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“Cone then? let us pass a leisure hour in story telling” Palto’s
Republ i c, Book |

Practitioners like the sound of it; researchers sneer at the
mention of it; decision makers disregard findings based on it;
several scholarly fields claimthey invented it; and |like topsy
it grows. The case study in education is growing in popularity.

Hi di ng behind the everyday-use of the |abel “case study” |
find a bew ldering variety if approaches to our exam nation of
educati onal phenonena. To ny reckoni ng no one coul d possi bl e know
what | was going to say if this paper were titled *Ethnographic
and Case Study Research.” To keep ny head straight | reserve
certain words for specialized neani ngs— case study and
et hnography ate two such |l abels. | wite stories, not case
studi es, although readers of nmy stories may m stakenly call them
et hnographi c research of case studies. Wre | doing ethnography
or ethnol ogy, which I never do, | would have a nuch heavi er
burden. | would have to address questions of validity; of theory
contribution, of conpleteness of generality, of replicability.

In this paper | first place story telling in context within
the broad range of effort associated with case study nethods.
Then | shall discuss aspects of fieldwrk which underlie story
telling, first noves, key questions, tricks, |istening, |ooking
and synthesis. | conclude with evaluative criteria for story
telling and a few conparati ve conments about story telling and
traditional research nethods utilized in education.

| find Wl cott’s distinctions (1976) hel pful to sort out
these | abels in a sensible manner. He begins with ethnol ogy,
nmoves next to ethnography and finally to the case study. To these

| would add a fourth: a king of journalistic docunentation, which

| call story telling.

For Woll cott and for nme ethnology refers to a theoretical



statenent about relationships and neanings within a group or
anong a nunber of societies. Ethnography refers to the basic
descriptive work on which ethnology is based. Further, an
et hnography is a conplete account of sone cul ture-sharing group.
Case studies are intensive and conpl ete exam nations of a facet,
an issue, or perhaps the events of a geographic setting over
time. And finally, a story docunents a given mlieu in an attenpt
to communi cate the general spirit of things. The story need not
test theory; need not be conplete; and it need not be robust in
either tie or depth. In preparation for ny remarks on story
telling I shall turn to the case study and et hnography. Before so
doi ng O nust acknow edge that there is a point beyond et hnol ogy
in the mnds of sone. Fenton (1970) has described this ethereal
space as et hnoscience, of “an explicit neta-theory of
et hnographi c theories” (p.542) | do not have the slightest idea
what that is about. | suspect it has very little to do with
anything that can be learned directly with hypothesis testing as
we know it; or with story telling as | so it. Mst ethnographic
t heory has never been proven or disproved because it has not been
tested. And theory doesn’'t get tested because it a |lot easier to
“tal k” ethnography than it is to do field work. But | profess...
The Case Study and Et hnography
First, what do ethnography and the case study share in

common? (Keep in mnd the distinction that the ethnography is a
conpr ehensi ve study while the case usually exam nes but one
i nportant dinmension of the site.) The story is the first cut at
under st andi ng enough to see if a case study is worth doing. Mre
about that |ater.

They both represent attenpts to revel “what is going on” in
a given setting. In education the seeing is nost often the
cl assroom It need not be: for exanple, an observer who knows the
junior and senior high school mlieu mght trade off visiting the
cl assroom for the | ocker-room or the toilet, or the hall to
understand certai n dynam cs of the school



Second, sone studies and all ethnographies, as | used these
wor ds, nust go beyond depicting “what is going on.” A narration
of the highest quality is not good enough. Excellent descriptive
accounts of educational settings may or may not be et hnography.
Fred Erickson (1973) has said that ethnography is not a reporting
process: “It is an inquiry process guided by a point of view
based on the setting being studied and a know edge of prior
ant hr opol ogi cal research (p.10). Ethnographic description is
framed by a conceptual system believed by the witer to represent
the reasons behind the way things are.

Third, ethnography and the case studies allow readers “el bow
roonf to draw concl usions other than those presented directly by
the witer. Further, | think it notewrthy that a case study’s
conclusions may be |l ess inportant than the comruni cation of a
sense of whol eness, of what | like to call the “it”, the “topic”,
the “probleni, the case. Wile ethnographies may fall short of
presenting the whole of it, so does the Encycl opedia Britannica
and the Oxford English Dictionary. But case studies do give the
researcher the feeling of a unity, of coverage, of an integrity
of whol eness: whatever their length. A case study need not be
book |l ength to be good. W do not need to know everything in
order to understand sonet hi ng.

It helps me to distinguish the product-nouns forns of words
associated with this approach fromtheir process-verb forns. This
gets a little tricky. For exanpl e,

a) one can produce an et hnol ogy and one can do et hnol ogy;

b) one can wite an ethnography and one can do et hnography

or et hnographi c research;

c) one can publish a case study and one can conduct a case

study; and

d) one can wite a story and one can search for one.

Al though | try to separate the noun and verb forns of the
words “case study” and “ethnography”, | do not bother with
et hnol ogy or story telling because there aren’t enough



et hnol ogi cal studi es and et hnographi es: the products. People also
conduct case studies and et hnography: the process. | think it
inportant to listen and to read to determne if the speaker or
witer is tal king about the way or process or the result or
product when these words ate used. Wiy do | bel abor the
distinction? Qur criteria should be | ess severe for an

et hnographi ¢ approach than for an et hnographi c product. For
exanpl e when a teacher tries to figure out what has gone w ong
with the “blue bird reading group”; that’s one thing. If the
teacher clainms to have produced an et hnography of the blue birds
that’s quite another. For the case study, (noun and the verb
forms), ny standards are |ower than for an ethnography. In a
simlar manner, however, | demand nore of a case study report
(product) than I do of taking a case study approach (process) to
an educational question.

