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When you have completed this module, you will be able to: 

 Define what is ethnographic research 

 Trace the evolution of ethnographic research 

 Critically evaluate the procedures in ethnographic research 

 Discuss the different feature about ethnographic research 
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PREAMBLE  

WHAT IS ETNOGRAPHY?  

 

 

This chapter focuses on ethnography and how it can be used as a research method in 

education. Various definitions of ethnography are examined and examples of studies 

in education which have used the ethnographic method is briefly explained. 

Discussion focuses on the different features and characteristics of ethnographic 

research: sampling, research questions, role of researcher, gaining access, fieldsites, 

interview and objectivity. 

 

 

Ethnography originates from 

the Greek word ethnos which means 

people or folks and graphis which 

means writing. As a noun, the term 

„ethnography‟ means portrait or 

description of a people or description 

of a culture or a piece of culture. What 

is culture? Culture has many 

definitions but essentially it refers to 

the beliefs, values and attitudes that 

influence the behaviour patterns of a 

specific group of people. When you say 

something is cultural, it means that a 

particular belief, value or attitude is 

shared by a significant number of people in the group, practiced by the group and 

passed on to the next generation. For example, when „punctuality‟ is cultural for a 

particular group, it is a shared belief by most members of the group, practiced by most 

members of the group and passed on to their children. As a verb (i.e. doing 

ethnography), it becomes a qualitative research method that involves the collection of 

data that describes human societies or a culture (Bernard, 2004).  

 

The following are some definitions of scholars in the field: 

 

 Ethnography refers primarily to a particular method or set of methods. In its 

most characteristic form it involves the ethnographer, participating overtly 

or covertly, in people’s daily lives for an extended period of time, watching 

what happens, listening to what is said, asking questions – in fact collecting 

whatever data are available to throw light on the issues that are the focus of 

research (Hammersly and Atkinson, 1989). 

  

 Ethnography is a research method that emphasises encountering alien 

worlds and making sense of them. Ethnographers examine the social action 

of individuals which requires an intensive personal involvement, an 
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ETHNOGRAPHY AS A RESEARCH METHOD IN EDUCATION  

abandonment of traditional scientific control, a make do style to meet 

situations not of the researcher‟s making, and an ability to learn from a long 

series of mistakes (Agar, 1986). 

  

 Ethnography is a research process based on fieldwork using a variety of  

research techniques (observation, interview, collection of objects & 

artefacts) which includes engagement in the lives of those being studied over 

an extended period of time. The eventual written product –an ethnography – 

draws its data primarily from this fieldwork experience and usually 

emphasises descriptive detail as a result (Davis, 1999). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“THE MAN IN THE PRINCIPAL’S OFFICE” 

 

 Harry Wolcott is credited with being one of the 

pioneers in using the ethnographic method in education. 

His research which was published in 1973 as Man in the 

Principal’s Office: An Ethnography is a classic (see Figure 

3.1). The study was an ethnographic inquiry into ONE  

specific elementary or primary school principal during a 

particular period of time focusing on the people who 

customarily interact with the him, such as the teachers, 

students, administrators and parents.  

Wolcott was interested in understanding what a 

principal does as observed by someone else which is 

different from self-reporting techniques in which subjects 

keep a log or journal of his or her behaviour. Such data 

may be influenced by the ability of the subject to recall and 

record his or her actions which may be subject to 

selectivity and lack of accuracy (Wolcott, 1973).   

 

 

 

 

                    LEARNING ACTIVITY 

a) Refer to the definitions above and using the words in bold,  

list the main features of ethnography.     

b) Give examples in your workplace where ethnography would 

      be an appropriate research method. 

 

Harry Wolcott 

University of Oregon, 

United States 
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 The ethnographic method when applied in education focuses on studying the 

culture of the school community. Regardless, whether you are studying the teachers, 

the students, the principal, the curriculum or co-curricular activities; in an 

ethnographic study your focus will be on a socio-cultural interpretation on what you 

observe. The following are three examples of research using the ethnographic method 

to collect data: 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                     Figure 3.2   Studying school children during recess 

 

Figure 3.1 

Harry Wolcott’s thesis 

which was published as 

a book. “The Man in 

the Principal’s Office 

in 1973. 
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Example 1: There have been several studies on recess in primary schools which 

involves examining what occurs in the canteen, playground and hallways or corridors.  

