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Abstract: This article shows that ethnography, as an amgbrda a very useful tool
to be applied in research attempting a good uraledstg of EFL/ESL classrooms.
With reference to work done by anthropologists elagsroom researchers, the pre-
sent article argues that education, including EE/EElassrooms, can be well un-
derstood by using ethnographic approaches. Thiome by elaborating the rele-
vance of ethnography and the classroom contexteirsénse that ethnographic prin-
ciples are applicable in describing and understanttie culture of a classroom, and
EFL/ESL teaching in particular.
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Abstrak: Artikel ini bertujuan untuk menunjukkan bahwa gekatan etnografik

sangatlah memungkinkan untuk dipakai sebagai mgdedelitian dalam kelas EFL

maupun ESL. Dengan acuan pada beberapa hasil ngting sudah dilakukan

antropolog dan ahli peneliti kelas, artikel ini pendapat bahwa pendekatan
etnografik bisa digunakan untuk memahami pendidikammasuk kelas-kelas ESL
maupun EFL. Hal ini bisa dilakukan melalui uraiaandpenjelasan dari relevansi
etnografik dan situasi kelas dengan memakai prirdagar etnografik dalam

menguraikan dan memahami budaya dari suatu kelas plases pengajaran
EFL/ESL secara umum.

Kata-kat kunci: etnografi, pendidikan, ESL/EFL, situasi kelas

Discussions and debates about th€LT proponents who believe that the
appropriateness of the Communicativeapproach is relevance to the teaching of
Language Teaching (CLT) approach havESL/ESL without being aware that it is a
increased since its introduction to thgredominantly Western language teaching
teaching of English in non-English speakingpproach. He argues that cultural conflicts
countries (e.gBarkhuizen, 1998; Ellis, 1996potentially emerge from the introduction of
Hird, 1995; Halliday, 1994a, 1994b; Li,“Far Eastern cultures”, especially Asian
1998; Orton, 1990; Ouyang, 2000; Swargulture. Tickoo (1995: 261) argues that in
1985a and 1985b, and Tickoo, 1995}he introduction of innovations to Asian
Barkhuizen's (1998) findings suggest thalEFL one should wunderstand the
some students may resist to participate "itdifferentness” in the context of the
communicative-type activities", and prefeteaching of English which is characterises
"more ‘traditional’ classroom work™" and thaby classroom environment, source of the
they feel learning English more if they leardanguages, teachers and students linguistic
more if teachers correct their mistakes. Ellibackground, English learning purpose,
(1996) challenges the common view amonigarning setting, cultural and traditional
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values, and the socio-linguistic context oWatson-Gegeo (1988) strongly believe that
English in a particular area. Thisin spite of its qualitative-naturalistic feature,
differentness in understanding should leaan ethnographic study is different from
to "either a major rethink of currentother qualitative research as it is “holistic”
practice” or "search for a possibleand consider the culture as “integral to the
alternative”. analysis”. The question is "what makes
To search for a possible alternative, athnography distinct from other types of
thick description of what goes on in thejualitative research?" or "what are the
classroom is important, so that adoption atharacteristic of ethnography?"
hegemonic approaches like the ones Bogdan and Biklen (1982: 27) contend
developed in western world can be avoidedhat a study is qualitative or ethnographic if
A thick description of the EFL/ESL it has the following characteristics:
classroom can be made by ways df. collecting data directly from the natural
ethnographic approach which can help settings where "the researcher is the key
investigate ESL/EFL education because it instrument",
allows a holistic view of the educational2. descriptive,
context, including the classroom context. 3. concerned with both process and not
simply with outcomes or products,
ETHNOGRAPHY ASQUALITATIVE 4. inductive in data analysis, and
RESEARCH 5. placing "meaning" as its essential

concern.
Qualitative research is used as a general Bogdan and Biklen include almost all

term for several research techniques shariggaracteristics of an ethnographic study.
certain characteristics in relation to the YP&hey take into consideration ‘“natural
of data collected, data collection technique§ettings-- and "the researcher as the key
and data sources, and the technique of df#%trument", which means direct
analysis. "The data collected has begRyolvement of the researcher through
termed soft, that is, rich in description ofpservation. They also stress that
people, places, and conversations, and N&hnography should be "descriptive” and be
easily handled by statistical procedures". ¥oncerned with both "the process and
embodies the  characteristics  of  thgroducts". Ethnography is a product, that is,
involvement of "participant observation anty pook contains description of something
in-depth interviewing”. In anthropology andnaying been learned and interpreted, and at
sociology,field researchis sometimes usedpe same time a process, that is, a way of

education naturalistic is also used becauseyf 4 group of people (Agar 1980).

