
Comm 751 Advanced Media Research Methods 
 

Monday 11.20 am to 2.10 pm|MCK 303 
 
Saif Shahin, Ph.D.  
Office: MCK 324 
Office Hours: Tuesday 10.55 am to 12.55 pm, or by appointment 
Phone: 512.299.6145 (text preferred) 
Email: shahin@american.edu  
Twitter: @shahin_saif 
Website: saifshahin.com 
 

Course Description 
 
Research is a social practice. To do research, you need to learn how to do research 

— that is, learn the socially acceptable ways in which your research will be recognized as 
research by your peers. This is both constraining and enabling: you have to learn to follow 
the rules and regulations that mold what you study and how you study it, but you also 
get the opportunity to extend the boundaries of human knowledge—and be recognized 
for it! Learning research methods therefore means understanding the norms and values 
that undergird the social practice of empirical research. Specifically, it means knowing 
how to design empirical studies as well as how—and when—to use different tools and 
techniques of data collection and analysis. Finally, it means being able to connect data 
analysis with broader theoretical and normative concerns, thus advancing human 
knowledge in socially meaningful ways and (hopefully) making the world a better place. 

This course will help you become acquainted with the principles of media and 
communication research as it is currently practised, develop a critical understanding of 
the most commonly used methods in our discipline, and apply at least one of them to 
produce an original piece of work that you can be proud of. In the process, you will 
develop an appreciation for the methodological eclecticism of our discipline and begin to 
find your feet in its rich topography. But remember, this will only be an initiation: you 
should continue to develop your expertise in a particular method or methodological 
approach throughout your doctoral program—and continue to expand your 
methodological repertoire over the course of your academic career. 

 
Learning Outcomes 

 
By the end of the semester you should be able to: 

§ Understand the basic principles and ethical underpinnings of social 
scientific inquiry; 

§ Know the affordances and limitations of a range of qualitative and 
quantitative methods; 

§ Discern which (types of) methods are appropriate for which (types of) 
theories and research traditions; 

§ Design and conduct empirical studies by applying one or more methods; 
§ Write research papers for scholarly conferences and publications; 
§ Evaluate other scholars’ research 
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Ground Rules 
 
This course will take the form of structured classroom discussions. To ensure that 

these discussions are open, vibrant, but also safe for everyone to participate in, please: 
§ Complete every week’s readings before the class meeting; 
§ Come to the class meetings on time; 
§ Turn off or silent your mobile phones inside the classroom; 
§ Be willing to discuss your take on the readings with the rest of the class; 
§ Treat your peers with respect; 
§ Pay attention to your peers when they speak, ask questions and challenge 

me and each other — but in a civil manner; 
§ Don’t record class conversations in audio/visual formats (written notes are 

fine); 
§ Don’t quote class conversations outside the classroom without the 

permission of the speaker. 
 

Readings 
 

§ The Practice of Social Research, 13th edition (International) by Earl Babbie 
§ Additional weekly readings on the Course Calendar (pp. 5-8) will be 

available online or through the university library 
 

Assignments and Grading 
 
Assignments must be turned in on time to receive full credit. There is a 10% 

penalty for every day an assignment is late. Please submit all assignments on Blackboard 
unless otherwise noted. If you have technical difficulties with Blackboard, you may email 
your assignment to me to avoid late penalty, but do submit it on Blackboard when the 
issue is resolved. When doing so, please include a note indicating you turned it in on time 
via other means. This facilitates grading. 

All written assignments must be submitted in MS Word, double-spaced and 
using 12-point Times New Roman or another common font, 1” margins, and 0.5” 
paragraph indent. Headings should be flush-left and bold in the same font. Your name 
should be in the header at the upper-left, assignment name/number in the middle, and 
page numbers at the upper-right. 

If you have a problem with your grade, you have one week after it is posted to 
appeal it. Grading issues will not be discussed during class time. Your question or appeal 
must be stated, in writing, sent by email, citing your position, and why you feel the grade 
is unjust. Please include the grade you believe you deserve as well. 
 