 Baker (1985) initiated a recess study with only one question. “What occurs 

during recess periods? (see Figure 3.2.). To answer this question, she wanted 

to find out how children know what they will do and when; what kind of 

language such as the words and phrases children used (i.e. verbal behaviour), 

what kinds of physical behaviour were exhibited, what kinds of groupings 

occurs (i.e. according to ethnicity, gender, socio-economic status) and what is 

the educational value of the events that occur during recess.  

 Thompson (1989) describes his recess study as finding out the “whys‟ that 

occur during recess as well as attitudes and feelings about recess.  

 

Example 2: There have also been several studies examining the interactions of 

students in school hallways or corridors, i.e. public places in the school which are 

outside the classroom.  

 Herrera (1988) wanted to find out what routines students and adults in the 

school followed (e.g. students having to line-up in the hallways). He also 

wanted to find out the body language (facial expression, gestures) and speech 

(pitch, language use) of students in these public places in the school.  

 

Example 3: Several studies have been conducted to understand what happens in the 

classroom.  

 Goetz (1975) studied what actually happened in the classroom focusing on the 

interaction patterns between students and teacher; how such interactions are 

perceived by those involved, what causes variations in interaction and how 

student-student interactions and teacher-student interactions influences 

learning.  

 Bossert (1979) sought to examine the social interaction in the classroom when 

the teacher is autocratic and compared it with interactions when the teacher 

was not autocratic.   

   

 

WHY IS THE ETHNOGRAPHIC METHOD CHOSEN IN EDUCATIONAL 

RESEARCH? 

 Ethnographic research has a particular strength that makes it especially 

appealing to many researchers. It can reveal nuances and subtleties that other 

methodologies miss. By going out into the world and observing things as they occur, 

we are better able to obtain a more accurate picture. A key strength is that it provides 

the researcher with a much more comprehensive perspective than other forms of 

research. It is also appropriate to behaviours that are best understood by observing 

them within their natural environment (dynamics). Ethnographic research is especially 

appropriate when: 

 you want to know “why” people behave in a certain way over a period of 

time 

 you want to understand a phenomenon in its natural setting 
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FEATURES OF THE ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH METHOD 

 you want to know how, when and why people behave the way they do 

when they interact with others in a particular setting or situation (i.e. social 

interaction) 

 you want data to support your understanding of the complexity of society 

  

 Ethnography has a focus on natural, ordinary events in natural settings, so that 

it can help us to understand better the latent or hidden or non-obvious aspects of a 

people‟s behaviours, attitudes, feelings and so forth. It uses multiple data collection 

methods focusing on the cultural aspects of people studied over reasonably sustained 

period, so as to reveal the complexity of how and why things happen. This is different 

from a quantitative study which captures snapshot of glimpse of behaviour. 

Furthermore, ethnography with the emphasis on people‟s lived experiences is well 

suited for locating the meanings people place on the events, processes, and 

patterns of their lives (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 11).  

 However, you should also keep in mind the disadvantages of the ethnographic 

method. The most uncomfortable aspect of the ethnographic method is that it is time 

consuming. Some scholars suggest that ideally, it should take at least six months to 

two years. Within this period, there are so many things that might happen, from 

personal to professional issues that can jeopardise the study. It is also risky in terms of 

access to the group of people or organisations. It needs highly creative approaches to 

have enough access to the culture or group of people under study (which is discussed 

later). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A) WHAT ARE THE STEPS INVOLVED IN ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH? 

 

 Let us now discuss, the “how” of ethnographic research, i.e. how do you 

conduct ethnographic research. Wolcott (1999) stated that ethnographic research 

procedures require three things (see Figure 3.3): 

 A detailed description of the culture-sharing group being studied. 

 An analysis of this group in terms of perceived themes or perspectives. 

 Some interpretation of the group by the researcher as to meanings and 

generalisation about the social life of human beings, in general. 

                    LEARNING ACTIVITY 

a) Why do you think the ethnographic method was adopted  

      in the examples given above? 

b) When would you use the ethnographic method in  

educational research?. 



