COMM 696: Directed Study in Communication Research
Ball State University - Department of Communication Studies
Summer 2026: May 11 – July 17
Instructor: Dr. Katherine Denker
Student Researcher: Christopher Heinze
Catalog Description
An independent study in graduate communication research providing supervised preparation and practice in the design, execution, and written communication of original research. Students will engage with scholarly literature, develop research methods, and produce formal research products under faculty supervision.
Course Description
This independent study provides a structured, faculty-supervised research experience grounded in the emerging intersection of student success coaching and instructional communication. Guided by a research proposal, "Shifting to Studying Student Success Coaching: Identifying Instructional Variables for Coaching Coaches" (Denker & Heinze, 2025), the student will survey and synthesize existing scholarly literature, develop a preliminary literature review, and produce a 2,500-word document for Communication Education. Because the study will ultimately incorporate qualitative interviews, this course treats the literature review as a “living” preliminary document that establishes foundation for the study before fieldwork begins.
Course Objectives
By the end of the class, the student will:
1. Survey and synthesize the scholarly literature on student success coaching, instructional communication, and academic advising.
2. Apply key theoretical frameworks to a student success coaching context.
3. Explain the differences and distinctions of student success coaching from academic advising and why it matters.
4. Produce a preliminary literature review for this study.
5. Draft a complete IRB proposal in preparation for the qualitative phase of the study.
6. Draft and refine a 2,500-word argumentative essay to be refined further for publication submission. 
7. Practice graduate-level scholarly writing through drafting, revision, and faculty feedback.
Course Rationale
With declining enrollment placing increased pressure on retention efforts across higher education, institutions are making significant investments in student success coaching programs. 

Yet despite this growing practice, communication scholarship on what actually happens in coaching interactions remains limited. This independent study applies instructional communication theory to student success coaching to start filling that gap. The research skills and scholarly products developed in this course will directly support the continuation of an active research collaboration and serve as preparation and practice for the student's capstone project.
Course Content
Topics to be addressed in this course include the following
1. The landscape of student success coaching in higher education: history, scope, institutional context, and how it differs from academic advising.
2. Instructional communication theory and its application to non-classroom settings.
a. Immediacy, instructor credibility, relational communication, and student motivation
3. Relevant psychological and educational frameworks.
a. Growth mindset, executive functioning, belonging, and unique student experiences
4. IRB processes and proposal preparation. 
5. Qualitative and interpretive research methods appropriate to the study of coaching interactions.
a. Interview design, thematic analysis, and reflexivity.
6. The practice of research writing.
a. literature review construction, argumentation, APA 7th edition practices.
Required Texts and Readings
There is no required textbook for this course. Readings consist of peer-reviewed journal articles, book chapters, and the approved research proposal. Additional readings will be identified collaboratively with the faculty supervisor as the literature review develops.
Student Assignments and Graded Deliverables
This independent study is evaluated on the basis of four major deliverables:

Assignment 1: Annotated Bibliography
The student will collect and annotate a minimum of 20 peer-reviewed sources relevant to the study. Each annotation should be 150–200 words.

Assignment 2: Preliminary Literature Review
The student will produce a preliminary literature review of approximately 3,000–4,000 words. This review is understood as preliminary. It provides the scholarly foundation for the final piece and will be revisited and revised once qualitative interview data is collected.

Assignment 3: Argumentative Essay
The culminating assignment is a 2,500-word argumentative essay (including references) written for Communication Education. 

Assignment 4: IRB Proposal
In preparation for the qualitative interview phase of this study, the student will draft a complete Institutional Review Board (IRB) proposal for submission. The proposal will include all documents and components required by the IRB process.

Assignment 5: Research Process Reflection
The student will write a 500–750 word reflection of what you learned about doing independent graduate-level communication research, what you learned and what surprised you in the literature, how your thinking about the study shifted over the summer, and how you expect this to inform the interview process, including how the lit review will likely need to change. 
 
Grading Summary
	Assignment
	Points
	Weight

	Annotated Bibliography
	15
	15%

	Preliminary Literature Review
	25
	25%

	Communication Education Essay
	25
	25%

	IRB Proposal
	25
	25%

	Research Process Reflection
	10
	10%

	TOTAL
	100
	100%



Grading Scale
	Grade
	Range
	Grade
	Range

	A
	94–100%
	C+
	77–79%

	A-
	90–93%
	C
	73–76%

	B+
	87–89%
	C-
	70–72%

	B
	83–86%
	D
	60–69%

	B-
	80–82%
	F
	Below 60%



Course Calendar 
Meeting format and frequency (in-person, video conference, or asynchronous check-in) are to be established by the student and supervisor at the outset.