a researcher collects data from the events Tnhe term "process" suggests that there

naturally occur. Qualitative research is als@ 3 period of time involved in ethnographic
often called ethnographic researf@®ogdan research. It, however, does not directly
and Biklen. 1982 2-3). For Bogdan angndicate that the period should be long.
Biklen, ethnography —and qualitative | ecompte and Preissle (1993) also list
research are two names of one thing. This &characteristics of ethnography. They are:
controversial to Hymes (1980: 89; 1996: 4)1) |t  investigates small,  relatively
who explicitly states that "clearly not ° homogenous and  geographically
everything that is not those of research poynded study site.

involving quantitative measurement should

be considered ethnography. Similarly
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2) It requires long-term residence of the Holliday (1997) argues that a study can
researcher within the group undestill be considered ethnographic although it

study. only takes principle (b) and (d) as long as
3) It uses participant observation as théhe researcher maintains constant involve-
main data collection technique. ment in the profession.
4) It involves the use of field notes. It is also important to mention what
5 It is interpretive, descriptive- Agar (1980) says about the characteristics
explanatory. of ethnography. According to him (ibid:

In general, these characteristics arpl94), besides descriptive, interpretive,
somewhat similar with the ones proposethere are three salient, main characteristics
by Bogdan and Biklen (1982) aboveof an ethnographic study:

LeCompte and Preissle (1993), howevef,) "Student-child-apprentice learning role".

include another important characteristic, i.e. So, the researcher learns directly from

the requirement for long-term residence of the first hand source of data - from the
the researcher. In addition, they also remind group members of the society under
us about the important role of the field note study. This role implies that a researcher,
in the process of data collection. in his/her attempt to gain comprehensive

Holliday (1997), citing Spradley (1980), understanding of the society, acts like a
similarly, points out that “standard” ethnog- student or a child. For example, s/he asks
raphy would comprise: a lot of questions to the people around.

a) An extended study of a specified cul-2) "First-hand data" because they are obtain
tural environment. This could be al- directly from the group members. In ad-
most everything - a community, a place dition to these, an ethnographic study in-
of work, a small group of people, a set volves;
of documents, or even a single persoB) "Direct, prolonged contact with the
or activity. group member".

b) An interpretive, qualitative approach
where significant features of the culture  Agar (ibid) includes one of the very
are allowed to emerge. This involvesprinciple characteristics of ethnography in
direct observation of behaviour whichreference to the role of the ethnographer.
is written up into an ethnographic rec-And it is this role that is very specific in
ord. ethnography. "Student-child-apprentice

c) The emergent significant features ofearning role" means a lot to an ethnog-
the culture lead the researcher to focuspher in the process of his or her inquiry.
in a particular direction and to developAs a student, an ethnographer should learn
categories which provide the structurealirectly from the first hand source of data -
for description and analysis. from the members of the group he or she is

d) There is no claim to objectivity. Theredealing with. An ethnographer, in his or her
is simply a collection of illuminating attempt to gain comprehensive understand-
instances which can contribute to theng of the society, acts like a student or a
wider picture, the scientific rigour andchild. An implication of this role, for exam-
system are in the discipline of re-ple, is that an ethnographer is to ask a lot of
searcher procedure which compriseguestion - even the ones which sounds silly
tight rules concerning how the re-to the informant - like a child. This role also
searcher relates to and writes about thequires him or her to undergo a learning
research environment. process which is apprenticeship-based or

learning by doing. In other words, an eth-
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nographer knowledge or understanding ofalid findings in ethnographic work™" (Wat-
the society is gained trough real life experison-Gegeo citing Diesing, 1971).
ences. At the second stage, topic-oriented
Watson-Gegeo (1988) claims that therstage, ethnographer focuses his or her ob-
are four principles of ethnographic researcltservation according to the main topic of in-
1) Focus is on group's behaviours and cuterest. He or she concentrates on “describ-
tural patterns in those behaviours. ing interactions and events as they occur in
2) Holistic, in the sense that none of the besontext, with the aim of generating focused
haviours or aspect of the culture is takeresearch questions and/or hypothesis. At the
for granted - all have to be described andypothesis-oriented stage, the ethnographer
explained in relation to all other parts. continues on doing focused observation in
3) Data collection starts with theoreticalorder to tests the hypothesis and answer re-
framework that helps focus attention orsearch questions addressed at the previous
certain situation and research questiostage, “through in-depth (often structured)
Theory is also important as it is helpfulnterviews, continuous discourse analysis,
for the researcher to locate relevant dateand other forms of systematic analysis”
4) Ethnographic analysis studies use emigibid).
etic principle (originally introduced by

pant-based perspective. ] _ _
Despite a long and rich history of Eth-

Princip|e 3 above is one of the princiﬁography — it Starte-d in ancient Mediterra-
ples rarely mentioned in the discussion di€an world from which Herodotus was one
ethnography. It, however, is a core principl€f the best known in the field — has become
in an ethnographic research especially whél! area qf interesting discussion in the field
one comes to the second stage of the r@teducation (Hymes, 1980:88; 1996: 3).
search: topic-oriented stage, and more im- Ethnography can be used as an ap-
portantly, in the third stage: hypothesisproaCh to a particular field of study such as

oriented. It is also obviously important in€ducation; hence, “educational ethnography
the field of applied ethnography. which is used to describe educational set-

