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This research methods report is intended to describe an aspect of discourse analysis, evaluate its positive and negative aspects, and explain how it might be used in research.  While the first report on discourse analysis by John Vosmek provided a broad understanding of the definition of discourse analysis and its use in research on the LIS field, and the second report by Dara Smith focused on its use in studying language on a conversational level, this report will focus on discourse analysis as explained by Dr. Ruth A. Palmquist of the University of Texas at Austin: 
Discourse Analysis is neither a qualitative nor a quantitative research method, but a manner of questioning the basic assumptions of quantitative and qualitative research methods. . . . the purpose of Discourse Analysis is not to provide definite answers, but to expand our personal horizons and make us realize our own shortcomings and unacknowledged agendas/motivations - as well as that of others. In short, critical analysis reveals what is going on behind our backs and those of others and which determines our actions.

Since this theory is not a method, but a way of looking at a situation, this can be done in a variety of different ways, which is a little like viewing a situation through a variety of different lenses: one can take various approaches, for example, to the principles of ethics of ALA, in an attempt to find out what caused them to create these principles; what has happened, what are people talking about, and why are people concerned with these things?  Palmquist suggests that the researcher can apply the theories of various critical and postmodern thinkers to any discourse analysis.
The recent projects involved in the LIS 550 course are a good example of this kind of deconstruction.  Specifically consider a newspaper article assignment, in which the student is asked, after reading an article very carefully, to comment on questions such as:

What is the nature of the issue the article is reporting on?

Who are the major players or stakeholders at work in the issue being reported?  What different (and presumably conflicting) interests are being represented? 
How will different resolutions to this issue affect the different interested parties?

Can you detect any bias in the article? 
Does the story (seem to) support one or more of the players? How?

Such questions take a deconstructive approach to a particular issue or problem, and consider the way that people (in this case journalists or columnists) are talking about it, locating them within a historical and social context and attempting to identify the “problem behind the problem.”

Evaluation
This is an endless circle and the kind of research that does not provide an answer but rather a different way of looking at a situation; as such, it is difficult to evaluate, since there are no set guidelines.  In fact, perhaps the most interesting way to evaluate a discourse analysis is to analyze it in much the same way as it analyzed its topic, thus taking the analysis one step further.  For example, evaluating the above analysis of a newspaper article might entail considering the context and reasons for analyzing that article in that particular way; why did the assignment suggest to the reader that the “interests being represented” would presumably be conflicting?... and so on.
Recommended reading

For further explanation of this kind of research--particularly in this vague area of contextual study--I recommend Palmquist’s website, available at: 

http://www.gslis.utexas.edu/~palmquis/courses/discourse.htm
This website is part of a course syllabus for a course titled Introduction to Research Methods in LIS.  It includes various links to other sites regarding discourse analysis, as well as bibliographic citations and annotations regarding print resources.
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