Assignment 1. Research Project (40% of final grade) 

You will design and conduct an empirical study using one or more methods you 
learn during the semester. This assignment is shared with COMM 704 (instructor Dr. 
Patricia Aufderheide) and COMM 750 (instructor Dr. Aram Sinnreich), and requires you 
to draw on the theoretical and subject-specific knowledge that you develop in those 
courses. The assignment will proceed in four stages. Submissions at each stage will be 
made to all three instructors. Each of you will receive the same grade for this assignment 
in all three courses—although the weight of your grade may vary in each course. 
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Stage 1: Research Plan 
You will submit a research plan outlining at least three ideas for empirical 

research (approx. 1 page each). Each idea should cover what you want to study and why 
it is significant, what theory you want to use, one or two research questions/hypotheses, 
how you will gather data, and what method you want to apply.  

Deadline: October 1, 11.59 pm 
This stage is ungraded 

 
Stage 2: Research Proposal 

In consultation with the three instructors, you will choose to develop one of your 
ideas into a research proposal. At this stage, you will fully develop your research design, 
including strategies for data collection, analysis, expected results, and their theoretical 
interpretation. You will pitch the proposal to the three instructors and the rest of the class 
in a joint session. Prepare a 15-minute conference-style visual pitch (using slides). 

Pitch Session: October 31, 2.30-5.30 pm, MCK 102 
Percentage of final grade: 10 

 
Stage 3: Research Presentation 

You will complete your proposed study by carrying out the data collection and 
analysis and theoretically interpreting your findings and their significance. You will 
present your research to the three instructors and the rest of the class in another joint 
session. Once again, prepare a 15-minute conference-style visual presentation. 

Presentation Session: December 5, 2.30-5.30 pm, MCK 303 
Percentage of final grade: 10 

 
Stage 4: Final Paper 

You will write a 5,000-6,000-word manuscript based on your research. The 
manuscript must include a review of scholarly literature and theoretical framework, 
description of methods, key empirical findings, and a discussion of the study’s theoretical 
and practical/normative significance, limitations, and ideas for future research. It should 
also include a reference list of all citations. The structure and formatting of the paper 
should be in line with the expectations of a scholarly publication where you would like 
to submit it. 

In addition, you will write a 2-page impact strategy for the manuscript. This will 
include the names/divisions of 3 academic conferences as well as 3 peer-reviewed 
journals to which you can potentially submit your manuscript—along with rationales for 
your choices. The final version of the manuscript must be formatted properly for 
submission to your top choice of journal. 

Deadline: December 12, 11.59 pm 
Percentage of final grade: 20 

 
Assignment 2. Weekly Reflections (20% of final grade) 

You will write 2-page reflections on the readings in Weeks 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9, 12, 13. 
For Weeks 3, 4, and 5, your reflections should identify and discuss the points that you 
think are the most significant from the week’s readings. For the remaining weeks, you 
should critique one of the methods being studied by identifying its affordances and 
limitations, the research traditions and theories it is appropriately used with, and the 
kind(s) of research questions related to your area of interest that it could help answer. 
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Make an attempt to draw on previous weeks’ insights as you reflect on a particular week’s 
readings. 

Deadline: Sunday before class, 11.59 pm (e.g. September 8, 11.59 pm for Week 3) 
 
Assignment 3. IRB Training and Proposal (10% of final grade) 

Visit the AU Institutional Review Board’s website to learn about when and why 
you need their approval for research. Complete and pass the CITI training. Complete an 
IRB application in the Cayuse system for a proposed project. This may be the project you 
are working on for this class if it requires human subjects — or something else. If you 
don’t need IRB approval for your fall project, don’t submit the proposal: just create it and 
turn in the PDF you can generate in the system. Write a 2-page cover letter discussing 
ethical considerations for and beyond the IRB. Your final submission should include the 
cover letter, the PDF from the Cayuse system, and your CITI certificate. 

Deadline: October 20, 11.59 pm 
 
Assignment 4. Peer Review (10% of final grade) 

You will write a “peer review” of one empirical article of your choice assigned in 
the syllabus until Week 9. This will serve as practice for peer reviewing for journals and 
conferences later in your graduate and professional career. Draw on your knowledge of 
both method and theory to examine the article you review, identify its weaknesses, and 
offer suggestions for improvement. Your review should be 2-3 pages long and follow the 
guidelines in “How to peer review.” 

