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A group of my first-grade students wanted to know
more about a new bridge that had been con-
structed in our town (see Figure 1). They raised
several questions about it: When, and by whom,
was the bridge built? How high is it? How long is
it? Who was the architect of the project? How
many workers worked on it? Why was it built?
When they came up to the bridge and examined it
closely, other questions occurred to them. They
noticed even the smallest details and wanted to
know as much as possible. During interviews with
people about the bridge, we received answers to
the questions. And I was very surprised that I
myself didn’t know enough about the function of
new bridge. It was interesting that students didn’t
get answers to their questions from me or from
another teacher; instead they received them from
people who lived in our town. I asked my students,
“How can we preserve all this information?”
“Everything should be written down,” they
answered. This is how we first began our writing.
We wrote questions and their answers.

(Rysaldy Kalieva, personal communication, 2003)

During the 2002–2003 school year,
Rysaldy and her students participated in
a students-as-ethnographers project that
eventually involved about 70 students.
The purpose of the project was to use
ethnographic research about community
life to support school writing. As a result
of this effort, the students produced
alternative types of writing, different
from the usual diet of autobiographical
or lecture note writing that goes on in
many classrooms. In addition, the
students’ field research encouraged new
relationships with teachers and commu-
nity members. In this article, we discuss
the goals that guided this work. In
addition, we explain a vision for school-
based ethnographic research and writing
and describe some examples of the
students’ research. Finally, we discuss
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how student ethnographic inquiry and
writing are significant for students and
their teachers.

The students involved in the research,
representing grades 1, 5, 8, and 11, were
enrolled in three schools in two regions of
northern Kazakhstan. Their teachers—
Sanim Abitova (grade five), Sophia
Izmukhanova (grade 11), Zhanbota
Musaeva (grade eight), Rysaldy Kalieva
(grade one), and David Landis (univer-
sity faculty member)—worked together to
plan a sequence of lessons and activities
that guided the students through their
research and concluding reports. Sanim,
Sophia, Zhanbota, and Rysaldy worked
with parents and community members to
provide access for students to community
sites and events. Each of us maintained
journals about the project; planned and

'����	�65�The new bridge at night.
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implemented lessons and instructional
activities that introduced students to
ethnographic fieldwork, data analysis,
and report writing; and supervised the
students’ progress with the project.
Teachers of English in our schools, staff
members at the Kazakhstan Reading
Association, and university students
interpreted for us across three languages,
Kazakh, Russian, and English.

As we planned lessons and instruc-
tional activities for this project, a primary
goal was to encourage our students to
view writing as a way to organize and
preserve useful knowledge relevant to
their academic subjects. In the past, we
had observed that students often ap-
proached writing in school passively and
dutifully. For them, the purpose of writ-
ing was typically to record notes to be
memorized and recited later on tests. We
had also observed the changes produced
by the introduction of an alternative
view of writing that encouraged students
to see themselves as writers and to use
everyday knowledge and life experiences
as resources for school writing. However,
students were not always so willing to
adopt this vision of writing. Instead, we
observed how they undermined this view,
speaking of themselves as incompetent
writers who had little to say about their
life experiences. In these situations,
students evidently experienced tension
and frustration as they tried to reconcile
teacher requests to write about them-
selves with their belief that there was
nothing in their personal lives worth the
time and effort to write about. As a
result, we believed that many students
often wrote solely for the purposes of the
teacher and the school as an institution.
It seemed to us that students thought it
was preferable to reproduce written texts
viewed by the school community as
authoritative (e.g., encyclopedias, text-
books, dictionaries, and so forth), rather
than write about topics that mattered to
them (e.g., Curry & Bloome, 1998). We
wanted to change this situation, and
hoped that students’ field research in
their communities would encourage their
active participation and interest in school
writing.

