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characteristics of a discourse community (Johns 544). Swales carefully describes each of his six 

characteristics of a discourse community so that we can follow his theory. It is important for the 

discourse community to have all six characteristics, so that it can achieve its goal and grow in 

knowledge.  

The first of Swales’ six characteristics is that the community has to have a broadly 

agreed-upon set of goals (Swales 471). These are the goals that the discourse community hopes 

to accomplish and grow in knowledge. For the goals to get completed, the discourse community 

must have mechanisms of intercommunication with its members (Swales 471). Simply, this 

means that the members have to be able to communicate with each other in some way. The third 

of Swales’ characteristics is that a discourse community must have participatory mechanisms 

(Swales 472). In other words, all members of the community must participate in some way 

towards the agreed-upon goals. The fourth characteristic is that it must have genres, which are 

the ways in which the community communicates (Swales 472). If these ways of communication 

are clear and understandable, then the discourse community can get closer to their goals. Since 

the community must have communication, it must also have a specific lexis, or specialized 

vocabulary that a specific discourse community uses (Swales 473). Lastly, a discourse 

community must have a threshold level of members (Swales 473). A threshold level of members 

means that different members of the community are at different levels of authority or rank within 

the community. If a group, club, or organization meets all of these characteristics requirements, 

then it can be seen as a discourse community that is growing in knowledge to meet the set upon 

goals of the community.   

This ethnographic study will specifically be looking at the discourse community of St. 

Paul’s After-School Care placed in Mobile, Alabama. As a discourse community, it meets the 
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requirements of Swales’ characteristics. The goals of this community include caring for the 

students, protecting the students, and helping the parents get adequate child care while they are 

working. These goals are accomplished through the participation of the members and 

communication. The members use specific communication tools and words like walkie-talkies, 

sign-in sheets, and GroupMe. Since the community has a threshold level of members, a higher 

ranking member might notice a member or two not participating effectively with the community 

and having problems come up because of it. Throughout my research of discourse communities 

similar to mine, I am finding ways to prevent or fix these kinds of problems that might arise 

within the community.   

To find ways to fix problems within my discourse community, we first need to look at 

how similar discourse communities run efficiently. Examples of similar programs to St. Paul’s 

After-School Care would be any after-school programs at schools or daycares. Deborah Vandell, 

a well-known researcher of after-school programs, defines a “high quality expanded learning 

program” by meeting these six characteristics:   

foster positive relationships between program participants and staff, build positive 

relationships among program participants, offer a blend of academic and developmental 

skill-building activities, promote high levels of student engagement, maintain an 

orientation toward mastery of knowledge and skills, and provide appropriate levels of 

structure as well as opportunities for autonomy and choice (Vandell 4).   

These characteristics, similar to Swales’ characteristics of a discourse community, are important 

to have so that the program can accomplish what it needs to and provide children with 

protection, knowledge, and fun. Positive relationships, an array of fun academic activities, and 
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children can do while in after-school care programs, can help them time manage and decide on 

what they want to do rather than just doing what they are told to do by teachers and parents. 

Children should also be able to participate in these activities at flexible times because a more 

tightly scheduled after school is more straining for the children after a long, scheduled school 

day. A positive emotional climate is wanted to give more warm relationships between staff and 

staff, staff and children, and staff and parents (Beckett 19). This warm relationship between 

everyone involved in the after-
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specific discourse community as well as literary research about child care, in general, to better 

understand how the larger discourse community as a whole runs. St. Paul’s After-School Care is 

a program for children grades pre-k to 6th grade attending St. Paul’s Episcopal School whose 

parents can not pick them up right after school ends. The program runs off of parent fees as well 

as money set aside for the program by the private school. The primary research took place over 

the months of September and October, which are the first few months of the school being 

reopened after the Coronavirus shut down.  

The primary research started in September of 2020 with an ethnographic observation of 

the discourse community of St. Paul’s After School Care. On that day, an observation took place 

to understand the day-to-day work of a classroom counselor. All of the classroom counselors 

begin their workday by signing in and taking their temperature for a Coronavirus precaution. It 

should also be noted that after-school employees must wear a mask the whole time to protect the 

children, parents, and other employees. They all then separate to go to their specific classrooms. 

A pre-k classroom was observed for this research. The counselor gave all the children hand 

sanitizer and let them choose a snack out of the snack bucket. After snack, the counselor 

occupies the children with things to do such as playing in the classroom, going to the gym, and 

going to the playground until the child’s name is called on the walkie talkie to go home. After the 

children had left, it was the counselor’s job to clean the tables and classroom toys with the new 

cleaning supplies given by the school to help prevent the spread of Coronavirus. On this 

particular day, the after-school care was short-staffed, so I was also able to observe how that 

situation was taken care of. This observation helped me figure out what questions to ask in a 

survey for all of the employees.   
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At the end of September, I prepared a survey to be sent out to all the employees of St. 

Paul’s After-School Care. Using the application of SurveyMonkey, I was able to create a survey 

with seven questions for the employees to answer. The questions were:  

1. What is your job at St. Paul’s After-School Care?  
2. What does all your job entail?  
3. Do you think the workday runs smoothly?  
4. What are some resolutions to make the work day run more smoothly?  
5. How do you think the Coronavirus pandemic has changed work at St. Paul’s After-

School Care?  
6. Has St. Paul’s After-School Care took good precautions to stop the spread of the 

Coronavirus? Explain your answer.  
7. Do you like working at St. Paul’s After-School Care? Explain your answer.  

  
 I sent this survey out in the employee’s GroupMessage along with a message from me stating 

that the survey is for a class research paper that will only take five minutes to complete and is 

anonymous. This way, the employees could fill out the survey with honesty and not worry about 

their truthful answers coming back to hurt them. Eleven employees answered the survey: nine 

classroom counselors, one carpool helper, and one senior staff member. The responses to these 

survey questions will help me get the key points and formulate what exactly needs to be done to 

make the workday run more smoothly with the new Coronavirus precautions in place.  

Along with the helpful survey from the staff, I set up a phone interview with the  

Extracurricular Activities Coordinator at St. Paul’s Episcopal School in early October. Mrs. 

Jackie Jackson and I had an over the phone interview that lasted ten to fifteen minutes. Before 

the interview, I prepared some questions for her to answer that will help me better understand 

how St. Paul’s After-School Care was running. Some of the questions that I asked her were:  

1. What is your job title?  
2. How long have you worked in this particular job?  
3. What does your job entail?  
4. How has COVID-19 changed the way St. Paul's After-School Care looks?  
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still having troubles with communication. People not speaking clearly over the walkie-talkie, and 

walkie-talkies breaking were two of the most repeated communication problems in the discourse 

community. The after-school care being unstaffed might also have something to do with the 

communication problems being faced.  

As viewed from the observation of a day of work at St. Paul’s After-School Care and 

survey responses, the program not only had communication problems but is also understaffed 

and that is prohibiting them from having a totally smooth workday. Last-minute changes to the 

schedule due to staff members not being able to c
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come up with several new ideas and implementations that will fix the problems brought on by 

the new changes. One of those ideas was that a proper walk
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