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Essay Assignment Two 
Observation/Analysis Group-Authored Essay  
 
Building on your work narrating, analyzing, and “writing back” in the Critical Literacy Narrative, 
you will now co-write an essay in which 2 or 3 classmates and you observe and analyze a 
culture or subculture in order to draw conclusions about its members’ verbal and nonverbal 
behaviors. Together, you will choose a (sub)culture of which only one of you is a part and then 
observe and analyze the behaviors, patterns, rules, and rituals you discover in that (sub)culture.  
 
Why am I writing this essay? This assignment asks you to consider everyday experiences in 
new ways; to interpret other people’s behaviors, language, and thoughts; and to thoughtfully 
“understand why you react and respond in the ways you do” (2). In other words, through 
observation, discussion, and critical analysis, you are translating a (sub)culture for an audience. 
This process requires you to explore your position in relation to that (sub)culture, identifying and 
reflecting on your assumptions about the behaviors, patterns, rules, and rituals of its members. 
As you all contribute different viewpoints on what you observe, and as you negotiate your 
analysis together, you will learn from each other’s style and process of writing, experience the 
complexity of co-authorship, and critically reflect on your position as author and researcher. 
 
To whom am I writing this essay? Your audience includes Dr. Hauman and Mr. Wright, your 
classmates, and any university or community members interested in critically understanding the 
verbal and nonverbal behaviors of (sub)cultures.  
 
How do I write this essay?  
Step One: With your group, view and discuss everyone’s Box 1 in-class activity. Using that list 
of (sub)cultures and your discussion of potential other (sub)cultures not yet listed, choose ONE 
(sub)culture to focus on for this essay. Narrow your choices based on shared interest and 
feasibility. Keep in mind that you must choose a (sub)culture of which only one of you is a 
member. Also, you’ll want to choose a (sub)culture you can easily access in order to observe its 
members and cultural practices.  
 
Step Two: Once your group has determined a (sub)culture to observe and analyze, set up dates 
and times during which you will a) observe the (sub)culture with your classmates, and b) 
observe the (sub)culture by yourself apart from your classmates. Each of your in-person 
observations should last at least one hour. Going to the community and observing is an 
important part of the project. While on site, interact with the members and take fieldnotes, 
following Julie Cheville’s advice: “focus on informants’ habits of mind, language, and body—all 
features of cultural life,” and remember, “entering the field is not about exerting oneself on 
others but about emerging into delicate relationships with those who guide us where they 
choose” (qtd. in Sunstein and Chiseri-Strater 129). Before interacting with the (sub)culture, 
always make sure to explain this project carefully and to clarify your purpose for interacting with 
the members.  
 
You will need a minimum of 4-5 observations to gather enough fieldnotes for your first draft of 
the essay. Consider these things as you prepare to observe: 
 

Nonverbal language: Pay close attention to forms of body language that you can 
describe and then analyze, connecting them to the (sub)culture you observe and 
explaining the significance of that connection to your readers. Some elements of body 



FYSE // Hauman and Wright // Fall 2014 

language to notice include kinesics (e.g., facial expression, eye contact, posture, and 
gesture), use of space (e.g., unfamiliar notions of personal and public space), and dress 
and adornment (e.g., what people wear and how they mark their bodies). When you 
observe nonverbal language, make sure to think and write critically about not just what 
bodies express but also why.  
 
Verbal language: Sunstein and Chiseri-Strater point out that “[l]anguage shapes the 
thoughts in your mind, can provide a subject for research, and communicates your ideas 
to others” (307). It forms a common medium of communication, too, that distinguishes 
between those of us on the “inside” of a (sub)culture, who speak the members’ 
language, and those of us who do not speak the language and are therefore on the 
“outside.” As you listen carefully to the spoken language of your informant-classmate 
and other members of their (sub)culture, translate the language of the community’s 
culture, “recording the meanings of key words, phrases, and ideas that might serve as 
clues to step in to your informant’s [sub]culture” (310). Then, discuss these discoveries. 
Are the words a kind of jargon specific to the (sub)culture? What do these words express 
about the (sub)culture’s attitudes, beliefs, and customs? How are they significant to your 
understanding of the (sub)culture?  

