
A B S T R A C T Ethnographic research design was virtually unknown in
American educational research until the 1970s. Only in the late
1980s was it recognized by leading professional educational research
associations. Using an historical analysis of the gradual evolution
and legitimation of ethnographic design in education, this article
redefines the principles guiding traditional ethnography. It argues
that ethnography was marginalized because it was subversive to 
positivistic and entrenched conceptions of research rigor, and it 
privileged alternative ways of thinking, knowing, and viewing the
world. Subversion was initiated by non-mainstream scholars who
joined the Academy and introduced hitherto unasked or silenced
questions about social relationships of power; it also resulted from
the failure of experimental approaches to answer critical questions
asked about the field. The article further addresses challenges to
basic tenets of ethnography, showing how the concepts of culture,
population, identity, the study site, and researcher stance 
traditionally used by researchers must be revised to conform to 
realities of contemporary technological, global, and multicultural,
racial and linguistic existence.

K E Y W O R D S : critical ethnography, critical theory, epistemology, ethno-
graphic methods, history of methods margart lecompte universityof col-
orado-boulder

Over the past 40 years, ethnographic research has irrevocably changed
awareness of how schools operate in culture and society. Ethnographic design
has facilitated a shift from psychological to sociocultural understandings of
education and, in so doing, created a basis for critiquing both decontextual-
ized and behavioristic explanations of teaching and learning. It has consis-
tently countered the limited, input-output, often ideological, one-size-fits-all
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solutions to educational problems often favored by politicians and policy-
makers by providing real-world, authentic analyses of complex problems and
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the late 1980s, acted to accelerate the process of dislocating the dominance of
European-American, male and heterosexist perspectives in the social sciences
and in education. Non-mainstream researchers were preoccupied with
exploring their own conditions of life, their experiences in education, and
with ‘studying up’ – or taking a critical look at the impact which practices and
theories of colonial and colonizing (or dominant culture) powers had on 
the trajectories of their own groups; their research called into question the 
normative quality of white, European-American male and heterosexual 
experiences.

Dislocating mainstream and hegemonic perspectives has, in turn, affected
the purposes for which research was thought to be appropriate. During the
1970s and 1980s, the purpose of ethnography was descriptive, oriented at
making known to outsiders hitherto unstudied social processes and group
dynamics. A legacy of static functionalism and a ‘hands-off ’, value-neutral
positivism kept most educational ethnographers out of the activist arena, and
disconnected their results from the social and political structures surrounding
them. With the advent of the ‘new sociology’ (Apple, 1978) and more neo-
Weberian and neo-Marxist class analyses, ‘action research’ (Schensul and
LeCompte, 1999; Schensul and Schensul, 1992) or ‘openly ideological
research’ (Anderson, 1989; Lather, 1986) began to move from the margins of
left-wing social science. Scholars increasingly began to look at the character-
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cation, racial desegregation, and in some cases, special education. However,
policy-makers are not always charmed by the authenticity of teacher-cen-
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craft were universally understood, they have not fared well when writing for
different audiences or when crossing disciplines. In the absence of details of
analysis, the vignettes and thick description which are stock in trade for good
evidence in ethnography can be criticized as mere ‘story-telling.’ An over-
compensation some researchers engage in has been to create defensive – and
extensive – presentations of method which even further lengthen already too-
voluminous research reports. As recently as October 2001, one desperate
young writer asked me for help because he was running out of space to dis-
cuss his research results in a journal manuscript. He told me that he was
afraid that his article would be rejected if he didn’t devote at least 10 pages to
defending his choice of ethnographic method, and if he did that he’d have no
space for the substance of the work. The sad part was that his choice of design
was entirely appropriate, given his research question, and there was no need
at all to defend it.

The moral of this story is that epistemological paradigms shift slowly;
acceptance of new approaches comes even more slowly. Even today, some
schools do not allow graduate students to do ethnographic dissertations, and
in policy arenas ethnographic research may have less impact than it should
because its purposes and procedures are poorly understood. However, the
point is that epistemological paradigms do shift. What researchers and policy-
makers must do is to recognize when shifts in method, question, and
researcher stance are appropriate.

