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Social research, no matter whét fuorm it takes, is

designed to produce information about hhuman behavior that

has truth and serves a useful purpose (see Petto and

Pelto, 1978, p.1): Some social researchers prefer to cloak

themselves in a mantle of scientific obscurity pretending

that they do not personally intrude upon their research

and that their research is separate and distinct from
their day-to-day lives. These researchers, not unlike

the Vulcan scientist; Mr. Spcck, of Star Trek fame, are
unfailingly logical and emotionally neutral. No doubt,

for these researchers, speaking abcut methodology is a

dispassionate exercise.
For all other researchers, examining their choice

of research method is an exercise in self-disclosure. The

selection of a design from the research repertcire reveals
How the wesearcher views society, what problems are seen

as significant and worthwhile, &nd how the researcher
goes about developing an understanding of his/her world. These
investigators ackncwladge that their research cannot be

separated from the times in which they live or from their

personal predilections. They admit - - scmetimes grudgingly

the methods they use and the questions they ask
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are influenced not only by their intellectual curiosity
biit also 59 cbﬁiémbbﬁaﬁébué bbiiiiééi ahd social climates
(Kuhn; 197@) and by their personalities and predispos-
itions iébiaﬁii; 1964)

I do educational ethnography. You know what that
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says about me. I believe reality is §ooia11y constructed;

I prefer the emic to the etic and the qualitative to the
ﬁuhhtxtatxvo. Ethﬁéﬁ?é;ﬁéié f:nd them591V§§ among a fam:ly

of researchers referred to as ﬁéthiaiiéfé (txncolﬁ ahd

Guba, iééﬁi. ?Hii rather diverse fam:iy conducts researoh

oiioiiéié by turns as qualxtxatxve. part:czpant obser—
voéional, case iéudig symbolic iﬁéééééii;n:st, poéhom-
éﬁoioéiéiig conotruoéivxst éhﬁ iﬁféﬁbﬁéfi?é (éﬁiokgoﬁg
1986; P.119). This may be a confusing array of berms,

but it accurately refects the myriad of subgroups that
embrace fhé methodoiogy. The use of socxal science Jargon

also Eéiﬁé to allay ohe of their common fears: Ethnographxc

iéﬁitiﬁééé; After all, how much respect abuié be afforded

researchers who defined thexr methodology as Just "hang—

iﬁﬁéoufﬁ Wifh a Eéﬁéﬁ of ordxﬁary people descrxbxng and
analy;xng how they lxve ihexr lxves.
Drawn from the ranks of functionalists as well as

? rom conflxct theor:éts, naturalxsts share lxttle in common

but their opposxtxon to auantxtat:ve methodology in th

social sciernces éﬁd the world view held by those who use

those devices: Th x do research that trxes to separate
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the ﬁﬁééé? from the Rnown. Qg maintain that

celebrate the inevitable mutual

ﬁh

misiéédiﬁé duaiisﬁi

influences of researcher and éubjébf. They believe there

is a szﬁgle, xsolable realxty that can be studxed scxeﬁtxf-
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ically; we Eéiiééi that there are ﬁhi%iﬁié ééﬁéEEUéEé&

of their natuvaiiy occurrtng context: I gz believe in

scientific detachment from the obaect of their inquiriesj
we pelisve no ﬁﬁéé?iéiﬁéiﬁg of human behavior can be m;;;

without examining the social meanings that inform it. They

like clean, discrete bits of social dataj we delight in

ééﬁéiéiiiy; and celebrate the enténgiéd wabs of ﬁé;ﬁiﬁé

found in everyday life. They don't invite us to their
parties; we wouldn’t enjoy éFiﬁRiﬁé with them anyway:

Ethﬁographers tend to examine the ways in thch groups

of peop;a 11ve the:r 11ves, make sense out of thezr world,

;ﬁé seek to der:ve some measure 3? satxsfact:on from thezr
daily experiences. The focus of the ethnographer’s inguiry

is éﬁ the mundane; everyday Eiéééiééé of people. The ethno-

graphxc perspectxve is EﬁéE of a nOﬁJudgmentaI visitor

who enters a new grOU§, wins the trust of h;s or hPr hosts9

i@arns their view of the ﬁaiié; and empath:caiiy tells

51d friends what has been learned: As described in a recent
essay, "(B)ood ethnography is an intellectual exorcism

in ;ﬁiéﬁ; forced to taka the perspectxve of the other,

We are wrenched out of our self. we transcend 6ur§§i9é§;

and for a brief moment we wonder who we are, whether we
are animals, barbarians or argels, whether all things
are really the same under the sun, whether it would be

better if the others were us; or better if we were the




other. " (Schweder; 1986, p:39)

Among the social research methods, traditional ethnog-
raphy (as practiced by Mead and Malinowski, for example)

seems to be an especially intriguing way to collect data,

and most of its practitionsva appear to enjoy it. Spending

long periods of time in primitive societies and suffering

the relative privation of their subjects, traditional

field researchers complain bitterly and darkly in their
journals but unfailingly write upbeat ethnographies (see
Malinowski, 1967; Agar,198@). It is as though a goal of

traditional anthropology is to report whatever optimism

can be gleaned from the data of human experience; the
genre renews our faith:

I don't do "traditional® ethnography; and I am uncomf—
ortable with the term: It is not that I am opposed to

wuplifting literature;" but "traditional" implies a long

history of pristine standards of research and a confining
orthodoxy of belief among practitioners. It alsc suggests
that those of us who work in other than primitive settings

de not share in the same spirit of inguiry - - or worse,

that we have misappropriated their designs. The history
of ethnography as a research method clearly reflects little

orthodoxy, and like other research techniques its evolution
suggests refinements more than debasement: Recent criticisms

f pioneering ethnographies (Freeman, 1983; Spiro,) do

0

not demean the enterprise, but suggest that there is no
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in familiar settings (see Whyte, 1943; Cusick, 1973; Palonsky,

1986).

While they may be 1less exotic than "traditional"

fiald studies;, school ethnographies are not necessarily

frivolous or unlikely to produce true and useful inform-
ation. In fact, in those instances in which we are interested

in the perspective of key actors in school settings -
- administrators, teachers, students - — ethnography may

be the most desirable form of

inquiry:

Social studies and ethnographic research would seem
to go together naturallys Among those interested in conducting

field research in @ducation, social educators would be

likely to have the greatest familiarity with the literature

of sociology and anthropology:. Social studies educators

are prominent among those advocating the use of post—pos-—
itivist research paradigms. Some of the better ethnographies
have been written by social studies educators (see White,

1985) and oné of the most useful books on sthnographic

research methods boasts ¢ social studies educator as

first author. What may be surprising is that social studies

educators appear to be less willing tha) others in education

to use field research techniques (Armento, 1986).

In 1973, Shave» and Larkins, reporting on social




Teaching, painted a less than sanguihe picture of the

field. They argued that most of the researck in social

studzcs was be:ng conductad by graduate students: Rttrzbut:ng

an absence of cumuiat:ve andzngs, in ;é?tg to athearetxcal

orientations toward research, they urged social studies

educators to consider classroom ethnography as a “viable

alternative for theory generatxon (in social education)"

(p.12555u Th:rteen years iéfér; ﬁrméﬁfa; wrifing in the

edition of the Handbook (igéé) finds little to
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refute Shaver and Larkins: (Who says we don’t have cumulative

findings?) Her review links most social studies reéeahéﬁ

tb doctoral d:ssertat:ons, and the vast maJorxty of the

?ééééfﬁh ig §till éjudgéd to be éiCéssivéiy;iEEEBFEiEii; Al-

though she is not able to firnd very much literature to

rébbrf; Armento optxmxstxcaily refers to the ethnographic

ﬁé?§b§ét1ve as "an emerg:ng research focus" in soczai

stud:as educatxon.

In 1985; Jane White reviewed ethnogréphxc research

studies and evaluated the extent to which they inform

issues of soc:al studzes currzculum and 1nstr4ct10n. She

focused her review on thrae reguiartv recurrzng probiems
for social educators: How can we account for the stability

cf textbook/dxqcusszon methods’ How do veachers control

students and get them to work; and how do we explain classrocom
success and failure? (p.2175.