 

 

Chapter 3: Ethnography 

 

 

7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           

 

              Figure 3.3 Three components of the ethnographic research method 

                                      as proposed by Wolcott (1999)       

 

 

 The three key words are: DESCRIPTION, THEMES and 

INTERPRETATION. You begin by describing in detail what you observe or jot down 

in detail the people you interview or describe the documents or objects you have 

collected. Next, you make sense what you have collected by extracting and grouping 

the data into themes or categories. Finally, you interpret the themes or categories  

 

[Don’t worry, how you go about getting the Themes or Categories this will be 

discussed in detail in Chapters 7 and 8] 

 

 

B) WHAT ABOUT SAMPLING?  

 

 This has always been a problem with many graduate students and beginning 

researchers. How big or how small should the sample be? This issue also arises in 

quantitative research methods, but there are several techniques available to determine 

the appropriate sample based on the statistical tool being used. In ethnographic 

research and qualitative research in general, the issue of sample size is not that easily 

determined. Ethnographers would love to observe everything but no researcher can 

observe everything at once and samples have to be drawn. The need for thick 

description makes it necessary that samples are small. Small samples do not 

permit generalisation to a larger population. As mentioned earlier in Chapter 2, the 

aim of qualitative research is not to generalise but rather to have a complete 

understanding of a particular situation without loosing sight of the whole  

Figure 3.4 provides a graphic illustration of sampling in ethnographic research 

based on the popular cartoon series “Where is Wally?”. Sampling in ethnography is 

different from sampling in quantitative research design. In ethnography, your focus is 

on generating themes and categories and perhaps even theories from the data about 

the people you are studying. As such, the selection of subjects for study is usually 

based on “convenience sampling”. Then perhaps, you might use the “snowball 

technique” whereby you get the few persons you selected to invite others and it starts 

“snowballing” (We have discussed sampling techniques in Chapter 2). But, whatever 

DESCRIPTION 

THEMES 

INTERPRETATION 
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the sampling methods ethnographers employ, they have to ensure that they gain 

access to as wide a range of individuals relevant to the research questions as possible 

(Bryman, 2004).  

 

 

 

 

 

                  ZOOM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                     Figure 3.6 Sampling in ethnography 

  

 Besides small samples and convenience, ethnographers should take into 

consideration the issue of time and context (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007). For 

example, you should make sure that people or events are observed at different times 

of the day and different times of the week. Equally important is to ensure that 

people‟s behaviour is observed in different settings or locations, because people‟s 

behaviour is influenced by contextual factors. 

 

The objective is to zoom 

in into particular 

aspects, relations or 

phenomenon in the 

setting without losing 

sight of the whole  
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C) DO YOU NEED TO HAVE RESEARCH QUESTIONS? 

 

 It sounds like a silly question to ask, but there are 

studies in which ethnographers enter a setting without any 

research question in mind. The reason being that they do not 

want to be influenced by any preconceived ideas or 

perceptions. Generally, ethnographers seldom initiate their 

research with precise hypotheses (as you would do in 

quantitative research). They attempt to understand an 

ongoing situation or set of activities that cannot be 

predicted in advance. Ethnographic research relies on both 

observation and interviewing that is continual and sustained 

over time. However, having research question or at least 

guiding questions is a good idea because it gives you some 

way to focus your attention especially if you do not have the luxury of time and 

resources. Of course the research questions may change in the course of the research 

as more is learned. The following is an example of a PhD Thesis using the 

ethnographic approach: 

 

CASE STUDY: “An Elementary School Hallway: Social Formations and 

Meanings outside the Classroom” by D Ratcliff (1994). 

 

Ratcliff who studied the hallways or corridors of a primary school had these three 

research questions: 

 

1. What formal whole-class movements occur in hallways? 

He was interested in identifying patterns of movement of primary school 

children in the hallway and corridors. For the „lining up‟ rule which is 

formally imposed by the school and the related issues such as the spacing 

between children, which can vary by sex, race, and other factors. 

 

2. What informal social activities take place in hallways? 

He was interested in social group formations and related activities that are not 

teacher imposed such as cliques and various types of group clusters. He 

wanted to examine when and how groups vary with the time of day, and the 

presence and absence of teachers. 