A second goal of our project was to
encourage students to view home and
community knowledge as a valuable
educational resource suitable for class-

room instruction. We believed that
students would be interested in getting
out into their local communities, but we
also believed it was important to link
the field-based research activities with
the school curriculum to fulfill our
obligations as teachers. In brief, we
sought to understand how field-based
research could provide an educationally
valuable connection between students’
understandings of community knowl-
edge and their academic reading and
writing across the school curriculum.
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In the past, ethnographic writing
described nations and tribal groups, as
well as types of societies and cultures
(Bromleya & Markova, 1982; Eems,
1991). The principal goal of this type of
ethnographic research was to classify
people into groups according to geo-
graphical area, historical events, lan-
guages, and cultural characteristics. In
order to investigate groups in historical
context, ethnographers examined arti-
facts collected primarily from archaeo-
logical sites, museum collections, and
archives.

More recently, ethnographic inquiry
has been redirected toward understand-
ing the perspectives of contemporary
people on their lives and their societies
(Artikbaev, 2001). In part, this shift
reflects a view that events, space, and
time are relative with respect to multi-
ple observers (e.g., Einstein, 1961
[1916, 1952]), an idea that has influ-
enced literature and the social sciences
(e.g., Bakhtin, 1981; Geertz, 1983). In
particular, this shift makes it necessary
to acknowledge multiple and simulta-
neous points of view related by differ-
ent narrators (Chambers, 1985). As a
result, contemporary ethnographers
study events from the perspectives of
members of a cultural group, as well as
from the perspectives of those outside
the group—describing what was ob-
served, from where, and with what
tools and ideas. Ethnographic inquiry
seeks to understand the worldviews of
other people “in the spaces they in-
habit” (Sunstein & Chiseri-Strater,
2002, p. 2). It describes how they
organize what is meaningful to them,
what systems of meaning they develop
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and utilize to express themselves. As a
result, ethnography today deals with
translating cultural systems, values,
and beliefs in order to explore, know
about, and take action in contempo-
rary life (Geertz, 1983; Green &
Bloome, 1997).

Previous students-as-ethnographers
projects tended to proceed in one or
more of the following directions: a)
research that was utilized to improve
academic reading and writing (e.g.,
Curry & Bloome, 1998); b) inquiries
that focused on learning about every-
day dialects and language in social
interaction (e.g., Thomas & Maybin,
1998); and c) investigations that en-
couraged students to learn more about
their communities in order to change
some aspect of everyday life (e.g., Egan-
Robertson, 1998). Taken together, these
directions show various ways that
students and teachers can utilize ethno-
graphic research and writing to
(re)consider the social and cultural
influences that affect their lives and
communities.

In order to encourage our students’
field inquiries, we consulted descriptions
of ethnographic research strategies in
Fieldworking: Reading and Writing Re-
search (Sunstein & Chiseri-Strater, 2002),
and we reviewed examples of students-
as-ethnographers projects described in
Students as Researchers of Culture and
Language in Their Own Communities
(Egan-Robertson & Bloome, 1998).
Some important field-based research
activities identified in these sources are:

a) Observing people and giving atten-
tion to what they say and what they
do during their everyday activities.
Taking photographs of people’s
activities and uses of objects, and
writing about the photos as well as
about the observations.

b) Observing the locations where
people are engaged in activities and
drawing maps and diagrams to
represent time/space relations in
these locations.

c) Raising ethnographic questions that
focus on the perspectives people
have on their own activities and
events in their local communities
(e.g., What do people say about
their activities? What do they say

about their roles in local events and
community groups? What view-
points do people express about
community events?), and engaging
in systematic and ongoing cycles of
observation and posing questions as
a result.

d) Conducting “role-playing experi-
ments” in order to assume the
perspectives of other people about
their everyday activities.

e) During data analysis, seeking to
understand other people’s perspec-
tives and views, writing comparisons
of researcher views about commu-
nity activities with the views of the
people engaged in the activities, and
reflecting upon how the researcher’s
viewpoints influence the collection
and interpretation of the data.

$���	���,	�	���������8������
Introducing the project to students and

allowing time for them to conduct their
research required about four months. In
order to provide a sense of the students’
research activities and their writing, we
discuss several examples of student work
in connection with the goals of this
project.

