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Why Ethnography?
Because most English instructors do not have a degree in sociology or

anthropology, assigning an ethnographic assignment might seem
intimidating. However, many of the skills central to ethnographic writing
are also common objectives in the first-year writing classroom. While it is

important to introduce ethnography as a genre requiring much training and
practice to compose professionally, with a little research and care,

instructors should feel confident in their ability to coach students in the
writing moves a short ethnographic assignment requires. 

The freedom to research a subculture of the student's
choice encourages genuine interest in the task at hand
while also discouraging plagiarism. 

A short ethnographic assignment requires students to
engage in primary research, often for the first time.

Ethnographic research asks students to consider carefully
how culture and community impact identity. 

Successful ethnographies require great attention to detail,
smooth integration of quotations, and strong critical
thinking skills as writers must move beyond summary to
nuanced analysis. 

 

 

 

Benefits of Ethnographic Writing Assignments:



Example Assignment: 

Remind students to pay close attention to verbal
and body language used within the subculture
they observe. What words are new or unfamiliar
to an observer? What kind of knowledge is an
insider of this subculture expected to possess
and how do they gain that knowledge? 



Example of Consent Form:
 
I give my permission to
______ (Student Name)  to use my written and spoken words for a research project written
for the English 1101 course taught by Ms. Paula Rawlins at the University of Georgia. I
understand only the student writer and Ms. Rawlins will have access to my real name if I ask
for a pseudonym to be used.
Signature:____________________Date: _________
 
*Include the instructor's contact information on the consent form and make sure students give a
copy to any informants quoted in their paper. 

Be sure to check-in with students often,
especially early in the process. Instructors
will want to be sure the student's chosen
subculture does not cause safety concerns.
Asking students to bring in signed consent
forms from members of the subculture
observed is a smart first step that introduces
students to basic principles of responsible
research.

Scaffolding and Modeling

Though it will mean more work for the
instructor the first time they assign this
paper, it's a great idea for them to conduct
observations and compose some version of
the assignment alongside students, so that
they can model the process of taking good
fieldnotes and working to make meaning
from those notes during class lectures and
discussions. 
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Suggested Resources for Using
Ethnography in the Composition

Classroom 