 

                    LEARNING ACTIVITY 

a) How is sampling in ethnographic research different from 

quantitative research methods? 

b) What are some of the more important considerations 

when selecting subjects in ethnography? 
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3. What do the various social formations and activities within them mean to 

children? 

He was interested in finding out how children understand their own activities 

in the hallway and how they understand the activities of their peers. i.e. 

children's perspectives of the events and social formations in hallways. Also 

examined are teachers' perspectives on activities in the hall and corridors and 

these are compared and contrasted with those of the children. 

 

 

 

 

D) WHAT IS THE ROLE OF THE RESEARCHER IN ETHNOGRAPY? 

 

 Have you been to a party or any social gathering (such as a wedding) where 

you do not know many people? Unless you are an extremely confident person, this 

can be a tough situation for many people. How do you get yourself introduced to the 

strangers in the party? How do you avoid giving the impression that you are a stranger 

who does not know anybody? Doing ethnography is something like this. You have to 

first decide on your role when you enter the setting. You could wander around with a 

notebook but that would appear to be 

very intrusive and may affect the setting 

you are trying to observe. In other words, 

you might affect the natural state.   

 One solution, which has been 

adopted by some researchers, is to become 

completely part of the group one wants to 

research. A classic example in the field of 

medicine was reported Rosenhan (1973), 

in which researchers managed to get 

themselves admitted as patients to a 

mental hospital. Once admitted, they 

openly took notes, yet because the staff 

were used to odd behaviour, did not think 

this unusual and indicative that the patients were „genuinely‟ ill. The researcher 

gained in-depth knowledge of the hospital, including the experience of being a 

patient. This kind of study is called participant observation, in which the researcher 

assumes two roles – an observer and as a participant. Most of the time, it is not really 

possible to become a participant and the researcher assumes the role of a non-

participant observer. [We discussed this in detail in Chapter 2: Qualitative Data  

Collection Methods]. 

 

                    LEARNING ACTIVITY 

a) How research questions in ethnographic research 

different from quantitative research methods? 

b) Research  questions can be a hindrance in ethnography. 

 Discuss 
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 Bryman (2004) identified these forms of ethnography whereby the role of the 

researcher is different: 

1) Open Fieldsite and Covert Role: The ethnographer enters an open 

fieldsite and people do not know what he or she is doing. For example, a 

researcher watching people in a crowded park. 

2) Open Fieldsite and Overt Role: The 

ethnographer enters an open fieldsite and 

tells people what he or she is doing. For 

example, a researcher stops people in the 

street to interview them an d telling them 

what he or she is doing. 

3) Closed Fieldsite and Overt Role: The 

ethnographer enters a closed fieldsite, where 

he or she reveals his or her identity as a 

researcher to the subjects. For example, 

conducting a study in a school, office or 

restaurant.  

4) Closed fieldsite and Covert Role:   The ethnographer enters a closed 

fieldsite without disclosing his or her identity. For example a study of a 

force in which the researcher was already a policeman.  

However, there is a tendency for more ethnographic research to take the „overt role” 

where subjects are told about the role of the researcher. This is due to, perhaps to the 

ethics issues involved where the overt role is less problematic. 

 

E) HOW DOES THE RESEARCHER GAIN ACCESS TO THE FIELDSITE? 

 

 Traditionally, anthropologists have undertaken ethnographic research in small 

bounded villages while living among the village‟s relatively few inhabitants. Hence, 

the fieldsite is the village. Today, however, fieldsites can be nearly anywhere. An 

increasing number of ethnographic studies have been conducted in urban areas. A 

fieldsites could be a bank, an office, a school, a factory, a home and so forth. Once a 

potential fieldsite has been selected, ethnographers must negotiate entry or access. 

 Say for example you entered a primary school and proceeded straight to the 

teacher‟s lounge which is your fieldsite. You certainly will be questioned by the 

school authorities and obviously will not be a good start to your study. You must 

make an effort to seek permission to gain access. According to Hammersley and 

                    LEARNING ACTIVITY 

a) How does the role of the researcher vary in ethnographic 

research? 

b) Give an example of an ethnographic research where your 

fieldsite is closed and your role is covert. 
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Atkinson (2007), gaining access requires the researcher to draw on his or her 

interpersonal resources and strategies. It also requires the researcher to be aware of 

the obstacles to access and effective means of overcoming them by understanding the 

social setting.   