One further problem is that because they focus on what really is going on in
a site, ethnographers can, and often do, address unpopular questions, talk to
outsiders and the marginalized, and come to conclusions that question con-
ventional wisdom and entrenched interests. Thus, more than their methods,
the conclusions of ethnographers can render their work unpalatable to policy-
makers. In fact, the castigation ethnographic design receives may be more a
function of efforts to discredit its results than a real assault on the validity of
the methods.

I now want to turn to challenges to the ethnographic research tradition
which I feel could both impede its effectiveness if ignored, and increase its abil-
ity to inform policy, if considered.

Challenges to the ethnographic tradition

Ethnography traditionally has been thought of as the investigation of the cul-
ture of small, relatively homogenous, naturally or artificially bounded groups.
However, fieldwork with such groups now is nearly impossible, not only
because such sites and populations no longer exist, but because even if they
did, doing such work smells so much of an undesirable colonial legacy of
exploitation and domination. Since the late 1980s and 1990s, ethnography
has had to find its populations within the multi-layered, multi-ethnic, highly
diverse and often contentious groups that now characterize human existence.
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done’, but also exemplify the multi-layered, multi-sited, multiple perspectives
of the ethnography of the future (see, for example, Wortham et al., 2001).
Levinson and Sutton also have carved out a new substantive topic – a focus on
policy-making itself as a cultural construct. Further, ethnographers can, and
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ent their work in an authentic manner (Von Gunten, 1998). We have not,
however, arrived at a consensus on representation and, if an examination of
the most prestigious conventional journals is an indication, we have a very
long way to go. It is even more challenging to provide a post-modern repre-
sentation to policy-makers; short video clips and Powerpoint presentations
might work, but poetry readings and theatrical performances have little legit-
imacy as research in the legislative assemblies, deliberative committees, or
with heads of state!

Changing concepts of culture

Culture is the basic element of ethnography, but definitions of even that basic
element have changed. Culture was once viewed as the product of human
behaviors and beliefs worked out over a span of historical time to create a
functional response to a specific physical environment. Culture was defined in
terms of sets of social roles that were appropriate for specific classes of indi-
viduals within the group. As long as the environment remained stable, the
culture changed only incrementally from generation to generation. This
reproductive model is not very useful for analyzing cultures in flux or ongoing
crisis, since it operates on the assumption that ‘old’ cultures only will be aban-
doned as new ones are adopted, and that people always have some set of
appropriate and workable models from which to choose as they adapt to their
new conditions. In the 21st century, where communities and cultures exist
within near catastrophic conditions, cultural transmission and reproduction
theories, with their assumption of a more or less static world, do not generate
research that addresses challenges to current conditions or creates policies to
help humanity out of its current dilemmas. This is an arena where I think
ethnographic design can help create a vision for the future.

What, for example, is to be reproduced when entire cultural groups emi-
grate, either by force or choice? when entire environments are transformed by
warfare or by environmental, technological or natural disaster? when the rate
of technological change outstrips the capacity of people to develop appropri-
ate responses to it? and when intermingling of all sorts of cultures, ideas and
peoples occurs at an increasingly rapid pace and in increasingly numerous
venues? when old meanings and definitions no longer match new realities,
but the old patterns of discrimination and hatred based on them continue to
persist? Under these conditions, the traditional concept of culture as a set of
patterned and appropriate responses to a well-known environment needs
revision.

Eisenhart and Finkel (2000), Levinson et al. (1996) and others have sug-
gested that rather than focus on what people are doing and thinking in the
static ‘now,’ ethnographers should begin to investigate what people are pro-
ducing, including identities, aspirations and possible futures. Such a position
no longer views culture as something which is ‘given’, or handed down by a
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group to individuals, but rather reconceptualizes culture as something to be
‘taken’ by individuals, appropriated and constructed against a matrix of pos-
sible and appropriate selves. These selves or social roles then are embodied and
enacted by individuals, through development of what Goffman (1961) called
a kind of ‘identity kit’ of one’s own. Culture does not disappear; it remains the
substratum of opportunities available to people from their early socialization,
or habitus, to use Bourdieu and Passeron’s term (1977). But individuals can
reach beyond their cultural habitus, or the previously available sets of possi-
bilities to produce themselves through conscious acts of personal agency,
rather than to be reproduced by some impersonal, disembodied cultural force.