According to Watson-Gegeo (1988) dings and context” not particularly intended
long-term ethnographic project of a year 0‘;_to generate theory” but_ “to evaluate edu_ca-
more usually involves three stages of workional programs” (Holliday 1997).In this
"comprehensive, topic-oriented, and hycase, ethnography is only a tool used in the
pothesis-oriented" (cf. Hymes 1980). At thdield of education. In other words, as Hol-
comprehensive stage the ethnographer fbday (ibid) puts it, when “ethnography is
cuses on the study of settings, observatigitached to specific area of study” it would
of wider life of the target subjects for the"Ot be ‘pure’ - rather “applied” ethnography
mapping of the site, and interview on gen= Since such study is guided or preoccupied
eral aspect of the life of the target society?y certain issues within that field.”

In this stage, the he or she uses triangulation LeCompte and Preissle (1993), howev-
technique by "putting together of infor-€r: strongly believe that educational e_thnog-
mation from different data sources and/of@Phy can also be a source of theory in edu-
data collected through different researcf@tion. They claim that "Educational Eth-
methods, such as participant-observatioRography has been used to describe educa-
interviewing, network mapping, and syrfional settings and contexts, to generate the-

veys is an important strategy for arriving af'y, and to evaluate educational programs".
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By means of ethnography, "rich, descriptiveuired. It is probably more contributive if
data about the contexts, activities, and bebservers and observees are of equal status
liefs of participants in educational settingsin one way or another. In other words, ob-
could be gathered in order to produce servers are colleagues of the same status.
meaningful description of the classroonThis will be more advantageous in the sense
culture under investigation. This descriptiothat both the observer and observee will
which also includes explanation based otake the benefits from the observation. This
the interpretation made by the help of thalso enables frequent discussion among
researcher can produce a new theory, ftinem especially in informal contexts. In ad-
example, on the pattern of interaction takindition, ethnographic studies, for example,
place in certain classroom contexts and itsan help the teacher to understand the ex-
unique relationship to other social phenonmpectation brought by their students with
ena. them into the classroom: what they expect
The popularity of ethnography in edu-or do not expect their teachers do in class-
cational research has been described bgom and in school environment, what types
Watson-Gegeo (1988) as follows, of interactions appropriate, etc.
Ethnography has been greeted with By way of ethnography, every aspect of
enthusiasm because of its promise for classroom culture is possible to understand.
investigating issues difficult to ad- |nherefore, Watson-Gegeo (1988) strongly
dress through experimental research, supports the utilisation of ethnographic ap-

such as socio-cultural process in lan- proach in the field of education, especially
guage learning, how institutional and in the study of classroom culture because

societal pressures are played out in She believes that,

moment-to-moment classroom inter- Classroom behaviour mystery can be un-
action, and how to gain a more holis- ravelled using different research ap-
tic perspective on teacher-student in-  Proach. More and more researchers be-
teractions to aid teacher training and  lleve the superiority of ethnographic ap-

proach in their efforts to understand what

goes on in the classroom by the use of in-

depth observations and interviews which
He (ibid) suggests that, in terms of are followed by qualitative analysis of the

teacher development, ethnography has two data.

major practical contributions:

1) Ethnographic techniques of observation  The important point of the use of eth-
and interview can be applied in teachefggraphy in the study of the classroom has

improve practice.

supervision and feedback. been suggested by Hymes (1996: 8) who
2) Ethnography helps teachers make a difjaims that ethnographic study of classroom
ference in their own classrooms. should involve not only classroom observa-

o ) tion but also observation of the behaviours

In some situation, this depends upon thgng interaction mode of the participants
familiarity of the observer and readiness Ofteacher and students) outside the classroom

the teacher with ethnographic principles. Agr other types of settings. Holliday (1994:
pointed out previously, ethnographic obsert1) also argues that a significant under-
vation has its own characteristics Whic@tanding of classroom culture can be ob-

might require the observer to be familiagained only by looking into both inside- and
with and be able to operate accordinglypytside-classroom culture because “much of