Earlier we mentioned our desire to
encourage student academic writing
through ethnographic research about
community life. As students began to
conduct their field research, they cre-
ated various types of diagrams to
describe and interpret the views, activi-
ties, and artifacts of people in the
community. Students drew charts,
comparative diagrams, maps, and
tables, along with other types of visual
aids, in order to visually represent
differing perspectives and conclusions.
These activities echoed the idea that an
ethnographic approach adopts a com-
parative or contrasting view of the data
(Hymes, 1996). For example, students
used Venn diagrams to compare their
views as researchers with the views of
the research participants.

Sophia observed that as her 11th-
grade students participated in the field-
based research, they also began to
adopt a researcher stance toward other
school reading and writing. In her
journal, for example, she wrote the
following entry:
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Another group of Sophia’s students
demonstrated in their academic writing
that they had begun paying attention to
differing attitudes of different people.
One student wrote the following observa-
tion note and a commentary about the
note:

“All human beings
are mortals.”

We liked this expression very much, because it was signifi-
cant for the Kazakh philosopher Abai. But this expression
also influenced contradictory views in our group:

1) Human beings are born, live, and at last die.

2) Even though a human being dies, his name never
dies. Abai himself is a good example for this point.
He died, but we never forget him.

“A human being is a
guest in this world.”

“If someone dies, we
cannot die with him.”

[In literature class] we focused upon particular expressions in an author’s writing and attempted to
interpret what the expressions meant. When we read an epic called The Path of Abai, my students set up
a three-column table [to develop a comparative perspective]:

������#��	4(�	����� $��������%�����	���#��(������ $����������	4(�	������

summaries in their written commen-
tary. Through writing, students were
able to compare their own perspectives
with those of the people they observed
and interviewed.

A group of Zhanbota’s eighth-grade
students investigated a place they called
“the mystery house.” They began their
research by looking for people and places
in the community that seemed interest-
ing, and on one such search they noticed
this mystery house. The windows were
shut and there was a cross on the roof.
The students created a Venn diagram to
help organize their preliminary questions
and thoughts about the house. They
labeled one circle “What we think” and
listed their predictions about the build-
ing. A second circle, “What we know,”
displayed a list of information that the
students could confirm. The place where
the circles overlapped, labeled “Similari-
ties,” contained the items that appeared
on both lists. As the students generated
data, they began to expand their study to
include ethnographic questions such as,
What is this place? Who lives here? What
is the history of this place? How do the
people living here see themselves? The
students predicted possible answers to
these questions, and then asked the same
questions of people passing by the house.

As a result of asking these and other
questions, the students produced a series
of written texts about the house and the
people they had met nearby. Students
also transcribed a story they had been
told about the building. They drew from
multiple data sources to convey the
perspectives of the passersby about the
house and compare these perspectives
with those of the researchers (Sunstein &
Chiseri-Strater, 2002) (see Figure 3).'����	�95 Everyday activities observed by students.

:-�	�"�����5

“I went to the skating rink
with my class. For interest,
I observed the skating
instructor. He sat without
moving. Sometimes, when
he spoke to students he did
not call them by their
names, but said “Eh.”

)���	�����5

I did not like
it… .”

Her students visited various locations,
including a library, a shopping district,
a park, and a university club (see
Figure 2). The students’ observational
notes included details about the setting,
the activities of people in the setting,
and what people said. Students included
opinions, speculations, guesses, and
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In this section, we have discussed
examples of students’ field commentar-
ies as well as excerpts from our journals
in order to show a variety of types of
academic writing related to this project.
Toward the conclusion of the project,
several students shared their perspec-
tives about some of the academic
writing that resulted from the field
research. Some mentioned that writing
about the historical contexts of commu-
nity events and places provided an
important means of understanding the
perspectives of people in the commu-
nity. Other students commented on the
importance of understanding literary
genres, such as legends or folk tales, so
they could discuss the extended ac-
counts about events and places told to
them by community members. Another
related academic benefit was that
students applied mathematical and
mapmaking skills in order to draw scale
diagrams of locations. Students took
care to ensure that their diagrams
accurately represented the locations
they wanted to depict. Students also
wrote transcripts of interviews, created
questions for surveys, and recorded
notes about their observations. They
interpreted or “read” their written data
and formulated conclusions about them
in writing.