 

 Getting Permission: Gaining access is 

not a single event. You may write a 

letter to the headmaster requesting 

permission to observe the happenings 

in the teacher‟s lounge. Even though 

you are given permission, you have to 

explain who you are and what you 

want to do to the teachers. So access is 

continuously negotiated throughout 

the period of fieldwork.  

 

 Gaining Access from Gatekeepers: 
Getting permission of the headmaster is 

only „getting your foot at the door‟. 

Imagine entering the teacher‟s lounge and 

being reluctantly received by the assistant 

headmaster or the senior assistant who 

gives various excuses and imposes various 

restrictions. Gaining adequate access 

requires you to know who has control of 

the setting and the power to grant access, 

i.e. the gatekeepers. You may be seen as 

being in „cahoots‟ with the authorities and teachers may not like the fact you 

have come to watch their work. You may be seen as a „management spy‟. 

Because of this, your data may be compromised as the teachers may not 

behave „naturally‟. You have to always ask yourself whether your presence 

has in any way affected how subjects behaved. 

 

Having gained access to the setting, the first thing you have to decide:  

 

 WHEN to do your observation which may not be obvious when you enter the 

setting. For example, if you are interested in what goes on in the morning 

session, than you have to arrive before school begins in the morning.  

 

 HOW OFTEN and for HOW LONG you intend to observe. You may not be 

able to determine precisely until you get into the field and find out what will 

be needed in order to gain an adequate picture.. The usual criterion used is that 

it should not be too short (there is insufficient data) or too long (until it 

becomes too costly).  

 

 Where to POSITION yourself. In other words, you will have to find an 

appropriate place to stand that is unobtrusive (un-noticeable as possible). You 

Avery Dickins de Giron doing 

fieldwork in the Chisec 

region of Guatemala. 

Extended on-location research 

to gather detailed and in-depth 

information on a society‟s 

customary ideas, values, and 

practices through participation 

in its collective social life. 
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have to position yourself in such a way so that people around you feel 

comfortable with your presence and you can explain to them (when necessary) 

that you are not planted by the management or those in authority. Saying that 

you are „doing research‟ can be quite comforting and puts most people at ease 

about your presence.  

 

 

 

 

 

F) WHAT ARE FIELDNOTES? 

 Deciding what to record and what to leave out when observing people in a 

setting can be a difficult task. In any setting there is many things happening and it is 

not possible, nor desirable to record everything. Imagine the variety of things 

happening in the teacher‟s lounge when it is recess and about 60-70 teachers gather in 

the room! So, you have to be selective and what you observe and record will depend 

on the question you want answer.  

 Note-taking is the main method of 

recording data and in most cases it is 

handwritten taken either at the time, or 

immediately afterwards. If you use audio-

recording you may be able to capture 

conversations but you still need to jot 

down non-verbal communication or the 

movements of people involved. Note-

taking are done at two levels.  

1) One the surface level are the facts, 

which are direct descriptions of what 

was observed and the verbatim 

recordings of what was overheard.  

2) On another level are observer’s comments about what was observed. “These are 

recorded in order to provide a context for the raw facts and to add speculations 

about what the researcher thinks it means” (Potter, 1996, p.99). 

 

To help you focus on what to record, Spradley (1980) suggests the following 

checklist: 

 

 Space: the physical place or places 

 Actor: the people involved 

 Activity: a set of related acts people do 

 Object: the physical things which are present 

                    LEARNING ACTIVITY 

 

What are the steps you would take to ensure you gain 

access to a particular fieldsite? 
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 Act: single actions people do 

 Event: a set of related activities that people carry out 

 Time: the sequencing that takes place over time 

 Goal: the things people are trying to accomplish 

 Feelings: the emotions felt and expressed. 

 

Ethnographic studies involve extensive fieldwork by the researcher. Because of this, 

ethnography is extremely time consuming as it involves the researcher spending long 

periods of time in the field observing and taking notes. The notes contain rich, 

detailed description of everything that went on called thick description. At this stage 

the researcher does not attempt to summarise, generalise or hypothesise. The notes 

capture and describe what happened to permit interpretations, and most of all, to later 

infer cultural meaning.  

