cannot merge into group? How can the pitfalls be avoided? How do newcomers 

learn the appropriate language, terms, genres, etc., of the group? How are conflicts managed? Who has 

authority?  

What are the “modes of belonging” that newcomers are attempting to use? Your analysis should answer 

some these questions, and should also reference at least two readings from this unit (Swales, Gee,  

Wardle). (Approximately 2-3 pages). 

         

Step 3: Present Your Findings 

Create an academic paper that communicates to newcomers the goals and characteristics of a discourse 

community of your choice. 

1. Determine the best way to organize and present this information to your newcomer.  

a. Pretend you’re the newcomer. What do you want to know? In what order of importance? How can 

you speak directly to your newcomer? How will you persuade, reassure or caution your newcomer? 

Which word choices will be most effective? 

2. Outline your paper and write all components (total text must be a minimum of 750-1000 words). Peer 

review in class: Monday, 11/23 

3. Turn in all of these components in a folder:  

(a) All data (observation notes, interview questions , AND  text  samples) 

(b) Outline  

(c) Rough draft(s) with peer feedback 

(d) List sources in Works Cited.  Use at least FOUR sources.  At least two must be primary and 

two must be secondary sources.   

(5) 4-6 page paper.  Formatting:  



 Margins should be 1 inch 
 Double-space all text, using indents rather than paragraph breaks 
 Use 12-point Times New Roman font 
 Follow current MLA format.  Use a title.   

PEER REVIEW IN CLASS: MONDAY, 11/23 
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ALL PARTS OF PROJECT DUE MONDAY, 12/7 