In relation to our second project goal,
encouraging a view of community
knowledge as a valuable educational
resource for classroom reading and
writing, our students produced a variety
of useful data related to their inquiries.
Since the concept of a “community” has
been a difficult one for anthropologists
to define (Curry & Bloome, 1998), we
began by defining this notion in geo-
graphic terms. We asked students to
consider the activities of people in
relation to particular locations. Stu-
dents’ photos and maps, for example,
helped describe “cultural geography” in
relation to physical surroundings (e.g.,
Collier & Collier, 1986). Students began
their research activities by selecting
locations, drawing preliminary sketches
of people and their activities in that
location, and writing possible dialogues
of people engaged in the activities.
Students then compared their drawings
and dialogues with classmates’ draw-
ings of similar locations. In this way,

'����	�;5Example of students’ notes about interview.

“The next day we came here [to the mysterious house]
again. The neighbor’s words had been very interesting for us
[The previous day a neighbor had told them that the
house was actually a religious meeting place]. On this
day there were children in the yard. We wondered. We called
to one of them and asked him to get his parents. After a few
moments, a woman wearing a long dress and shawl followed
the child out of the house.
“Hello. We are researching this house. We are very interested
in it. Can we ask you some questions?”
“Yes, you can. Please come inside. If you want to know more
about it, you can talk to my husband. He is at work now.”
“When will he finish?”
“At 8 o’clock. Can you wait?”
“No, we can’t. Can you answer some questions for us?”
“Yes.”
“Is this a church?”
“Yes, it is.”
“Are these your children?”
“Yes, I have two sons.”
“What else can you tell us about this house?”
“Firstly, it isn’t a house, it is a church. We live next door.
Seventy years ago, a merchant lived here. He gave the
building to a religious group as a gift. We moved here four
years ago. Before us a church leader lived here.”
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students began to link the social and
cultural activities of people with particu-
lar places.

Rysaldy explained in her journal how
a group of her first-grade students ex-
plored knowledge about community
memorials by visiting several locations
around their town.

We went to visit monuments in our
town… [including] a monument devoted
to the victims of nuclear testing. As we
approached it we saw young married
couples putting flowers at the base of the
monument. We asked several questions:
“When was this monument built?” “Why
did you come here?” We did not get any
exact answers to our first question, so
perhaps the date was not so important to
people. To the second question, we got the
following responses: “We are very happy.
Today we wanted to put flowers here,
because we were born here and live in this
area. This monument is a memorial to
those victims and the suffering that took
place in our town.” We looked at those
young, happy spouses and were sincerely
glad for them. Not far from the monu-
ment we saw a “wishing tree” and asked
passer-bys about the pieces of cloth tied in
that tree. The people we talked with were
of various ages and gave us different
answers.

A and C. (joggers in the park): “You are
supposed to come here with a piece of
cloth and make a wish and tie it in the
tree—your wish will come true.” [See
Figure 4]

G. (a grandfather walking with his
grandson): “There is a belief in some
Eastern cultures that if you tear a piece

of fabric off your clothing and make a
wish and tie it to the tree, the wish will
come true.”

We noticed that the pieces of cloth were
different colors, but there were no black
pieces. The children thought about this and
decided that black is associated with
unhappiness, so those wishes wouldn’t
come true. Wishes that would come true
need to be represented by other [lighter]
colors. Each of us made a wish, and we
decided that our class would come here
again.

Another group of first graders took a
different approach—visiting one location
several times—and conducted their field
research at a department store near their
school. Rysaldy explains how she worked
with the students to develop connections
between community knowledge and the
school curriculum.

