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IML 346: Methods of Digital Research 
Units: 2.0 
Spring 2016—Thursdays 14:00-15:50 
Location: SCIL 106 
 
Instructor: Kiki Benzon 
Office: SCI 101C 
Office Hours: by appointment 
Contact Info: kbenzon@cinema.usc.edu 

 
 

Course Description 
This course provides a context for students to enhance their awareness of digital research strategies 
and develop a project proposal that will form the basis for a future research undertaking. In the first 
part of the course, we will consider scholarly research as it is practiced across the disciplines, and 
explore the ways in which digital technologies have reshaped and expanded these practices. Drawn 
primarily from digital humanities scholarship, assigned readings will inform our analysis of media-
rich and multimodal research that employs information visualization, augmented reality, interactivity, 
or other techniques in order to acquire, distribute, or analyze data. Exposure to an array of digital 
research projects will assist the student in selecting a topic for her or his research project. In the 
second part of the course, students will proceed through the stages of project development, from 
defining a research question and plotting a research methodology to designing prototypes and 
writing a comprehensive project proposal.  
 
Learning Objectives 
-  increase understanding of the functions and protocols of academic research 
-  engage with academic and cultural debates in the digital humanities 
-  develop awareness of digital research strategies 
-  broaden knowledge of important and innovative projects that employ digital research strategies 
-  sharpen design proficiency through conceiving, prototyping, and testing the project’s digital 

framework 
-  pose research questions, define objectives, plot methodology, determine means of results analysis--

and clearly express all of these things in a research project proposal  
 

Required Readings and Supplementary Materials 
All required reading will be made available to students through the MA+P Wiki.  
 
Description and Assessment of Assignments  
The core deliverable for this class is a well-articulated research proposal that may form the basis for 
the thesis (IML majors) or future research project (honors students). Over the course of the term, 
students will acquire contextual knowledge and design competencies to enable them to produce this 
research proposal.   
 
In the first part of the course, lectures and discussions on various digital research strategies--
visualization, design fiction, interactive narrative, etc.--will direct students to potential subjects for 
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their Digital Research Project Analysis (15%); students will describe and assess a project of 
interest to them, commenting on the appropriateness of the research strategy in light of the project’s 
subject and objectives. 
 
For Presentation 1: Weekly Readings (10%), students will deliver a short (10-15 minutes) 
presentation on one of the week’s assigned readings; presentations should offer a summary of the 
article or chapter, and clearly outline the author’s argument. Presentation 2 (10%) will require the 
student to deliver a concise account of the subject, context, and central questions to be addressed in 
her or his proposed research project; the class will offer suggestions or request clarification of 
aspects of the described project. A similar presentation-and-critique format will be used in the 
development of the paper and digital prototypes. In Presentations 3 and 4 (5% each), students 
will show/demonstrate early iterations of their paper and digital prototypes, respectively. Students 
will submit their prototypes, along with a short statement that justifies its design and takes into 
account critique and suggestions received during the presentations; these assignments are Paper 
Prototype & Statement (10%) and Digital Prototype & Statement (10%). Assessment will be 
based on not only the feasibility, design, and rendering of the prototype, but also the chronicle of its 
development--how the prototype evolved in response to critique, testing, and a deepening 
understanding of the field.  
 
The Research Project Proposal (25%), due during finals week, will synthesize the various stages of 
the project development; it will outline research objectives, describe the cultural and technical 
context, delineate methodology, and defend proposed design. 
 
Participation (10%) is an important component of this course, as students will benefit from peer 
feedback and learn how to incorporate suggestions into successive iterations of their design projects. 
Through peer critique, students will gain experience scrutinizing and commenting on each other’s 
work in thoughtful and constructive ways. The participation grade will be based on the student’s 
level of engagement in peer presentations and class discussion. For each class missed without 
medical documentation, 2% will be deducted from the participation grade. 
 
Grading Breakdown 
 
Assignment Points % of Grade 
Presentation 1: Weekly 
Readings 

10 10 

Digital Research Project 
Analysis 

15 15 

Presentation 2: Questions & 
Context 

10 10 

Presentation 3: Paper 
Prototype 

5 5 

Paper Prototype & 
Statement 

10 10 

Presentation 4: Digital 
Prototype 

5 5 

Digital Prototype & 
Statement 

10 10 
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Research Proposal 25 25 
Participation 10 10 
TOTAL 100 100 

 
Assignment Submission Policy 	 
Written assignments should be submitted electronically as a PDF. 
 
