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Abstract

Mary Sue MacNealy has produced a contender for anyone working with beginning researchers interested in writing studies and related fields. Directed to novices in empirical research, whether they are undergraduate students working on papers, graduate students completing theses and dissertations, or professionals working in their selected fields, the text serves as a helpful overview of empirical research practices.

Full Text
In the quest for an introductory text on empirical research, Mary Sue MacNealy has produced a contender for anyone working with beginning researchers interested in writing studies and related fields. MacNealy directs her text to novices in empirical research, whether they are undergraduate students working on papers, graduate students completing theses and dissertations, or professionals working in their selected fields. While Strategies for Empirical Research in Writing sometimes loses sight of groups within this broad range of potential readers—for example, “empirical research” is not clearly defined until chapter three, a potential disservice to novices reading chapter one and trying to understand the importance of empirical research to composition studies—MacNealy’s text serves as a helpful overview of empirical research practices.
Early chapters provide an introduction to empirical research in the humanities—placing it in context with theory and lore; contrast empirical research with library-based research; and give readers overviews of classification schemes for empirical research, advantages and disadvantages of such research, and basic terminology for quantitative research. Like Lauer and Asher (1988) before her, MacNealy then devotes individual chapters to specific methodologies, incorporating samples of published research to illustrate research processes. For these examples, she draws predominantly from first language composition studies, with heavy sampling from technical writing and technical communication. TESOL scholars might recognize Ferris’s (1994) work on differences in the rhetorical strategies of native and non-native writers of English, included as an example of rhetorical analysis, but it is the lone representative of research in ESL writing. (Unfortunately, Dana Ferris is misidentified as male and referenced with the pronoun “he.”)
Unlike Lauer and Asher (1988), MacNealy also includes fictitious examples that at times border on bizarre, presumably in an attempt to make empirical research seem less daunting to novice researchers. Although a noble endeavor, most of her selections from published research are just as accessible to readers; adding more of these examples might have enabled MacNealy to better represent the vast range of topics in empirical research in writing. In addition, some chapters would benefit from more contemporary examples of writing research to help readers who are not only new to empirical research but also new to composition studies, such as the undergraduate and masters students included in her audience, gain a clearer perspective of the field’s research.
Despite these potential shortcomings, novices will find straightforward introductions to experimental research, meta analysis, discourse analysis, surveys, focus groups, case studies, and ethnographies, with additional nods towards feminist research and teacher research. Each methodology chapter breaks down the research process into advance planning, data collection, and analysis—remaining consistent with MacNealy’s description of empirical research as research that is planned in advance with data that is systematically collected and available for analysis by others. Although chapter organizations vary, MacNealy’s overview of these research procedures often is accompanied by strategies or tools specific to the given methodology. For example, in a section titled “Tools for Ethnographic Research,” MacNealy articulates the importance of interviews, observations, and critical incident forms for ethnographers trying to achieve a rich description.
Even TESOL scholars who are not novices in empirical research may appreciate the brief discussion of teacher research (pp. 243-250), which reminds us that engaging in this type of action research can positively impact our teaching and our students’ learning. MacNealy presents ideas for collecting data—including teaching materials, teacher/researcher logs, and reflections—and includes recommendations for involving colleagues and students in the research process. She does not overlook the ethical implications of teacher research, but she remains optimistic about its benefits.
MacNealy’s Strategies for Empirical Research in Writing will not replace the other introductory research texts on my bookshelf, but it will serve as a helpful resource as I work with students interested in pursuing research projects. Chapter three, “Overview of Empirical Methodology,” provides a valuable introduction to empirical research, and the subsequent chapters would give new researchers a strong foundation for further investigation of specific methodologies. These strong points make MacNealy’s text a welcome addition to other introductions to empirical research.
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