Bourdieu’s notion of trajectory is helpful in visualizing this process.
Trajectory is an arc or pathway away from the habitus or natal culture, set in
motion by a series of often very small but divergent choices made by individ-
uals to distance themselves from the currently available set of culturally 
sanctioned – and therefore ‘appropriate’ – choices laid before them. Bourdieu
suggests that people more or less accept what their natal culture intends for
them unless – and until – they are presented with alternative possibilities,
either because they move away from their natal culture or because external
influences invade that natal culture and make themselves known.

While Bourdieu wrote about individuals, especially in his earlier work, and
while he generally only conceived of intergenerational change, his concept of
trajectory can be applied to the change experienced within a generation by
both individuals and groups.

Although they didn’t use the language of habitus and trajectory in their
1967 writings about the upward mobility of caste groups in India, Lloyd and
Suzanne Rudolph described how untouchable groups engaged in the same
process of consciously-made, incremental decisions in order to achieve high-
er status. They consciously adopted the behavior patterns of groups with
g
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ments where they lived and worked. Ethnography further facilitated a shift in
the locus of learning from an isolated act taking place in classrooms to ‘every-
day learning’ in non-formal settings, apprenticeships, informal activities and
all sorts of other settings. Researchers in Europe and Latin America, and
anthropologists in the United States, had long done this kind of work, but edu-
cational psychologists in the United States had resisted both the idea of social
influences on learning and studying learning outside classrooms, until 
it was introduced in the 1980s, primarily by Lev Vygotsky’s followers who
finally translated his work into accessible English (Wertsch, 1985). Vygotsky’s
theories now provide the underpinnings of socio-cultural approaches 
to learning, which are beginning to dominate educational research in 
anthropology, sociology, curriculum studies, or cognitive and developmental
psychology (1987).

Further, ethnography provided a way to explore what Goodenough (1981),
and then Wolcott (1991), have termed propriospect, or the unique culture of
discrete individuals. This approach draws on the time-honored practice of
anthropologists who used life-history interviews and the stories of key
informants as a way to typify the culture of a group. These methods demon-
strate how individuals are constrained by cultural norms, but also how they
develop in accordance with their own talents, characteristics, predilections,
and the social roles which they occupy within the culture. Using techniques
from biography, oral history and socio-linguistics, such narrative inquiry
explores the life experiences of individuals – teachers, students, and commu-
nity members. It is, in a way, an ethnography of everyday life, seen through
the eyes (or articulated in the words) of everyday individuals. Thus, ethnog-
raphy provided a way to embed individuals within a cultural framework 
without losing their unique and separate qualities or reducing them to a col-
lection of abstract traits.

What I have just said about the study of individuals may not seem particu-
larly revolutionary. However, such stories provided a way for critical
researchers to privilege the voices and stories of marginalized people so that
they could be inserted into studies of larger systems or used to contest the
practices and assumptions of the dominant culture. Importantly, this research,
for which ethnography is so well-suited, provided a way to see communities
not as monoliths, but as collections of individuals, whose often contentious
interactions constitute the fabric of a culture full of hitherto unnoticed diver-
sity. The emphasis on individuals and their agency has introduced new strate-
gies for analyzing text and discourse, and made good use of insights from 
the work of theorists such as Gramsci, Bakhtin, and Foucault. It also has facil-
itated looking at identity as socially constructed and historically mediated.