Additional Policies 	 
Assignments submitted after the deadline will be subject to a one letter-grade penalty per day late. 
Attendance is mandatory; if you are absent for a medical reason, please provide a doctor’s note to 
avoid a 2% deduction from your participation grade. This deduction will also be applied if you arrive 
late to or depart early from class. Laptops, phones, and tablets must be used exclusively for course 
work. Please do not send or receive text messages or phone calls during class. Your participation 
grade will be hit hard if you spend class time lingering on Facebook, gambling online, challenging 
your Tetris high score, etc., etc. 
 
Course Schedule: A Weekly Breakdown 
Week 1: January 14 

Topics 
 

introduction to the course / scholarly research / methodology & 
interdisciplinarity / digital humanities  

Readings Robson, Colin. “Approaches to Research.” How to Do a Research Project. Malden 
MA: Blackwell, 2007. 18-46. (recommended) 

 
Week 2: January 21 

Topics digital & media-rich scholarship / Scalar 

Readings / 
Presentations 
 

McPherson, Tara. “Introduction: Media Studies and the Digital Humanities.” 
Cinema Journal. 48.2 (2009): 119-123. 

Burdick, Anne et al. “A Short Guide to the Digital_Humanities.” 
Digital_Humanities (2012): 122-135. 

Digital Humanities Manifesto (UCLA) (Mark) 
http://manifesto.humanities.ucla.edu/2008/12/15/digital-humanities-
manifesto/ 

 
Week 3: January 28 

Topics interactive art and literature 

Readings / 
Presentations 
 

Kwastek, Katja. “Interactivity and Interaction.” Aesthetics of Interaction in Digital 
Art. (MIT, 2013): 119-138. (Shaina) 

Murray, Janet. “The Cyberbard and Multiform Plot.” Hamlet on the HoloDeck: The 
Future Narratives in Cyberspace. Cambridge: MIT, 1997. 185-213. (Charmaine) 

Ryan, Marie Laure. “Will New Media Produce New Narratives?” Ed. Marie Laure 
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Ryan. Narrative Across Media: The Languages of Storytelling. NE: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2004. 337-360. (Gabrielle) 

 
Week 4: February 4 

Topics  information visualization and virtual reality 

Readings / 
Presentations 
 

Manovich, Lev. “What is Visualization?” Visual Studies. 26.1 (2011): 36-49. 
(Tallulah)   

Krueger, Myron. “Responsive Environments.” Proceedings of the June 13-16, 1977, 
national computer conference. (AFIPS Press, 1977); The New Media Reader. 
Cambridge: MIT, 2003. (Jonah) 

Lastowka, Gregory and Dan Hunter. “Virtual Worlds: a Primer.” Balkin and B. 
Novek eds. The State of Play. New York: New York UP, 2006. 13-28. (Brady) 

Deliverable Digital Research Project Analysis due (15%) 

 
Week 5: February 11 

Topics games / design fiction 

Readings / 
Presentations 

Dunne, Anthony & Fiona Raby. “A Map of Unreality.” Speculative Everything: 
Design, Fiction, and Social Dreaming. Cambridge: MIT, 2013. 11-32. (Juliette) 

Flanagan, M. & Nissenbaum. “Design Heuristics for Activist Games.” Beyond 
Barbie and Mortal Kombat: New Perspectives on Gender and Computer Games. 
Cambridge: MIT, 2008. 265-279. (Anna) 

Bogost, Ian. “The Rhetoric of Video Games” (Thomas) 
http://www.arts.rpi.edu/~ruiz/EGDFall10/readings/RhetoricVideoGames_
Bogost.pdf  

 
Week 6: February 18 
No Class 
 
Week 7: February 25 

Deliverable Presentation 2: Questions & Context (10%) 

Readings Booth, Wayne, et al. “From Topics to Questions” & “From Questions to 
Problems.” The Craft of Research. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008. 
40-71. (recommended) 

