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dis·course  
-verbal interchange of ideas; especially :CONVERSATION 
-formal and orderly and usually extended expression of thought on a subject

-connected speech or writing 

-a linguistic unit (as a conversation or a story) larger than a sentence 

discourse analysis  
-the study of linguistic relations and structures in discourse

-from Merriam Webster’s Online
Discourse Analysis as a Research Method

Discourse Analysis (DA) is a term that first appeared in the field of linguistics in the 1950s.  Because of the various possible interpretations of the word “discourse”, it is difficult to define even at a literal level, and even DA’s practitioners’ definitions of the method are somewhat vague.  Discourse can refer to verbal or written material ranging from small pieces “larger than a sentence” to the entire canon of work produced within a given field to the conversational conventions of an entire civilization.  DA, it seems, can also refer to any of these levels.  The point of discourse analysis as a research method is to look at exchanges of words and at some higher level of abstraction than their mere face value.  Put simply, it is an attempt to view what people say with a mind toward the context or frame of the exchange.  The theory behind this is that context is inseparable from communication and that we cannot truly understand what anyone is saying without considering his/her frame of reference.
Application of DA (Meta-Research)
When I first began to read about DA and especially when I saw that there were a number of articles specifically about its application to LIS, I imagined that it was being used to look at some of the exchanges that occur in the practice of LIS.  The most obvious and probably the most oft-studied of these is the reference transaction, where I imagined DA theorists might be trying to better understand the communication and miscommunication between librarians and patrons by viewing their language formulation through their cultural environments.  

Instead, what I found in the literature about LIS as well as other fields was theorists using DA to examine previous theory and research in the field.  These researchers were going very high up the discourse-definition ladder indeed, as they were often looking at an entire body of work in a field to get a clear idea of how some of the researchers in those areas define the field and their roles within it.  While there is nothing to say that DA could not be used at a lower level on the discourse-definition ladder the tendency to use it at this higher level makes it a type of “research about research” or “meta-research.”

Evaluation

Post-Modernism and Deconstructivism are concepts that come up frequently in the literature on DA.  Like these ideologies, DA depends on our rejection of the notion of objective reality.  As an overtly subjective research method, DA is fundamentally qualitative, though quantitative techniques may still be used in the gathering of data.  Furthermore, by definition, DA looks at more than just the surface of the information being analyzed, increasing the level of subjectivity.  This makes research in this area quite difficult to evaluate.  It seems that the plausibility of research in this area and its acceptance by its intended audience would be some of the only methods for evaluation.  This is obviously problematic since it means that ideas going too far outside the mainstream may be ignored.  On the other hand, this may unfortunately be true even in areas where objective quantitative research dominates.

References

Budd, John M. and Douglas Raber. "Discourse Analysis: Method and Application in the Study of Information." Information Processing and Management 32, no. 2 (1996): 217-26.

Frohman, Bernd. "Discourse Analysis as a Research Method in Library and Information Science." Library and Information Science Research 16 (1994): 119-38.

Palmquist, Ruth. Discourse Analysis [Web Page from Syllabus]. Ruth Palmquist, 2001 [cited 1/28 2003]. Available from http://www.gslis.utexas.edu/~palmquis/courses/discourse.htm.

Tannen, Deborah. Discourse Analysis [Web Page]. Linguistics Society of America, 1997 1997 [cited 1/28 2003]. Available from http://www.lsadc.org/web2/discourse.html.



Recommended Readings

DAOL: Discourse Analysis Online [Online Journal]. [cited 2003]. Available from

http://www.shu.ac.uk/daol/about/index.htm.

This is a free online journal entirely dedicated to DA.  Outside of its containing more information on this research method, it is also interesting as it embodies one of the alternatives to the standard model for scholarly publishing that iSchool students read in other classes.
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