 

The following are some standard rules for taking field notes suggested by Neuman 

and Wiegand (2000). 

 

 Take notes as soon as possible, and do not talk to anyone before note taking 

 Count   the number of key words or phrases used by subjects 

 Carefully record the order or sequence of events, and how long each sequence 

lasts 

 Do not regard anything as insignificant; record even the smallest things 

 Draw maps or diagrams of the location, including your movements and any 

reaction by others 

 Write quickly and do not worry about spelling; device you own system of 

punctuation 

 Avoid evaluative judgements or summarising; for example do not call 

somebody “a bully”, just describe his or her actions. 

 Include your won thought and feelings in a separate section; your later 

thoughts in another section 

 Always make backup copies of your notes and keep them in separate location.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                    LEARNING ACTIVITY 

a) What are fieldnotes? 

b) What are some of the factors you should take into 

consideration when jotting down notes? 
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G) THE INTERVIEW IN ETHNOGRAPY 

Besides observing what is going on in 

the fieldsite, an ethnographer interviews 

people who can help them understand the 

setting and the people they are researching, It 

would be useful to interview different people 

at various points in the study. Observations 

provide information about the behaviours of 

people in action. Interviews provide a chance 

to learn how people reflect on their behaviour, 

events and other things. The following are 

some important points to consider when 

conducting interviews: 

 A good way to establish rapport with 

subjects is by being a good listener. It is crucial for an ethnographer to listen 

far more than he or she talking. One should convey genuine interest in the 

person being interviewed so as to make the person socially comfortable.  

 Choose settings that would make person interviewed relaxed and willing to 

talk openly. Depending on the circumstances of the fieldsite, it may be 

important to conduct the interview in a private place. 

 Ask yourself before the interview what you want to learn from the 

interview. Make a list of possible questions which help to zero in on different 

aspects of the research question.  

 If the interviewee goes of at a tangent in answering a question, listen for a 

while instead of immediately insisting on what that he or she focus on the 

question. Sometimes this can reveal useful information that you did not 

anticipate. 

 Be sure to record important information like the date and place of the 

interview and why the person interviewed seemed like a good choice for the 

study. 

 Tape the interview to capture nonverbal clues such as “ummmm-hmmm”, 

pauses, hesitations, partially mentioned words, tone of voice and so forth. 

 

 

 

H) HOW TO END THE FIELDWORK? 

 

Leaving the field to end the fieldwork is not a clear cut process in ethnography 

due to its unstructured nature and absence of specific hypotheses to be tested other 

than those that might emerge during data collection and analysis. Ethnographers can 

close his or her ethnographical works because of various reasons, from occupational 

career, personal and family life to the end of research funding. Moreover, 

ethnographic research can be highly stressful for many reasons such as the nature of 

the topic places the fieldworker in stressful situations, the marginality of the 

researcher in the social setting and the need constantly to manage a front, and the 

prolonged absence from one‟s normal life (Bryman, 2004).  
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However, there is an ideal reason to leave the field work for ethnographers: 

the belief that enough data have been gathered to describe the culture or problem 

convincingly and to say something significant about it. This ethnographic saturation 

can be identified when the same specific pattern of behaviour emerges over and over 

again and when the general picture reaffirms itself over and over again (Fetterman, 

1989). When an ethnographer leaves the field work, he or she must manage the 

process in a proper way.  

 First, she or he must keep the promise, like if he or she promises a 

report to an organisation as a condition of entry, that promise should 

not be forgotten.  

 Second, he or she also must provide good explanations for his or her 

departure.  

 Third, ethical commitments must not be forgotten, such as the need to 

ensure person and setting confidentiality unless there has been an 

argument that the nature of such a social setting can be disclosed. 

 

 

I) IS ETHNOGRAPHY OBJECTIVE? 

 

You have to acknowledge that ethnographic research is not objective research 

at all. Ethnography is an interpretive effort undertaken by human being with different 

backgrounds, value systems, experiences and so forth. Our background and who we 

are will invariably influence what questions we ask, what we observe in the field and 

how people let us in to their lives. Ethnography is not replicable unlike in 

experimental research. Ethnography is not based on large number of subjects like in a 

survey research.  

