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Real Alignment 

“Wolcott was ahead of his time in 1975 when he argued for ethnographic 

accounts that „contain a wealth of primary data,‟ so that „readers have an 

adequate basis for rendering their own judgments concerning the analysis‟” 

(Kirklighter 93). 

 Articles we have read this semester share in-depth information on the why‟s and how‟s 

of ethnographic research through which a multitude of issues and questions have been 

addressed and analyzed. One of those yet unanswered issues involves the validity and reliability 

of collecting data. Cristina Kirklighter et al in their book Voices and Visions essentially 

umbrellas this issue when asking: What is the right technique for observation? According to 

Kirklighter, the right technique simply needs to gather the contextual, rhetorical, political, and 

historical data that answers the questions the audience wants answered.  

 Doing ethnographic research sometimes becomes selfishly focused on the ethnographer 

and the student and the professor, most always excluding thought of the audience. This may be 

the consistent missing link that keeps ethnography students confused of which observation 

process to embrace. After realizing that the classroom community is not a “self-contained 

community” according to Kirklighter, the observer needs to understand that there are gendered 

communities, cultural communities, and even language communities, to name a few, in the 

classroom space. Choosing one community to observe at a time seems to be the solution; 

however this focus on one perspective may label the observation as not reliable. According to 

Kirklighter, “Ethnographers who choose to study just one community in the classroom must 

also ask themselves if a single description of interpretation will hold for all of the individuals in 

that group” (Kirklighter 90). So, the next alternative involves the selection of several students as 

representative of the whole so that they can handle multiple observations maintaining validity 

and credibility.  

 Alas, this process too contains flaws as all is seen from the observer‟s perspective. 

According to Kirklighter, this perspective influences the outcome as it is “colored by her 

understanding of research and theory in the field and her own experiences in her own groups” 

(Kirkligher 91). Hence, not a change of focus for observation, but a change of who the focus is 

for helps quantify what information is documented, information that “explains and predicts 

behavior within the culture under specified conditions” (Kirklighter 93). So, the answer is: 

Observe for your audience. 



 The audience in my observations is Dr. Paterson. If I understand correctly, she wants to 

see my progress in making connections between the readings and classroom observations. This 

sounds simple enough. (I‟m joking) However, I find the straight-forward connections good, 

but also enjoy the challenge of engaging in the not so good processes of observation so that I 

might understand the differences. In my earlier misunderstandings of how to obtain data, I 

attempted different methodologies during my observations. I have written frantically to get 

dialog down. I have tried just observing the professor‟s reactions. I have observed a handful of 

students. And, I was about ready to just stick to one lens when observing so that I might feel in 

control of what information I was gathering.  I am not pleased to know that I did not need to 

worry so. As long as the information is there, it can be analyzed in any manner for any 

audience. The best thing I can do is remain as subjective as possible (ahem) as well as other 

observers. Then, “the academic community alone will continue to be served and will alone reap 

the benefits of classroom ethnographies” (Kirklighter 94). And that is the current focus. 

   