Deadline: November 3, 11.59 pm 
 
Attendance and Participation (20% of final grade) 

Class attendance and participation in classroom discussions and activities is 
essential. You are allowed one unexcused absence for the semester, after which points 
will be deducted from your participation grade. Excusable absences include infectious 
illness, catastrophic injuries, deaths in the family, and other unexpected and unavoidable 
emergencies. They do not include jobs, other recurring commitments, or non-emergency 
travel. Please contact me asap if you experience an emergency event. Chronic lateness 
will also count against your participation grade. 
 
Grading Scale 
 
A 95-100% 
A- 90-94% 
B+ 87-89% 
B 84-86% 
B- 80-83% 
C+ 77-79% 
C 74-76% 
C- 70-73% 
D+ 67-69% 
D 64-66% 
D- 60-63% 
F Below 60% 
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Course Calendar 
 

Week Meeting Readings/Activities 
 

Week 1 08/26 Introduction / The Big Debate 
§ King, Keohane & Verba – Ch.1 The science in social science, 3-28 
§ Brady, Collier & Seawright – Ch. 1 Refocusing the discussion of 

methodology, 15-26 
 

Week 2 09/02 Labor Day — No Class 
 

Week 3 09/09 Lay of the Land 
§ Babbie 1, 2 
§ Walter, N., Cody, M. J., & Ball-Rokeach, S. J. (2018). The ebb and 

flow of communication research: Seven decades of publication 
trends and research priorities. Journal of Communication, 68(2), 424-
440. 

§ Fink, E. J., & Gantz, W. (1996). A content analysis of three mass 
communication research traditions: Social science, interpretive 
studies, and critical analysis. Journalism & Mass Communication 
Quarterly, 73(1), 114–134. 

§ Waisbord, S., & Mellado, C. (2014). De-westernizing communication 
studies: A reassessment. Communication Theory, 24(4), 361-372. 

 
Guest Speaker: Professor Todd Newman, UW-Madison (program 
alum) 
 

Week 4 09/16 Research Design 
§ Babbie 4 
§ Przeworski & Teune — Ch. 2 Research Designs, 31-46 
§ Gerring, J. (2004). What is a case study and what is it good for? 

American Political Science Review, 98(2), 341-354. 
§ Hargittai, E., Gallo, J., & Kane, M. (2008). Cross-ideological 

discussions among conservative and liberal bloggers. Public Choice, 
134(1-2), 67-86. 

§ Honeycutt, C., & Herring, S. C. (2009). Beyond microblogging: 
Conversation and collaboration via Twitter. Proceedings of the 42nd 
Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences. 

§ Shahin, S., Zheng, P., Sturm, H. A., & Fadnis, D. (2016). Protesting 
the paradigm: A comparative study of news coverage of protests in 
Brazil, China, and India. The International Journal of Press/Politics, 
21(2), 143-164. 

 
Guest Speaker: Professor Silvio Waisbord, GWU 
 

Week 5 09/23 Conceptualization, Measurement & Sampling 
§ Babbie 5, 6, 7 
§ Baker, R., et al. (2013). Summary report of the AAPOR task force on 

non-probability sampling. Journal of Survey Statistics and 
Methodology, 1(2), 90-105. 



SYLLABUS COMM 751 ADV MEDIA RESEARCH METHODS 6 

§ Freelon, D. (2014). On the interpretation of digital trace data in 
communication and social computing research. Journal of 
Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 58(1), 59–75. 

§ Correa, T., Hinsley, A. W., & De Zuniga, H. G. (2010). Who interacts 
on the Web?: The intersection of users’ personality and social media 
use. Computers in Human Behavior, 26(2), 247-253. 

 
Week 6 09/30 Data Collection / Text Mining 

§ Babbie 13, 14, 17 
§ Gerring Finding a Research Question 
§ Azevedo, L. F., Canário-Almeida, F., Fonseca, J. A., Costa-Pereira, 

A., Winck, J. C., & Hespanhol, V. (2011). How to write a scientific 
paper—writing the methods section. Revista Portuguesa de 
Cardiologia, 17(5), 232-238. 