A new concept of identity

Culture is a concept applied to groups, but increasingly we see that cultures
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are made up of individuals, each with unique identities. The notion of identity
always has proven somewhat problematic for anthropologists and sociolo-
gists, given the traditionally deterministic definition of culture and society
that they used. However, even the new and more dynamic definition I have
just outlined, in which culture is taken, not given, appropriated, not handed
down, becomes problematic when there are no appropriate or available mod-
els with which people can identify, or workable strategies by which to create
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corrupt, or stultifying. A synthesis of existing identities will not exactly work;
a ‘third way’ must be found. This third way constitutes ‘a state of in-between-
ness . . .an almost unlocatable place . . .[that] becomes something more than
the middle of oppositions’ (Franquiz, 1999: 31). Drawing on work by
Anzaldua (1993) and Mora (1993), Franquiz calls this in-between space by
the Nahuatl name nepantla, or ‘being positioned or positioning yourself some-
where “in the middle” ground between available positions. [It is] an uncertain
terrain an individual or group crosses as each moves from one state of under-
standing to another’ (1999: 31). Occupying this contested terrain are young
working-class people in the suburbs of Paris, living in apartment complexes
filled with people from Northern Africa, Eastern Europe, Southern Europe,
and France itself. They share each other’s music, popular culture and lack of
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economies of Soviet-style Russia at a time when most industries are becoming
increasingly decentralized and virtually virtual (LeCompte and Dworkin,
1991; Weick, 1976). On the other, they are faced with the necessity of sup-
porting public schooling envisioned as a civic responsibility funded by all for
the good of all. Arching over all is, in the industrialized world, a highly divi-
sive and elitist critique by middle- and upper middle-class communities of all
ethnic persuasions to abandon both civic responsibilities and the public 
arena by establishing their own schools. In the impoverished sectors of the
industrialized world, and in many developing nations, this critique finds an
equally powerful counterpart in rejection of any form of westernization and
western education in favor of social and political reaction and religious fun-
damentalism.

The challenge of solving local problems in a global community,
or, finding the local in the global and vice versa

Ethnography has a unique ability to help define community, and to help peo-
ple identify how they fit within communities. It also can facilitate the identifi-
cation of problems – and their solutions – in terms that fit with the world
views and propriospects of people within those communities. It seems to me
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Dakota.
The results of Schechter’s study, which examines the genesis and the decay

of identity and community will have profound implications for policy. The
study may strongly contradict long-standing practices regarding the treat-
ment of refugees, even if the researcher himself does not play an active role in
bringing change about. Schechter’s study resonates with Bradley Levinson’s
recently completed study of secundaria students in Mexico (1993), which
examined conflicts between the stated goals of the school in inculcating a
sense of citizenship and counter pressures from both the students’ own peer
group and historical currents in Mexican national culture. Regular perusal of
the newspapers show that similar studies could be useful in many places: East
Timor, the states of the former Yugoslavia, the Middle East, the former Soviet
republics in Central Asia, Northern Ireland, many sites in Latin America –
and in every state, city, and community within the United States. This kind of
ethnography, with its focus on multiple sites, practical usage, complex popu-
lation dynamics and fluid contexts, emphasizes the building of viable com-
munities and individuals in a post-modern and often post-cataclysmic world.
It may help lead to policies countering the types of education which produce
Taliban-like groups. It also expands our knowledge of what we know, because
it examines similarities among what we know, identifies what we don’t know,
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related to their jobs – which may be limited to pushing virtual buttons in fast
food emporia. Only the more privileged in our nation really are technoliterate.
And techno-illiteracy isn’t the only problem. Researchers cannot even assume
that the populations they wish to study possess text-based literacy.
Surprisingly large proportions of the world’s and even of our own nation’s
population are illiterate or semi-literate, or have levels of literacy that don’t
include the nicely constructed story narratives in which we who are almost
terminally ‘schooled’ describe our experiences (see, for example, Heath, 1996;
LeCompte, 1997). We as researchers need to get into these strange new
worlds and learn to understand them and communicate with their inhabi-
tants . . . before those inhabitants blow us up as the semi-literate Taliban blew
up the ancient Buddhist statues in Bamiyan, and their leaders subsequently
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