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BACKYARD ETHNOGRAPHY:
STUDYING YOUR HIGH SCHOOL

by Carolyn Gecan and Amanda Hurowitz
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thnographic fieldwork is a foundation block of
Ecultural anthropology. The syllabi of introductory

courses in cultural anthropology often include read-
ing one or more of the ethnographic classics. Works such
as Richard B. Lee’s The /Kung San: Men, Women, and Work in
a Foraging Society; Napoleon Chagnon’s Yanomano, Colin M.
Turnbull’s The Forest People; or Elizabeth Marshall Thomas’
The Harniless People can be found on many an undergradu-
ate reading list. Professors who have experienced the chal-
lenges and joys of conducting research in the field enliven
their lectures with data, anecdotes, and illustrations from
their field work.

But how might a high school social studies or an-
thropology teacher, who has quite likely never experienced
ethnographic field research first-hand, teach about it? How
might that teacher provide a hands-on fieldwork experi-
ence that simulates the type of data gathering common to
ethnographers in the field?

My colleague Amanda Hurowitz and I are history
teachers who have grappled with these questions in the
five years we have collaboratively taught an anthropology
elective course at our high school in northern Virginia. Con-
fronted with practical realities imposed by time constraints
and budget—there’s never enough time in a semester and
rarely any funding for such “frills”—we have successfully
implemented the project described below. A primary goal
of this activity is encouraging students to investigate a macro
culture by identifying and exploring the micro cultures
within their high school community. They do this by em-
ploying a tool of anthropological fieldwork, the interview.

After reading the description of our project you
might want to read about a similar activity discussed in
“Fieldwork in the Classroom” by Martha Williams, a former
Fairfax County Public School teacher. That article, origi-
nally published in the Winter 1981 issue of AnthroNotes,
discusses anthropology students interviewing the students
inan ESL class (English as Second Language) at a subur-
ban high school in Northern Virginia with a large immi-