§ Introduction to Netlytic.org 
 
Guest Speaker: Derrick Jefferson, AU Communications Librarian 
 
Research Plan due on 10/01 
 

Week 7 10/07 Text Analysis and Content Analysis 
§ Babbie 10 
§ Glaser & Strauss (1967). The constant comparative method. 
§ Fürsich, E. (2009). In defense of textual analysis. Journalism Studies, 

10(2), 238–252. 
§ Brock, A. (2012). From the Blackhand Side: Twitter as a Cultural 

Conversation. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 56(4), 529–
549. 

§ Brekken, T., & Aalberg, T. (2010). Media Systems and the Character 
of News. A Cross-national Content Analysis. Project Description, 
Coding Guide, Code Sheet and Codebook. Trondheim: ISS Report, 
75. 

§ Freelon, D. (2015). Discourse architecture, ideology, and democratic 
norms in online political discussion. New Media & Society, 17(5), 772–
791. 

§ Hum, N. J., Chamberlin, P. E., Hambright, B. L., Portwood, A. C., 
Schat, A. C., & Bevan, J. L. (2011). A picture is worth a thousand 
words: A content analysis of Facebook profile photographs. 
Computers in Human Behavior, 27(5), 1828-1833. 

 
Week 8 10/14 (Digital) Ethnography, Interview, and Participant Observation 

§ Babbie 11 
§ Varis, P. (2016). Digital ethnography. In The Routledge Handbook of 

Language and Digital Communication, 55-68. 
§ Sartoretto, P. (2016). Exploring Inclusive Ethnography as a 

Methodology to Account for Multiple Experiences. In Innovative 
Methods in Media and Communication Research (pp. 189-205). 

§ Kraidy, M. M. (1999). The global, the local, and the hybrid: A native 
ethnography of glocalization. Critical Studies in Mass Communication, 
16(4), 456–476. 

§ Kumar, N. (2016). Interviewing against the odds. In Innovative 
Methods in Media and Communication Research (pp. 207-220). 
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§ Kreiss, D. (2016). Seizing the moment: The presidential campaigns’ 
use of Twitter during the 2012 electoral cycle. New Media & Society, 
18(8), 1473-1490. 

§ Farrington, A., & Robinson, W. P. (1999). Homelessness and 
strategies of identity maintenance: A participant observation study. 
Journal of Community & Applied Social Psychology, 9(3), 175-194. 

§ Class Assignment 
 
IRB Assignment due on 10/20 
 

Week 9 10/21 Survey and Experiment 
§ Babbie 8 & 9 
§ Müller, P., Schemer, C., Wettstein, M., Schulz, A., Wirz, D. S., 

Engesser, S., & Wirth, W. (2017). The polarizing impact of news 
coverage on populist attitudes in the public: Evidence from a panel 
study in four European democracies. Journal of Communication, 67(6), 
968-992. 

§ Weeks, B. E., Lane, D. S., Kim, D. H., Lee, S. S., & Kwak, N. (2017). 
Incidental exposure, selective exposure, and political information 
sharing: Integrating online exposure patterns and expression on 
social media. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 22(6), 363-
379. 

§ Garrett, R. K. (2009). Echo chambers online?: Politically motivated 
selective exposure among Internet news users. Journal of Computer-
Mediated Communication, 14(2), 265-285. 

§ Knobloch-Westerwick, S., Appiah, O., & Alter, S. (2008). News 
selection patterns as a function of race: The discerning minority and 
the indiscriminating majority. Media Psychology, 11(3), 400-417. 

 
Week 10 10/28 Research Proposal 

§ 30-minute Individual Consultations – Sign up in advance 
 
Pitch Session on 10/31, 2.30-5.30 pm, MCK 102 
 
Peer Review due on 11/03 
 

Week 11 11/04 Statistics 
§ Babbie 16 
§ Basic Statistics with R 
 
Guest Speaker: Professor Behzad Jalali-Shirazi, Maths & Stats 
 

Week 12 11/11 Big Data/Computational Methods 
§ Shah, D. V., Cappella, J. N., & Neuman, W. R. (2015). Big data, 

digital media, and computational social science: Possibilities and 
perils. The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science, 659(1), 6-13. 