White's review of the literature is thorough, and
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she presehts a conv:ncxng argumant for the power of ethno-—

ﬁﬁabﬁie research to produce hﬁawiédéé; However; the extent

to which these research fxndxngs can inform social studzes
practice is arguable. White blends findings from so-called

macro and micro ethnographies withauf adequate attention

to the significant differences in these designs, and she

she seems iﬁsﬁffiéiéﬁtly cautious about cambihiﬁg conclusions

from studies written from socxaliy conserv:ng functionalist
bé?éﬁébfi?éé With studies 59 critical theorists: OF ﬁﬁééié?

concern is that most of the ethnographzes czted in the

review were nnt conducted in sccxai studies classes:

To what extent can the findings of ethnographic studies

conducted outside of social studies classes iﬁéaﬁﬁ social

studies practice? Cathy Cornbleth has convinced us that

“éﬁiﬁﬁiﬁé“ and the assessment of that th1nR1ng are sztuatzon

dEpEﬂdent ffoﬁhsiéiﬁ; iééé;iéééi; Cornbleth has - argued

that th1nR1ng in social studies differs from thiriking

in science and that a student’s anaiysxs of a soc;al problem

is not the same as that student’s analysis of a chemistry

problem. Each area of ﬁﬁdaiédéé Has its owh logic and

crlterxa for acceptable thxnk:ng and E?ééiéﬁ ééiviﬁﬁ skills

(1985, p.22).
Other researchers report subJect by subject VEFiééiﬁhé

in classroom bracticéé; One observational study, for example,

(Stbdblsky, iééii; COmbariﬁé fiffﬁ grade math Eﬁ& éééiéi

studies lessons, found differences in the length of Seatwork

J




assxgnment;, ;hé éﬁé aiéi:éy and character of recitations

and @group work projects. The nature of the subject matter,
as interpreted by the teacher, required different classroom

activities for the students and different roles. Variations

in the nature of thlanhg across sub;ect areas, as well

as dxfferenees in the teach:ng sfrateg;es ahd act;v;t;es

used to bring about Subjécf specific thinking greatly

reduce tne power of studies to 1nform teach;ng across

the disciplines. The most important knowledge about the

teaching of social studies will be found primarily in

socxal studzes ciasses.

However, one cannot fault Prof: White for being forced

éé Eé Eéyééé ;;;;al studies éfﬁﬁbﬁ?ébﬁiéé. A reviewer
§éé?bh1ng for ethnographxc studies of social studies classes

or social studies teach;ng is struck by the paucity of
such xnv;;;;;;éians. As ﬁ;; been ﬁbtéd 59 bfﬁéﬁég iiﬁciﬁdihé

Wh;te) soc1a1 stud;és rESEPrchers appear to do more talk:ng

about ethnography than ethnography.

Why is so 1ittle ethnographic research conducted
by social educators? (A caiieagué suggests that social
studies people are simply too scophisticated to be a slave

to new, uhprcved research fasﬁxon, and they stick to tradi-

tional methods rather than r;sk be;ng labeled "Ze1tge1;£;r
shysters. ")

This may be so, but let me suggest some other reasons,

and re-examine the potential for ethnography contributing

10



to soczai studzes educat1on.

1s For many Feéééﬁéﬁéié = = and perhaps for many

of t ose 1nterested in socxal studzes research - - Ehere

is a diéédﬁbéﬁtiﬁg narrowness of scope in etnnographzc

des:gns. If the ﬁ&éi of an academic field is to develop

a set of general laws that can be appi:ed to all rases

and éii fiméég étﬁhbﬁﬁébﬁ§ is not the answer. Ethnographies

a well-crafted field study might explain the behavior
of a particular group - =~ for example, social studies

teachers -~ - it does so for those teachers, durzng one

time béﬁibdg while fhé§ work with a speczfzc mix of stu~

dents. The extent to which fﬁ’ conclusions of one study
are applzcable to other sites is a matter cf content:én. ééﬁé
researchers argue that basic similarities in the culture

