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As an academic possessing a curious nature, the worst thing someone can tell me is, “I 

don’t know how it works… it just does.” This was my initial experience with a social listening 
lab, alternatively referred to as a social media lab. As I stood in front of a series of flat screen 
monitors, watching short bursts of text and multimedia data flow across the screen, an enthusiastic 
student listed the types of data his work group collected using the lab software to search and 
archive social media texts. Yet, he could not tell me why certain things were saved while other 
fragments were ignored. In “black-boxing” the computer’s search algorithm, the lab had no 
mechanism to consider methodology or theory in its data collection practices. They understood 
that it is impossible to capture every piece of social information online, but these researchers were 
entrusting the computer to see for them. Is that trust always appropriate? 

This question is especially important for the big data expansion, where technology is 
necessary to understand and process data. Due to its size, big data analytics heighten the 
researcher’s vulnerability to false or weakened conclusions. If we are to trust technology to “see”, 
it requires cautious investigations and continual questions about the implicit assumptions and 
contingent “truths” built into our systems. This important arena of analysis is the grounds for my 
chosen research project. 

I have always wanted to study the trappings of humanity in complex detail, yet at a large 
enough scale to give my research validity. This paradox is difficult to navigate, but the journey is 
possible and rewarding. Political science is where I started, having newly arrived on the East Coast 
from a small Missouri town during the fall of 2008. As a seasoned debater in the National Forensics 
League and the American Parliamentary Debate Association throughout College, arguments, legal 
codes, and institutional logics appealed to me. Politics are especially important to the human 
condition because it is the systems and mechanisms by which we control and distribute resources. 
However, I discovered there is more to systems of power in my first year socio-cultural 
anthropology class at Wellesley College. There, my Greek-American anthropology professor 
shocked and entranced a room of thirty conservative women: I learned about cultural differences 
for the first time and how important culture is for shaping the experiences of our everyday lives. 
From this initial stage, I transferred to The George Washington University, a school located in a 
larger, cosmopolitan area with a highly regarded anthropology department.  

My anthropology degree introduced me to culture from four distinct perspectives: 
biological anthropology, archaeology, linguistics, and sociocultural anthropology. Coursework 
involved frequent trips to the Smithsonian Institute’s Museum of Natural History, fieldwork in 
local schools, and an unforgettable trip to Tel Megiddo, Israel, where I spent the summer 
excavating three millennia-old ramparts. Once I returned for junior year, I began focusing on 
mediated communication, with classes in discourse analysis, conversation analysis, social 
identities, cultural cognition, and new media. These courses delved into the communicative 
process, ranging across the speaker’s psyche and social position to the listener and a broader public 
audience. The techniques and methods were rich, and the qualitative social theory superb. Still, I 
could do more. After performing an ethnographic analysis of the Rally to Restore Sanity on the 
National Mall in October of 2010, I noticed that there was a space for quantitative methods in my 
research practices. In order to supplement and complicate my research with data analytics, I 
decided to double major in statistics. 
 Over the course of my final two years as an undergraduate, I combined my qualitative 
expertise with newly mastered quantitative tools to illustrate and produce complex arguments 
about society. I learned the underlying mathematics for statistical procedures and computer 



programs. I practiced statistical tests, time series analysis, regression analysis, and ANOVA 
approaches in pure classroom settings and then experimented with reapplying them to my own 
research endeavors. During the summer of 2011, I was awarded a National Science Foundation 
Research Experience for Undergraduates at the University of North Texas. For half of the summer, 
I studied in an applied anthropology department, acquiring social theory and practicing research 
skills needed to excel in graduate school. For the remainder of the summer and for the first time in 
my career, I had absolute freedom and control over my research project. I was responsible for 
selecting a topic, finding an appropriate advisor, and implementing a program. This research 
experience convinced me to pursue a doctoral degree at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute in the 
Communication and Media Department where I was awarded the prestigious Rensselaer 
Fellowship that allowed me to focus entirely on course work and independent reading in my first 
year of studies. 

As a graduate student, I have learned to question the research tools and technologies used 
to capture social situations. These mechanisms for research are not simple tasks of observation and 
recording; they also change the situation by modifying our perception of the event academically 
and by reifying boundaries and categories socially. I first came across this critical lesson from a 
professor of statistical practice at The George Washington University who, in my sampling class, 
discussed flaws with the US census. He cautioned his students to avoid simplistic sampling 
techniques because they can drive major representational problems for sub-sections of the US 
population. My studies at Rensselaer, especially in the areas of science and technology studies and 
communication studies, have sensitized me to the nature of technology. This critical understanding 
is especially important to interrogate and expose the use of technology in research today. 