§ boyd, d., & Crawford, K. (2012). Critical questions for big data: 
Provocations for a cultural, technological, and scholarly 
phenomenon. Information, Communication & Society, 15(5), 662-679. 
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§ Shahin, S. (2016). When scale meets depth: Integrating natural 
language processing and textual analysis for studying digital 
corpora. Communication Methods and Measures, 10(1), 28-50. 

§ Flores, R. D. (2017). Do anti-immigrant laws shape public 
sentiment? A study of Arizona’s SB 1070 using Twitter data. 
American Journal of Sociology, 123(2), 333-384. 

§ Guo, L., Vargo, C. J., Pan, Z., Ding, W., & Ishwar, P. (2016). Big social 
data analytics in journalism and mass communication: Comparing 
dictionary-based text analysis and unsupervised topic modeling. 
Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, 93(2), 332-359. 

Week 13 11/18 Mixed-Methods 
§ Greene, J. C., Caracelli, V. J., & Graham, W. F. (1989). Toward a 

conceptual framework for mixed-method evaluation designs. 
Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 11(3), 255-274. 

§ Johnson, R. B., Onwuegbuzie, A. J., & Turner, L. A. (2007). Toward 
a definition of mixed methods research. Journal of mixed methods 
research, 1(2), 112-133. 

§ Snelson, C. L. (2016). Qualitative and mixed methods social media 
research: A review of the literature. International Journal of Qualitative 
Methods, 15(1). 

§ Grasmuck, S., Martin, J., & Zhao, S. (2009). Ethno-racial identity 
displays on Facebook. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 
15(1), 158-188. 

§ Shahin, S. (2017). Facing up to Facebook: how digital activism, 
independent regulation, and mass media foiled a neoliberal threat 
to net neutrality. Information, Communication & Society, 1-17. 

§ Strano, M. M., & Queen, J. W. (2013). Covering your face on 
Facebook. Journal of Media Psychology, 24, 166–180. 

 
Week 14 11/25 Linking Method and Theory 

§ Class Assignment 
 

Week 15 12/02 Research Presentation 
§ No Class Meeting 
 
Research Presentation on 12/05, 2.30-5.30 pm, MCK 303 
 

Exam 
Week 

12/09 – 
12/14 

Research Paper due on 12/12 
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Policies and Practices of American University, SOC, & the Department 
 
Academic Integrity 

This class follows the Academic Integrity Policy at American University, which 
holds students accountable for the integrity of the work they submit. Students should be 
familiar with the Policy http://www.american.edu/academics/integrity/code.cfm and 
know they are responsible to learn about instructor and general academic expectations 
with regard to proper citation of sources in written work – APA citation. Be mindful that 
any violations of the Academic Integrity policy will be taken to the AIC Administrator.  
It is not permissible for any student to submit the same material, with substantially the 
same style, structure, or wording, to instructors in two or more courses. 
 
Religious Observances  

American University’s religious observances policy, found at 
http://www.american.edu/ocl/kay/About-Us-Religious-Holy-Days-Policy.cfm. 
Students are provided an opportunity to make up any examination, study, or work 
requirements that may be missed due to a religious observance provided they notify their 
instructors before the end of the second week of classes – please send this notification 
through email to the professor.  
 
Use of Student Work (FERPA) 

The professor will use academic work that you complete this semester for 
educational purposes in this course during this semester. Your registration and continued 
enrollment constitute your permission.  
 
Discrimination and Harassment (Title IX) 

American University expressly prohibits any form of discriminatory harassment 
including sexual harassment, dating and domestic violence, sexual assault, and stalking. 
The University is an equal opportunity, affirmative action institution that operates in 
compliance with applicable laws and regulations. AU does not discriminate on the basis 
of race, color, national origin, religion, sex (including pregnancy), age, sexual orientation, 
disability, marital status, personal appearance, gender identity and expression, family 
responsibilities, political affiliation, source of income, veteran status, an individual's 
genetic information, or any other bases under federal or local laws in its programs and 
activities. 