The students visited the department store
Aisulu, located behind our school. Their
first question was inspired by the sign:
“What is a department store?” We agreed
that this would be their overall research
question. I thought that students might put
forward an answer after visiting the store.
During our visit, I observed that my
students showed the most interest in the
appliance department. They asked the
saleswoman quite a few questions. I
observed that the girls’ questions were
different from those asked by the boys. I
wrote their questions in different columns:

'����	�<5 Students talk with joggers near
the nuclear testing monument.
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• How many years
have you been
working here?

• How did you
became a
salesperson, and
why?

• Do you like your
job?

• What things do
people buy the
most?

• Where did these
products come from?

• Are they good
quality?

• Why are these things
so expensive?

• Who determines the
prices?

• Who is the manager
of this department
store?

• Why are all these
things made by the
same company?

• What is a guarantee?

As we left the store, we paid attention to
the many signs for the various departments
of the store. We returned to our first ques-
tion, “What does department store mean?”
My students couldn’t guess. We questioned
other people passing by. Even adults had
difficulty defining department store. Three
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people answered, “It is a big store.” Six
people explained, “It’s a store where you
can buy anything—a store with depart-
ments.” When we returned to our classroom
we began to write down the information we
had generated and the words and phrases
we had heard. Students listed a number of
words, including store, salesperson, signs,
departments, money, purchase, counters, shop-
windows, cash box, bills. We made a concept
web to classify the words in categories and
discuss their meaning in relation to the
department store. The word brand led to a
larger question. What company makes this
brand? In what country is the company
located? It was the next step [in our re-
search]. And after several weeks we went to
the department store again, looked at the
labels on the packages, and identified the
country where the products were manufac-
tured: England. Some boys in the group
suggested tracing the delivery route [from
the factory] to the department store.
Another saleswoman helped us draw a
diagram of the route.

The students wondered why the products
are delivered from England by airplane. We
looked at a map and saw that there was no
land route between England and Russia.
Thus, children drew upon their knowledge
of geography to understand how goods are
delivered to the department store. To
conclude their interview activities, the
students invited a third saleswoman to
come to the school, to answer students’
further questions and to relate what she
knew about the origin of the term depart-
ment store.

Meanwhile, Sanim’s fifth-grade stu-
dents began their field research by plan-
ning a systematic approach to their
investigations. She described their initial
steps in her teacher journal:

My students and I decided to continue
research they had begun as fourth graders.
During the fourth grade we had investi-
gated the architecture of our old town
center, and this year we decided to explore
the modern buildings and what activities
went on inside them. The students chose a
new drama theatre, the skating rink, and a
shopping center. We began our work with
observation. In their journals, students
wrote down the details they noticed. They

also asked questions, took photos and
wrote captions for them, and drew sketches
and maps. During this early phase of their
research, we realized that we needed to
systematize our work. We made the follow-
ing classification:

Every student chose the area he/she pre-
ferred, and the children began to work with
interest and enthusiasm. Of course, we had
some difficulties. Practical things [such as
arranging for interviews] seemed to cause
problems for us. We attracted the attention
of parents and other people we knew. With
their support we approached the adminis-
trators [of various public buildings] and
received permission [to visit them]. So we
were allowed to move freely throughout the
buildings asking questions and taking
photos.

These research activities encouraged
student writing about community mem-
bers’ understandings, as well as discus-
sions about the concepts and skills man-
dated by the school curriculum. Students
referred to concepts and ideas from the
school curriculum (e.g., geography,
mathematical scale, literary forms,
vocabulary, concepts about history) in
order to make sense of their data. They
utilized diagrams and other visual repre-
sentations to understand semantic rela-
tions among terms. Students also drew
from community members’ perspectives
and ideas to better understand various
concepts in the school curriculum.

$����%�����	��%�
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As we reflect upon the results of these
research activities, it seems to us that our
students were encouraged in their aca-
demic writing. We have presented both
anecdotal and observational evidence for
these claims. In addition, this research
produced other benefits that we had not
anticipated.