Given also these features of ethnographic research, how can one claim that the 

findings are evidence of the cultural practices of the people studied. How can you 

persuade readers of your results that your findings are authoritative? The following 

are some arguments put forward to support the ethnographic method: 

 First and foremost ethnographers subscribe to some form of “cultural 

relativism”. What does this mean? It means that there is no one 

viewpoint from which to judge all cultures. For example, the 

behaviour of teenagers in the corridors of a secondary school in 

Chicago may be different from the behaviour of teenagers in the 

corridors of a secondary school in Kuala Lumpur. Because of this, we 

are conditioned to see various perspectives of a culture (Abu-Lughod, 

1991), and the things we learn in the field as “partial truths” (Clifford, 

1986). Therefore, there is not one single truth in a research situation to 

be uncovered, but there are many. 

 Second, ethnographers are expected to be “reflexive” (note that it is 

different from ‘reflective) in their work. What does this mean? As an 

ethnographer you should your readers with a brief, clear picture of 

how the research you have dome has been or could have been affected 

by what you brought to it; i.e. your values, your beliefs, your 

experiences and so forth. Tell the readers upfront your background 

and experiences! 
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 Third, as an ethnographer you should have more than one way to show 

how you arrived at the conclusions of your research. For example, if 

you conclude that there is minimal racial mixing during recess in the 

primary school you studied, you should be able to support your 

conclusions from various data collection techniques such as fieldnotes, 

interviews, site documents (where possible and if relevant) which 

work together to support your claims [This is triangulation which we 

discussed in Chapter 2]. 

 Fourth, ethnographic research is conducted to get an in depth view of 

people’s behaviours, beliefs, values and feelings over a long period 

of time (often months or years for professional ethnographers). 

Therefore, ethnographic conclusions are arrived at only over lengthy 

consideration. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                    LEARNING ACTIVITY 

a) Under what conditions should you end the fieldwork? 

b) What should you do when leaving the fieldsite? 

c) Ethnographic research is not objective. Discuss. 

d) As an ethnographer, what should you do to persuade 

and convince readers on the conclusions you have arrived 

at in your study? 
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 Ethnography 

 Culture 

 „Portrait of a people‟ 

 Sampling 

 Thick description 

 Access (Entry) 

 Gatekeepers 

 Fieldsite 

 Fieldnotes 

 Open fieldsite 

 Close fieldsite 

 Overt role 

 Covert role 

 Interview 

 Nonverbal clues 

 Participant observation 

 Ethnographic saturation 

 Reflexive 

 Cultural relativism 

 Confidentiality        
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 Ethnography is a type of qualitative research method employed by 

anthropologists to study human society and culture. 
  

 The term „ethnography‟ means “portrait of a people” which involves a 

description of people and culture. 
 

 Culture has many definitions but essentially it refers to the beliefs, values and 

attitudes that influence the behaviour patterns of a specific group of people. 
 

 Ethnographic research has a particular strength that makes it especially 

appealing to many researchers. It can reveal nuances and subtleties that other 

methodologies miss. 
 

 In ethnographic research and qualitative research in general, the issue of 

sample size is not that easily determined. 
 

 Whatever the sampling methods ethnographers employ, they have to ensure 

that they gain access to as wide a range of individuals relevant to the research 

questions as possible. 
 

 Having research questions or at least guiding questions in ethnography is a 

good idea because it gives you some way to focus your attention especially if 

you do not have the luxury of time and resources. 
 

 Being participant observer, the researcher assumes two roles – an observer and 

as a participant. 
 

 Gaining access requires the researcher to draw on his or her interpersonal 

resources and strategies and to be aware of the obstacles to access and 

effective means of overcoming them by understanding the social setting.   

 

 Note-taking is the main method of recording data and in most cases it is 

handwritten taken either at the time, or immediately afterwards. 

 

 Interviews provide a chance to learn how people reflect on their behaviour, 

events and other things. 
 

 The ideal reason to leave the field work when there is enough data to describe 

the culture or problem convincingly which is known as ethnographic 

saturation. 

 

 Ethnographic saturation can be identified when the same specific pattern of 

behaviour emerges over and over again and when the general picture reaffirms 

itself over and over again. 
 

Summary 
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