If you experience any of the above, you have the option of filing a report with the 
University Police (202-885-2527) or the Office of the Dean of Students (dos@american.edu 
or 202-885-3300). To file a Title IX complaint or for more information on your rights, 
contact the Title IX Program Officer (202-885-3373 or TitleIX@american.edu). Please keep 
in mind that all faculty and staff who are aware of or witness this conduct are required 
to report this information to the university, regardless of the location of the incident, with 
the exception of counselors in the Counseling Center, victim advocates in OASIS, medical 
providers in the Student Health Center, and ordained clergy in the Kay Spiritual Life 
Center. For more information, including a list of supportive resources on and off-campus, 
contact OASIS (oasis@american.edu or 202-885-7070) or check out the comprehensive list 
of resources to help you find support. 
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Emergency Preparedness  
In the event of an emergency, American University will implement a plan for 

meeting the needs of all members of the university community. Should the university be 
required to close for a period of time, we are committed to ensuring that all aspects of our 
educational programs will be delivered to our students. These may include altering and 
extending the duration of the traditional term schedule to complete essential instruction 
in the traditional format and/or use of distance instructional methods. Specific strategies 
will vary from class to class, depending on the format of the course and the timing of the 
emergency. Faculty will communicate class-specific information to students via AU email 
and Blackboard, while students must inform their faculty immediately of any absence. 
Students are responsible for checking their AU e-mail regularly and keeping themselves 
informed of emergencies. In the event of an emergency, students should refer to the AU 
Student Portal, the AU Web site (www. prepared. american.edu) and the AU information 
line at (202) 885-1100 for general university-wide information, as well as contact their 
faculty and/or respective dean’s office for course and school/college specific 
information. This class will follow directions from the University – if campus is closed 
and classes cancelled, then this class will also be cancelled.  
 
Support for AU Students 

American University provides numerous services that help students maximize 
their academic success and social and emotional wellbeing. 

Academic Support and Access Center MGC 243, 202-885-3360 supports the 
academic development and educational goals of all AU students while also providing 
support to students with disabilities. We offer workshops on topics of interest to all 
students such as time management, note taking, critical thinking, memory skills, and test 
taking. Additional support includes free private and group tutoring in many subjects, 
supplemental instruction, The Math Lab and The Writing Lab. 

Counseling Center MGC 214, 202-885-3500 is here to help students make the most 
of their university experience, both personally and academically. We offer individual and 
group counseling, urgent care, self-help resources, referrals to private care, as well as 
programming to help you gain the skills and insight needed to overcome adversity and 
thrive while you are in college. Contact the Counseling Center to make an appointment 
in person or by telephone, or visit the Counseling Center page on the AU website for 
additional information.  

Center for Diversity & Inclusion MGC 201, 202-885-3651 is dedicated to enhancing 
LGBTQ, Multicultural, First Generation, and Women's experiences on campus and to 
advance AU's commitment to respecting & valuing diversity by serving as a resource and 
liaison to students, staff, and faculty on issues of equity through education, outreach, and 
advocacy.  

OASIS: The Office of Advocacy Services for Interpersonal and Sexual Violence 
202-885-7070 provides free and confidential advocacy services for anyone in the campus 
community who is impacted by sexual violence (sexual assault, dating or domestic 
violence, and stalking). 

The Writing Center First floor of Bender Library offers free, individual coaching 
sessions to all AU students. In your 45-minute session, a student writing consultant can 
help you address your assignments, understand the conventions of academic writing, 
and learn how to revise and edit your own work. Hours: 11 a.m. to 9 p.m. Monday 
through Thursday; 11 a.m. to 6 p.m. Thursday. Call 202-885-2991 to arrange a session. 
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Meanwhile find handouts, information, and a weekly writer's blog at the Writing Center 
website and on Facebook. 

International Student & Scholar Services, Batelle 4th Butler Pavilion, Room 410 has 
resources to support academic success and participation in campus life including 
academic counseling, support for second language learners, response to questions about 
visas, immigration status and employment and intercultural programs, clubs and other 
campus resources. 

Undergraduate Research Support American University offers undergraduates 
many opportunities to learn research methodology, present their findings at conferences, 
and compete for awards. 