This means that appropriate training is reyhat goes on within the classroom is influ-
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enced by factors within the educational ineourse of life." In this sense, the important
stitution, the wider educational environmenpoint which is salient and unique in ethno-
and the wider society.” Teachers’ and stugraphic research is the use of informants’
dents’ classroom activities and interactionsjiewpoints in the interpretation of their be-
as Pasassung (2003) studied are, to sommaviours. In other words, ethnographer con-
extent, closely related to the wider culture. siders the owner of the behaviour as the one
who know best, for instance, why they be-
ETHNOGRAPHY IN ESL/EFL EDU- have as such - interpretation is according to
CATION the informants. The presence of the re-

~ searcher is important since in most cases
Watson-Gegeo (1988) stresses the iMnformants, like other members of the

portance of ethnographic studies in undegroup, take everything of their behaviours
standing the complex issues of ESL clas§or granted. It is the job of the researcher to
room in order to improve the quality ofmake everything meaningful for him or her.
classroom practices. Similarly, Locastro  apother superiority of ethnographic ap-
(1996) has considered the relevance of etfroach is its openness. In its attempt to re-
nography with the investigation of problemvgg| the "mystery" of a society's way of life
atic issues of the classroom. it makes use of any available, relevant in-
. In the field of ESL, Watson-Gegeoformation no matter where or how this in-
(ibid) mentions at least 4 utilities of ethnogtyrmation has been found. It is very helpful
raphy: _ ) for the people who want to utilise all avail-
1) Through systematic documentation Ofple possibilities in their attempt to under-

teaching-learning interactions, it can helgiang the society. As Hymes (1996: xii)

us understand L2 teaching and learninggints out,

processes in real settings; h hic inauiry is likel h

2) By means of ethnographic studies, one Stnographic inquiry is likely to show

. .~ people doing the best they can with what

can see the important role of culture in they have to work with given what is pos-
L2 education, e.g. the roles, status, and gjpje and reasonable tor them to believe
of EFL teachers and expected relation- o do. ... .If one truly wants to know about
ship between students and teachers; a culture, a society, a way of life, one us-

3) Ethnographic as an approach can help us es all there is to use. One does not refuse
understand that many Schemata are cul- to know something because it is known in
ture-based: a certain way. Just so with schools and

4) Similar to (1), ethnography can help us the educational configurations of neigh-
understand the "institutional context of Dourhoods and communities. If we truly

schooling and societal pressure on teach- Want to know them, we will welcome and
ers and students.” use every approach that can contribute.

Ethnography is indispensable and ... fun-

. damental, but it is not the name of a
An ethnographic approach enables a re- yethodological virgin undefiled. It can

SearCher tO be present II”I the real Cultural embrace anytlr‘"ng useful o) |0ng as |t can
context, and even to directly experience the make the bed it lies in.”
culture in question. This is possible since, as

Spradley and McCurdy (1972: 18) point Ethnographic approach is also superior

out, "the ethnographer seeks to descrlbeir?‘the sense that it does not involve manipu-

;lrJ]Lt;Jr(eemusiglg atgot?li cgtgsrg\}ga?nfgés; 'p;?rzr%tion of settings. It takes them in the most
=Mploy y o Pret, alhtural condition and this allows access to
describe their own experiences during the
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natural data. In these natural settings, af people by inferring from what they say,

ethnographer is able to get access to ra@e way they act and the tools they use
information he or she is looking for. There{Spradley, 1979: 8).

fore, in the sense that "ethnographic re-

s_earch is: a field research not a research cgionCL USION

ried out in a laboratory" researchers have a ) _

chance to "interact with people, watch what ~Ethnographic approach is relevant to be
they do, listen to them talk, participate ifmployed in the investigation of EFL/ESL

their activities, and in that context descripducation, and more particularly in the

McCurdy 1972: 24). can be a rich source of information of an

informants live, a researcher has more oglescription of its culture. Therefore, a num-
portunities to “learn from and be taught byer of researchers in the field have em-
the native” and even goes beyond what Hdoyed it for a better und_erstandlng of _the
can observe to study the meaning of fature _of EFL/E_SL_ teaching and learning.
(Spradley, 1979: 5). Being member of the Falllng into qualitative type, an _ethnogr_aph-
communityprovides a researcher with opJC Study make use of observation an infor-
portunities to live the life it lives, which in Mal interviews as its primary data collection
turn will enable him or her to interpret thel€chniques and employs on-going data in-
experience according to the ways his or hé@rpretatlon as its main data analysis tech-
informants interpret it. In other words, ad!!'dues. o

Watson-Gegeo (1988), using Pike’s termi- Therefore, it is recommgnded that more
nologies, (1964) states that, ethnographﬁﬁd more _researphers consider ethnographlc
approach involves “etic-emic principles ofapproach in t_helr efforts to describe class-
analysis”, that is the interpretation of culturfoom culture in general, and EFL/ESL cul-
al meanings from the viewpoints of the parture in particular.
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