of teachzﬁg transcend speczfzc d:fferences zn settzngs. One

teacher will understand another's behavior because of

shared cultural traits created by the common conditions

of their éﬁbiéyﬁé;é; The value of the research rests in

the 1nszghts and understandings it brings to those within

éﬁé éﬁié&Fé; (If the ethn ographxc E?SEQEE helps others
who share that culture better understand their world,
the research enterpr15= was worthwhile). Other researchers

claim that ethnograph:es are designed to generate theory

and hypoth§§§§ for future iﬁVéstigéfidﬁ; hhyfﬁiﬁg Béyéﬁa
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éﬁiéﬁ?éi deser:pt:on, éﬁéy argue, 15 arb;trary and szmp-
iigéie. Go into a school, they advise, muck asaﬁe and
ancover éome relatzonshxps for numbers crunchers and survey
scientists to examine:

No matter which of these polls they find attractive,

few fzeid researchers wouid argue that ethnograph;c studzes

of schools are iikéi§ to F;nd the;r way 1nto future ed1t10ns
of William J. Bennett's pamphlst "What Works" or the National

s How—-to-do—-it series. Ethnographies are not

Couricil®

designed to bﬁoducé simple, gereralizable answers to gquestions

about mevhodoiogy or school dzsczplzne or student motivations.

5. gchecl athnographies reguire a difficult t ime—consuming

set of prccedures Whlch, if not adhered 56; lead to research

the researcher time for very little else. (ééﬁﬁéaﬁéﬁﬁié

esigns in education have been discussed by Bogdan and

[

Biklen (iééaig Dobbert (1982), Boetz and Le Compte (198&),
and Spindier (1982) ;aaaa others:) The fundamental rationale
for ethnography rests in the ass¢mpuzon that sacxal behav;or

must be understood From the perspect;ve of the part;c;pant. Thé

ways that social realities are created and maintained
must be observed in the setting in which those behaviors

hé%ﬁ?éiiy occur and explézned from the bartzczpant’s point

of view. Because the basic validity criterion of field

research is the "immediate and local ﬁééﬁiﬁéé of actions”

;
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- = so-called insider accounts of behavior - — field
studies require extensive participation in the daily lives

of the respondents (Erickson, 19865 p: 119). Phenomena

must be observed repeatedly before they can be considered

other than social anomalies; and the knowledge that the

in context and under varied circumstances.

Ethnography cannct be not a part—time enterprise. It

is not possible to limit ethnographic studies to Mondays;
Wednesdays and Fridays unless respondents can be coerced
into suspending their social lives on other days: In order
for the researcher to examine the rules subjects use to

govern and interpret their EéﬁéVié?; the research must
extend continucusly over a meaningful interval.

What is that interval? For an ethnography of hunter-—

ol

haviors: An ethnography of social studies teachers would

alsc require that the researcher observe a complete range
of teacher behaviors. Because teachers behave differently
in September than in June, and because Mondays are not

the same as Fridays, and because snow days, prom days,
band days, and days jist before and just after vacaticns

are all different, an ethnographic study of teaching requires

at least one academic year of full-time participant observ-

13
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THis is & tremendous time committment; and no doubt
it discourages many would—be ethnographers. (A related

but by no means trivial consideration is that only one

publication, typically an extended monograph, is likely

tos eventuate from this type of study. For those of ysu

who have been cursed with deans who demand that you publish

three data based articles a year, ethnography could be

a problematic methodology.)

3. (Selection of a unit of analysis:)

The researcher needs to define a meaningful anit
of analysis that will account for the behavior of his/her

subjects. This was not a problem for traditional ethno-

graphers: Small tribal uhits typically composed uf hier-—

archically-ordered interacting members are ideal. Sélection

=of an appropriate unit for school ethnographers is a night-

mare. Characterized by isolated, and often, uncommuricative

perscnnel, schools can be regarded as cultural sites in

which all of the major actors - - teachers, administrators,
board members and various student groups — - Simultanecusly
construct separate realities. In despair, some researchers

have abandoned the school as a unit of analysis in favor

of individual classrooms. The classroom is manageabie;

and during the school day it is an ecologically bourded

unit that can be considered a site of cultural production.