As an interdisciplinary venture, my project requires a series of research literacies—or those 
abilities necessary to both understand and emulate certain research practices. I am fluent in three 
areas of expertise that are relevant to this investigation. The first addresses the largely technical 
component of this project. With my BA in Statistics, I acquired classroom experience with 
statistical language, reasoning, and mathematics. I also learned the fundamentals of statistical 
computing with programming instruction in the algorithms and user interfaces for SAS, R, and 
SPSS, not to mention other basic programming languages, such as Delphi and Python. My final 
classes prepared me for experimental design, covering the selection, collection, and measurement 
of various data types. Beyond the classroom environment, I used these skills in practice while at 
my NSF Research Experience for Undergraduates under the direction of Dr. Gabe Ignatow. My 
research, YouTube Commentaries, sought to understand how YouTube users negotiate and create 
social understanding in interactive, online communities. I established the existence of several 
speech modes using quantitative (statistical testing of metadata and content analysis) and 
qualitative methods (ethnographic analysis of speech and online survey tools). This experience 
involved the selection of appropriate methods and the coding of a program to screen my research 
results. Such familiarity with technology as an interface and programming will serve me well in 
navigating the technical aspects of big data analytics. 

The second literacy involves my knowledge of both social theory and research 
methodologies. My degree in anthropology continues to inform my education at RPI. I began the 
2012-2013 academic year with methodological expertise in ethnographic interviews and 
participant observation, and I have now added discourse and rhetorical analysis, media and cultural 
studies, and science and technology studies to my interdisciplinary portfolio. I also have witnessed 
the tensions endemic to joint quantitative and qualitative projects while working as a research 
assistant for Dr. Steve Lubkemann at The George Washington University. As his research 



assistant, I was responsible for communicating with knowledgeable experts in various fields to 
prepare his primary materials for analysis. While assisting with the transcribing and coding of 
hundreds of ethnographic interviews, I had to overcome numerous technological barriers and 
paradigmatic issues between the surveyor and data analyst. My professional experience with these 
applied methodological issues has prepared me with the skills to assess tools and technologies for 
the needs of different disciplinary positions. 

Finally, I have professional and self-directed experience communicating with 
interdisciplinary audiences and building academic networks. My double undergraduate major 
made me adept at navigating between audiences and delivering information in a format which is 
appropriate for the context. This has been an important skill. One of my collaborative projects for 
the Rhetoric Society of America, 2014 is a joint paper with a rhetorician. The paper, Borders within 
Rhetoric: What are the Contemporary Canons?, uses citation network analysis to establish the 
American rhetorical canon over the past century. While it is a rigorous technical project, its 
language is directed to the RSA and is interdisciplinary in nature. My proposed big data project 
bridges several disciplinary gaps, requiring open channels of communication between various 
departments and fields that are not traditionally associated with one another. While some work has 
been done in the digital humanities, more conversation between the humanities and computer 
scientists/ technical experts is desirable. Academic networks are also necessary parts of 
communicating valuable information and receiving timely help and assistance. Overall, these 
literacies prepare me to holistically discuss and interrogate the methodological needs of various 
programs, creating the best analytic packages that can incorporate big data intelligently. 

Institutional support is also fundamental to this endeavor. Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute 
has recently launched IDEA, the Institute for Data Exploration and Applications, which is a 
program designed to “apply powerful new tools and technologies to access, aggregate, and analyze 
data from multiple sources and in multiple formats, in order to address challenges and 
opportunities across the spectrum” (RPI President, Dr. Shirley Jackson, 2013). Under this 
umbrella, I will have access to the necessary infrastructure to interrogate new tools and 
technologies developed within natural sciences and engineering contexts before they are applied 
to other fields. 

I have successfully used funding and institutional support over my academic career. From 
my NSF REU funding, I produced a publication and multiple conference presentations. The paper, 
“YouTube Commentaries: Social Interaction in Online Publics” was published on UNT’s Eagle 
Feather undergraduate honors journal, and it currently has seven citations and dozens of 
downloads (as reported by Google Analytics, Nov 2013). I also presented my work during poster 
sessions at the University of North Texas and at The George Washington University in 2011. 

After receiving my doctoral degree, I plan to continue working on projects that bridge 
disciplinary divides, pool resources, and improve research outcomes. In the future, I want to teach 
and advise under-served students, ensuring they know that graduate school and professional 
advancement are always one of their many options. Without the personal and institutional support 
I received during my undergraduate education, as a woman from a small town in Missouri, I would 
not be involved in cutting edge research programs at RPI as a graduate student. 

I am prepared to investigate the contingent nature of our large scale analytic technologies. 
It is important that we process the plethora of data collected daily on a global scale because socio-
cultural big data represents a moment of great possibility. But researchers should be aware of big 
data’s inner mechanisms before trusting the machine to adhere to a rich disciplinary and 
methodological tradition. 


