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1. What might social anthropology contribute to the study of informal learning and formal educational practices?

Social anthropology’s methodological commitment to long-term, ethnographic fieldwork allows its researchers to situate fine-grained empirical detail within broader comparative and theoretical contexts. Contemporary anthropology prides itself on its linguistic competence and commitment to developing area-specific expertise.  Theoretically, its scholars seek to transcend analytical dichotomies that  separate  the symbolic from the material, the subjective from the objective, the knower from the known. The interests of those in the field range widely, but many of the debates could usefully engage with education. 
2. Yet social anthropologists have been accused of neglecting the study of formal educational settings.  Why? Is this still the case?

The colonial legacies that shaped the emergence of ‘British social anthropology’ partly explain the discipline’s disregard of ‘modern’ social institutions. Max Gluckman was one of the first to promote the anthropology of industrialised societies. He was particularly keen on introducing anthropology to school children, and his students David Hargreaves and Colin Lacey published early school ethnographies.  Both went on to posts in sociology departments. Yet even sociology was not always a conducive home, and many sociological ethnographers of education emigrated to education departments.  This has led ethnographers of education to be cut off from anthropological debates about theory and method, to the cost of both.

One can speculate about other reasons for the history of social anthropology’s lack of engagement with the field of education. For communities in the developing world, schools represented modernity – it was all too easy for anthropologists to dismiss them as modern social institutions intruding on ‘traditional’ life.  Politically, anthropologists were instinctively suspicious of seemingly impersonal institutions and bureaucracies. Epistemologically, they remained loyal to their disciplinary holism, wanting to make sense of practices, meanings and relationships within a broader social field. If anything, the school was a prism for understanding larger social transformations. A field study of one ‘school’ seemed to artificially constrain one’s ethnographic patch.
More pragmatically, the field of colonial education was dominated by reformers and policy scholarship. There was thus less money for either applied work or more theoretically-driven and abstract investigations.  A telling contrast here is with the thriving sub-fields of the anthropology of development and medical anthropology, both of which began as fields of policy-research. Finally, there may be issues of governance to consider – it was hard for anthropologists to ‘study up’, especially during the late colonial period.  

The history of US cultural anthropology and its engagement with education is very different, partly inspired by Margaret Mead’s influence. It ‘benefitted’ from the development of applied anthropology that began when many anthropologists were employed by the US Government during the Second World War. 

More recently, there are signs of rapprochement. Social anthropologists have contributed to the study of informal learning, and scholars such as Jean Lave and Tim Ingold have developed thinking about skilled practice, apprenticeship and embodied knowledge. Others have begun to work on the relationship between formal education and social mobility. This engagement with education is long overdue.
3. What are the possibilities and risks raised by the growing popularity of ethnographic methods?

Paralleling the ‘methodologisation’ of the social sciences, ethnographic methods are increasingly popular beyond the disciplines of anthropology and sociology. This migration and transformation are indicators of the method’s enduring strength and adaptability. Those who choose ethnography are staking their commitment to identify with local ‘emic’ realities. Amongst policy researchers, the method is seen as offering access to difficult-to-reach communities, voicing marginal or silenced perspectives, and ideal for unpacking ‘failure’ and operational problems. Participant-observation seems to require minimum ‘kit’, and is easily adopted. 

Does this matter for both anthropologists and ethnographers of education?  One risk is that if a method becomes delinked and disembedded from an intellectual epistemology and scholarly community it changes its meanings and values.  It also has to seek out new partners and networks – and here collaboration is key. But if interdisciplinary collaboration is far from straightforward, links between academics and practitioners are no easier. The rise of ‘para-ethnography’ (Marcus, 2004), ‘ethnography’ conducted by non-professionals, poses new ethical and professional challenges for the representation and use of ethnographic knowledge. The method’s future depends on the ways that different academic fields of education, anthropology and sociology define and understand the nature of ethnographic ‘evidence’ and the process of producing ethnographic knowledge.
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