Conduct Research: May 11 – June 5
· Read 2-3 exemplar pieces from Communication Education's forums to understand the journal.
· Build an exploratory source list of 30-40 potential articles
· Read literature
· Complete 25 annotated sources, organized by theme
· Annotated Bibliography due Friday, June 5

Literature Review: June 8 – July 3
· Supervisor check-in (June 8 – 12)
· Discuss lit review structure and theoretical frameworks
· Supervisor check-in (June 29 – July 3)
· Discuss IRB requirements and current plans/drafts of the IRB proposal components 
· Draft the literature sections
· Edit for argument flow, collaboration of sources, and APA accuracy
· Submit complete rough draft for supervisor feedback
· Literature Review Rough Draft due Friday, July 3

Write the CE Document: June 29 – July 10
· Supervisor check-in (June 29 – July 3)
· Discuss complete IRB draft (IRB Rough Draft Due at Meeting)
· Supervisor check-in (July 6 – 10)
· Prep for meeting with client
· Incorporate supervisor feedback and revise lit review to final draft
· Draft the Communication Education document
· Submit final lit review
· Final Literature Review due Friday, July 10
· COMMED Essay Draft due Friday, July 10

Revise and Submit: July 13 – July 17
· Meeting with Client: Ball State Student Success Office (before July 17)
· Supervisor check-in
· Check in for final documents and revisions. 
· Incorporate supervisor feedback on the CE document draft
· Edit final version to “journal standard”
· Write the 500–750 word Research Process Reflection
· Final meeting with supervisor
· Discuss next steps, IRB process, lit review revisions, and submission timeline
· IRB Proposal due Wednesday, July 15
· Final COMMED Essay due Thursday, July 16
· Reflection Memo due Friday, July 17

Last day of course: Friday, July 17
Key Dates at a Glance

	Date
	Event / Deliverable

	Monday, May 25
	Memorial Day 

	Friday, June 5
	ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY DUE

	Friday, June 19
	Juneteenth 

	Monday June 29 – Friday July 3
	IRB ROUGH DRAFT DUE IN MEETING

	Friday, July 3
	LIT REVIEW ROUGH DRAFT DUE 

	Friday, July 3
	Independence Day observed 

	Friday, July 10
	FINAL LITERATURE REVIEW DUE

	Friday, July 10
	COMMED ESSAY DRAFT DUE

	Wednesday, July 15
	IRB PROPOSAL DUE

	Thursday, July 16
	FINAL COMMED ESSAY DUE

	Friday, July 17
	REFLECTION DUE

	Friday, July 17
	Last Day of Summer Semester



Course Policies

Academic Dishonesty
Academic dishonesty is taken very seriously by this University and in this department.  Students are expected to follow the university’s code of behavior regarding all academic matters.  All academically dishonest behavior will be acted upon swiftly.  Any student found engaging in academic misconduct, whether intentionally or out of ignorance, will be dealt with severely.  Penalties can include receiving a failing grade on the assignment/activity in question, a failing grade in the course, or expulsion from the University.  For specific information about the University's policies related to academic dishonesty or for descriptions of behaviors that qualify as “dishonest,” please consult the on-line version of the “Code of Student Rights and Responsibilities” on the university’s website.

Diversity Statement
Ball State University aspires to be a university that attracts and retains a diverse faculty, staff, and student body. We are committed to ensuring that all members of the community are welcome, through valuing the various experiences and worldviews represented at Ball State and among those we serve. We promote a culture of respect and civil discourse as expressed in our Beneficence Pledge and through university resources found at  http://cms.bsu.edu/campuslife/multiculturalcenter.

Special Needs
If you need course adaptations or accommodations because of a disability, please contact the instructor as soon as possible. Ball State’s Disability Services office coordinates services for students with disabilities; documentation of a disability needs to be on file in that office before any accommodations can be provided. Disability Services can be contacted at 765-285-5293 or dsd@bsu.edu. Please make an appointment to see the instructor as soon as possible if you have emergency medical information that you wish to share, or if you need to make special arrangements in case the building must be evacuated.

Writing Center and Learning Center
Students who require assistance with their writing are strongly encouraged to seek help through the university’s Writing Center. Students who require assistance with other matters related to academic performance are encouraged to consult with staff at the University’s Learning Center. Written work must meet the minimum standards of correct grammar, spelling, punctuation, and sentence structure. You are also required to use APA format when citing reference material. Consult a grammar handbook or visit the Writing Center if you are having problems constructing your written assignments. Please consult the APA source guide or APA guidelines online. 

Student Success Coaching
Students seeking support with time management, study strategies, goal-setting, or overall academic planning and performance are invited to connect with the Student Success Coaching Office. Certified Success Coaches work one-on-one with students at no cost to develop personalized plans for college success. Visit us at the University College Student Success Hub in North Quad (NQ) 339, explore almost 100 downloadable resources on our website, or reach us at successcoach@bsu.edu or 765-285-1161.

Cardinal Kitchen
Cardinal Kitchen is Ball State University's campus food pantry. Clients meet in Room L27 of the Student Center and is available for use to all undergraduate and graduate students. The pantry is open the last three Tuesdays of every month from 5:00 - 8:00 p.m. For more info: cardkitch@bsu.edu. 

Course & Instructor Evaluation
Students will have an opportunity to participate in formal assessment of this course and my teaching performance at the end of the semester through the university’s online evaluation process.