One important benefit was that the
students participated in important social
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experiences, thereby learning more about
relations between people and interacting
with community members they had never
met before (e.g., initiating interviews
with community members). Through
these meetings, students learned that
each person they met contributed in
some way to the life of the local commu-
nity. Students realized that they could
learn valuable lessons about life from the
people they met.

In addition, some students began
expressing a desire to further research
and write about the communities they
had been investigating. Some realized
that they needed to read more back-
ground information about their commu-
nity in order to understand their research
data. Others decided that they wanted to
continue their research activities; while
still other groups decided to write bro-
chures about their community for vari-
ous audiences.

$����%�����	��%�$���	��
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We believe that ethnographic writing
is valuable for teachers in at least two
ways. First, it can build support and
respect for differences in culture and
language. Ethnographic writing has the
potential to make visible ways of life and
views of the world held by people outside
the classroom. This type of writing en-
courages students and teachers to draw
from community knowledge as they read
and write in school. As a result, they
incorporate community knowledge into
their classroom lessons and instructional
activities.

However, including community knowl-
edge and beliefs in classroom instruction
can also highlight important differences
among teachers, students, parents, and
other community members. One way to
respond to these differences is to encour-
age teacher and student ethnographic
inquiry into everyday life in nearby
communities as a way to develop further
knowledge and understanding about
what is different and what is similar.

In addition, ethnographic research
and writing support the kinds of activities
that encourage critical understanding
about the world around us: taking re-
sponsibility for learning, forming inde-
pendent opinions, showing respect for
the opinions of others, considering plans

of action and their consequences, solving
problems, examining circumstances and
thinking critically about them, weighing
alternative viewpoints, and making
informed decisions (Steele, Meredith, &
Temple, 1998). Ethnographic inquiry
helps research participants understand
their ways of life. Reflecting upon one’s
own life and considering possible re-
sponses to life circumstances in light of
one’s field research represent both a type
of problem solving and an illustration of
examining circumstances critically. The
research process itself presents problem-
solving situations, as students make
cross-group comparisons and formulate
research questions, and consider ways to
generate the data needed to answer those
questions. In addition, the research
process requires thoughtful, informed
decision making, so that questions can
be resolved and data interpreted to reflect
group members’ views. In particular,
understanding the views of the other
group members, as well as self-monitoring
of one’s views as a researcher, involves
weighing alternative opinions.

In addition to fostering critical reading
and writing, ethnographic inquiry en-
courages students to become aware of the
social and cultural influences upon their
lives. Ethnography has been described as
a form of scientific knowledge that
supports an ethic of democracy, because
it relies upon skills of observation and
analysis that people in all walks of life
use every day to learn about their com-
munities and make decisions. In brief,
ethnographic inquiry can broaden the
people’s participation in producing
knowledge about their own local com-
munities and their society (Hymes, 1981).
As a result, ethnographic writing encour-
ages students to raise important ques-
tions and develop significant insights
about the world around them. Students’
ethnographic inquiries can encourage
them to reflect on life in their communi-
ties and to consider how they might take
more active roles in community life.

'����,	%	�����
We believe that field-based research

and writing about home and community
life can lead to at least three outcomes. It
seems to us that writing about various
community settings can serve to broaden
teacher and student views about the
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school curriculum and provide ways to
relate that curriculum to everyday life. In
addition, writing about field research
encourages students to view reading and
writing as activities that can be person-
ally important to them, and provides a
renewed sense of optimism about aca-
demic literacy activities. Finally, ethno-
graphic writing about community life
promotes a view of cultural and linguistic
diversity as beneficial educational re-
sources that enhance the school curricu-
lum (Curry & Bloome, 1998). In conclu-
sion, student ethnographic writing about
home and community life opens new
directions for teachers and students
interested in reading and writing in
thinking classrooms.

�������#��� ���	��	�	���5
We are grateful for the ongoing sup-

port and encouragement of the following
people and organizations: our School
Directors, the administrators and staff of
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the Ministry of Education for the Repub-
lic of Kazakhstan. This project would not
have been possible without their assist-
ance. Thank you!
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