 
Positioning: As Sunstein and Chiseri-Strater say, “Read yourself” (130). Develop a habit 
of critically approaching your observations, admitting what you assume and what you 
don’t know about the (sub)culture before you begin, while you work, and after your 
discussions with classmates. Recognizing that a purely objective point of view is 
impossible for this assignment, connect what you observe to the accounts of the 
classmates in your group. Identify the common patterns and the disturbing 
differences between the ways in which you see the (sub)culture and the ways your 
classmates see the (sub)culture. Did you all similarly notice certain behaviors, language, 
patterns, rules, and rituals? Where do your observations differ? Why? What do these 
differences express about your assumptions about the (sub)culture? How have each of 
you represented what you see in your fieldnotes? Does the language you use to record 
your observations reflect certain views and biases you have about the (sub)culture? 
What personal experiences—past or present—seem to influence your views?  

 
As you position yourself, keep in mind Sunstein and Chiseri-Strater’s advice:   

You’ll need to think about how your background can affect what you see in 
another culture just as it does when you read a written text. What you see is 
affected by who you are. Your education, geography, family history, personal 
experiences, race, gender, or nationality can influence the way you do research. 
Learning to read a culture like a text is similar to learning to read a text like 
a culture.” (128, emphasis added) 

 
Step Three  
After your observations and discussions with classmates in your group, compose a draft of your 
essay. Develop the beginning by previewing the (sub)culture about which you have chosen to 
write. How do you identify the community and describe the (sub)culture? Who is involved? Who 
are your group members and which of them is a member of the (sub)culture? Why did all of you 
choose this particular (sub)culture?  
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At the end of the first paragraph, state a strong thesis that includes a brief summary of the 
aspects of the (sub)culture your essay analyzes and asserts your group’s claim about the critical 
significance of these aspects of the (sub)culture. For example, In “Body Ritual among the 
Nacirema,” Miner includes this thesis about a North American tribal group: “[T]he magical beliefs 
and practices of the Nacirema present such unusual aspects that it seems desirable to describe 
them as an example of the extremes to which human behavior can go” (OWMC 397).  
 
Miner’s purpose in writing is to describe the group’s behaviors and to analyze and to explain 
how their culture is an example “of the extremes to which human behavior can go.” Notice he 
does not insert his subjective opinion about the group; rather, he tells us that his essay will focus 
on 1) specific behaviors, which he thinks demonstrate 2) something meaningful about this 
(sub)culture (i.e., that they demonstrate extremes of human behavior). Your thesis statement 
will identify these same two things.  
 
Step Four  
Develop the middle of your observation/analysis essay. In a series of many, well-connected 
paragraphs, describe, illustrate, summarize, explain, interpret, and analyze the aspects of the 
(sub)culture on which your essay deliberately focuses. Draw on what you learned from your 
observations of the (sub)culture and discussions with your group. Make sure each paragraph 
addresses a single idea and leads logically to the next paragraph. Use transitional phrases and 
sentences to connect sentences and paragraphs. Equally important, be honest in your writing. 
Turn your critical eye on yourself, admitting what you don’t know and what disturbs and 
surprises you. Explicitly tell us what you are trying to learn as we progress through the essay.  
 
Step Five 
Conclude your observation/analysis. Return to the claim in your thesis statement and answer a 
few important questions for your readers: What have you discovered in the process of writing 
this essay? What do you want us to walk away thinking about the (sub)culture you have 
profiled? Why should we care about it? How did your essay get us to these thoughts? Why? 
What lingering questions do you still have about the (sub)culture?  
 
Step Six 
Compose a reflection. We will talk more about this closer to the final due date.  

 
Resources 
Writing Center: Make sure to schedule ongoing appointments at the Writing Center to work on 
each stage of your CLN. Refer to your Writing Center handout for details about making an 
appointment. 

Submission Details  
Deadlines:   First Draft – Monday/Tuesday, October 26/27 
  Final Draft – Friday, November 6  
 
All submitted essays (drafts and finals) should: 

o Be typed and double-spaced, using a 12-point font standard font (e.g., Times New 
Roman or Cambria) and 1-inch margins on all sides 

o Not have a separate title page, but should include the information shown below 
o Be 4-6 pages in length (minimum of 4 full pages, not 3½ or 3¼) 
o Use appropriate grammar and punctuation conventions 