 
Week 8: March 3 

Topics design / practice 
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Readings / 
Presentations 

Burdick, Anne & Holly Willis. “Digital learning, digital scholarship and design 
thinking.” Design Studies. 32. 6 (2011): 546-556. (Jordan) 

Murray, Janet. “Design in an Evolving Medium.” Inventing the Medium: Principles of 
Interactive Design as a Cultural Practice. Cambridge: MIT Press, 2012. 25-50. (Max) 

 
Week 9: March 10 

Topics / 
Activities 

workshop paper prototypes  
 

Readings Warfel, Todd Zaki. “The Value of Prototyping,” “The Prototyping Process” & 
“Five Types of Prototypes.” Prototyping: A Practitioner’s Guide. New York: 
Rosenfeld Media, 2009. 2-12; 13-24; 27-42. 

 
Week 10: March 17 
Reading Week – No Class 
 
Week 11: March 24 

Deliverable Presentation 3: Paper Prototype (5%) 

 
Week 12: March 31 

Topics  research proposal / structure & methodology / design strategy 

Deliverable Paper Prototype & Statement (10%) 

 
Week 13: April 7 

Topics / 
Activities 

developing digital research projects: guest speaker 

 
Week 14: April 14 

Topics / 
Activities 

workshop digital prototypes  

 
Week 15: April 21 

Deliverable workshop digital prototypes  
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Week 16: April 28 

Activities Digital prototype presentations 

Due Presentation 4: Digital Prototype (5%) 

 
Finals Week 

Due Research Proposal (25%)        
 
Fair Use and Citation Guidelines 
Fair use is a legal principle that defines certain limitations on the exclusive rights of copyright 
holders. MAP seeks to apply a reasonable working definition of fair use that will enable students and 
instructors to develop multimedia projects without seeking authorization for non-commercial, 
educational uses. Four factors should be considered when determining whether a use is fair: (1) the 
purpose and character of use, (2) the nature of the copyrighted work, (3) the amount and 
substantiality of the portion used in relation to the copyrighted work as a whole, and (4) the effect of 
the use upon the potential market for or value of the copyrighted work. In general, we regard the 
reproduction of copyrighted works for the purposes of analysis or critique in this class to be covered 
by the principle of fair use.  
 
All projects will need to include academically appropriate citations in the form of a References 
section, which covers all sources, in order to receive a passing grade. The References area is either 
included in the project or as a separate document, as appropriate to your project. We will be 
following the KAIROS style guide for citation purposes in this class 
[http:/www.technorhetoric.net/styleguide.html]. Kairos uses a modified APA format, whose general 
guidelines and many specific examples you can find here: 
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/01/ 
 
Academic Integrity 
USC seeks to maintain an optimal learning environment. General principles of academic honesty 
include the concept of respect for the intellectual property of others, the expectation that individual 
work will be submitted unless otherwise allowed by an instructor, and the obligations both to 
protect one’s own academic work from misuse by others as well as to avoid using another’s work as 
one’s own. All students are expected to understand and abide by these principles. Scampus, the 
Student Guidebook, contains the Student Conduct Code in Section 11.00, while the recommended 
sanctions are located in Appendix A: http://scampus.usc.edu/. Students will be referred to the 
Office of Student Judicial Affairs and Community Standards for further review, should there be any 
suspicion of academic dishonesty. The Review process can be found at: 
http://www.usc.edu/studentaffairs/SJACS/. 
 
Statement for Students with Disabilities 
Any student requesting academic accommodations based on a disability is required to register with 
Disability Services and Programs (DSP) each semester. A letter of verification for approved 
accommodations can be obtained from DSP. Please be sure the letter is delivered to me (or to TA) 
as early in the semester as possible. DSP is located in STU 301 and is open 8:30 a.m.–5:00 p.m., 
Monday through Friday. 



 
 

 
Syllabus for IML 346, Page  7 of 6 

 

 
Emergency Plan 
In the event of an emergency, all attempts will be made to continue MAP courses as usual. If we 
cannot meet synchronously, we will continue with our asynchronous work. In addition, all course 
materials are backed up on a secondary site (usually Blackboard) in the event that the primary wiki 
site should go down. 
 