Zfﬁié ﬁéy éé ﬁé?é true for the elementary school than

the éeccﬁdér? school): However,; classroom ethnographies
are deficient in several aspects (see Wax and Wax, 1979;
Goetz and Le Compte, 1784): If researchers do not follow

the students or feachers out51de Of the ciassroom, éﬁé?

cannot be sure of the extent to which classrcom behaviors

are ont1nuous or dxsccntxnuous thh other school behav1ors,

and classroom éfﬁhbﬁrébﬁérg are unable to determine whether
they have stumbled onto an isolated classroom event or

a typ1ca1 cultural pattern. Qlthcugh ciassroom ethnographzes

provzde rich deScr1pt1ons, they pregéﬁt anly a th1n slxce
of school culture ‘that may be insufficient to account

for the ﬁéﬁéé of human 1nteract1ons ahd the creatxow oF

A long established ethos anong field workers demands

protection for the hosts: Traditional ethnograph1es were
not intended to benefit the éubjécf; but they were designed
to do them no harm. ﬁnthropolog;sts conduct1ng research

among nonliterate, remote populations need not be concerned

about the effects their wr1t1ng w111 have on their hosts:. The

subjects are dﬁiiﬁéiy to have access to the product of

the research. On the other hand; it can be assumed that

the work of educat:onal ethnographers wil Find its wa y
to those who had extended courtesies and revealed intim—

acies. Pseudonyms and disguises cannot mask the school

L"ﬂ\\
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arnd those who earn a livelihood in them from anyone who

knew about the enterprise (students, board members and

the community:.) At the very least, subjects can be held
up to public inspection. (None of us relishes the idea

af having our 1dxosynerac1es described in pr;nt ) At the

worst it preeeﬁfs a béieﬁiiiiiy inaccurate portrait of

éehoei ethﬁegraphy serves ends that are in some ways

similar and in some ways d;st;net from trad1t1ona1 ethhography.

thie they share a common goal of produe;ng true and use-

ful 1nformaticn, school ethnographers have a spee:ai set

of responsibilities. School ethrographe~s are typically

educators with a shared responsibility for the eﬁéerFise

fﬁé§ are ER§m1n1ng. The phenomena they study - - a eonste1~

on of behaviors and attitudes referred to as sehoollng

[ To
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- - is everywhere under attaek, and ethnographers eennot

only to the academic community, (as difficult as that

is). The ethnographer, examlhxng schooling from the perspective

of the participants, déVéibbé iﬁgiﬁhfg and understandings

that should be of local use; and there is an obligation

to share that iﬁ?orm3fibh; It is not sufficient to turn

e.hnograph:c data 'iﬁtb scholarly art;cles and monographs

without providing the school with direct benefit from
the research. The school ethnographer has an obligation

G intervene in the culture; to use school personnel as
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co-researchers; and to recommend and help impiement changes

and address problems suggésted by the éfudi; While this
i unthinkable for the traditional éiﬁﬁéé?é;ﬁ;?; to do

less is, for the school éfhﬁbéﬁébﬁér, an act of irrespon-

sibility.

School ethnography is a difficult, tlme—ccnsumiﬁﬁ
research approach. Although the methodology has not been

uééd extens;vely in soc;al studxes 1t cannot be d;scounted.

Appropriately designed, ééﬁbbi ethnography can be fhe

method o? cholce for those socxai stud:es educators who

want to do academic research that has the potential payoff
of helping schools and teachers. Social educators should

join w;th ethnographers from other dlsczpixnes to examine
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(e.g- , socxai studxes, mathematzcs, educat;onal adm1n1s-

éFStibh). Research fééﬁs composed of exper:enced ethnographers,

ﬁFé&ﬁéEé éiﬁaéﬁfé and public ééﬁboi t@achers could use

fﬁé school as a unit of anaiysxs and provxde a valid lbﬁﬁz

itudinal éiﬁéﬁsibﬁ to the §£u69 (without requ1r1ng a1l

researchers to be in the school at aii t:mes). The ethnograph;c

BFddUét ﬁiii produce subject spec1f1c knowledge that wzii

Bé é? use to teachers and 1nformat1on abbuf fhé cuifuré

of the sciool that could be useful to the school.
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