An et hnogr aphi ¢ approach to study education is not the only
ganme in town. There are others. One learns different things from
the case study or the story-well-told than one | earns from quasi -
experinental research; or froma questionnaire survey, or
et hnol ogy, or from eval uati on based on an adversarial nodel. It
is not a matter of differential power of these approaches as nuch
as it is matching themto the tasks. Different strokes for
different ganes. My gane is the fieldwork behind the story
telling products.

“Good et hnography will survive the theoretic franme of the
man who wote it” (Kutsche, 1971 p.951). Anthropol ogi st Pau
Kut sche said that. My phrasing has it that weak theory cones and
goes but superb description survives the test of tinme. | guess
there is a fine Iine between good journalismand good
et hnography—too fine for nme to draw—-but 1'Il take good
journalistic witing over poor ethnography anytime. Story telling
is an attenpt to enploy ancient conceptualizations characterized
by little imagination and focused on directly observable
referents. W now have Newtoni ans in educational research—no



Ei nst ei ns—carrying on 4'"-place deci nal ethnography before
getting the rudinentary realities in place. This nuch | propose
for general agreenent: w thout good docunentation, good story
telling, we'll never get good educational theory, which we
desperately need.

Sinply put, if you know what the problemis you don’'t need a
story teller or an ethnographer. An educational researcher m ght
be able to help discover the probable effects of conpeting
treatnments or solution to a problem It is not likely, but it is
possible. | claimstory telling can contribute to out
under st andi ng of problens in education and teachers can hel p.

Fol ds are forever calling for and proposing nifty solutions to
probl ens never understood. Story telling is unlikely to help in
the creation or evaluation of educational renedies, but can
facilitate problemdefinition. Problemdefinition conpared to
probl em solution is an underdevel oped field in education.

Fi el dwor k
| Iike doing fieldwork nore than | do reflecting upon it. Rosalie
Wax (1971), ny anthropol ogi cal patron saint, has asked the
fieldworker to report how he hinself has been changed by the
field work experience. Few accept her challenge. | am speaking in
the spirit of her challenge here. Successful fieldwork includes a
ot of crazy little things that | |earned the hard way; such as
gi ving precise cleaning instructions to notel and boardi ng house
servi ce people, and getting notel nanager’s perm ssion to tape
notes, maps, on the wall. | prom se swift and permanent injury to
anyone who di sturbs ny bedspread’s 3 X 5 card natrices. And |’ ve
| earned that an evening neeting with that key informant doesn’t
| eave tinme to wite up that field notes of the day nuch |less the
information gleaned that night. It has taken a decade to learn to
resist the seductivity of letting the tape recorder do all the
docunenting for ne. It’s all on the tape... | can retrieve it
later.” It’s the “later” that inundate one on the field.



And there is the constant battle with the privacy,
i ntrusiveness, shanme, and personal integrity issues that await
you with each informant. Sonme one should put these matters
together in a field manual or handbook for the naive case study
ent husiast. Qther topical candidates for such a manual are
protecting the autononmy of the field workers; tactics for gaining
entry; quick checks on prom sing | eads; antidotes for going
native; issues surrounding informant autonony; nulti-
i nstrunmentation techniques as validity enhancenment; nmaintaining
rapport; obtrusiveness of recording nmethods; using and over-using
key informants; and problens associated with neutrality;
objectivity and intinmacy; conbating |oneliness or al oneness: al
vital issues untouched in this paper.

Here's a Few Secrets About First Moves in the Field

Ht the library early on site: get into the local letters to
the editor; go to the board of education and check out the | ast
three years of board mnutes (they' |l think you re nuts); contact
trade union halls; see if a retired principal or superintendent
or “Ms. Teacher” is in town and go talk to them visit schools in
adj acent districts; get the chanber of comrerce’ s view of the
school s; and consider using Gordon Hoke' s brilliant triangulation

technique of “...visiting at |east three nei ghborhood bars to get
the bartender’s views of the sane setting” (Hoke, 1970).

Attend the DAR, NOW and League of Wnman Voters neetings.
Sanple the K of C, Elks, Lions, Rotary, Mose and Anerican Legion
fare. Check on Denocratic, Republican and | ndependent party
education commttee platformstatenents. Find out who serves as
education editors for the |ocal newspapers, radio and tel evison
stations. Then begin a series of Dutch-treat |uncheons which wll
get u started toward information and indigestion.

First noves on site tent to be ny inportant ones. My
fieldwork attitudes elevate first-noves too high perhaps, but

there is not faulting their inportance. The tenptation is very



high to try to say the right things to everyone when u start
field working at a site. Prom ses are one trap that the

fiel dworker nmust avoid. My personal rule is to avoid prom sing
anything | cannot...or can...deliver. Tell people openly what you
are trying to do and enlist their aid. Prom ses about products,
or process by field workers can becone prescriptions in the m nd

of listeners and prescriptions are guaranteed to be fatal. It
surprises ne to this day how far just plain, dull, truth, can
carry one in the field: “I amwrking to get sone sense of what

it is to teach and learn here in River Acres” (Denny, 1977,
1978). It worked every tine.

Reasonabl e expectation setting is essential for oneself and
ot hers when doing fieldwrk. For exanple, | never share ny
optimstic time schedules for conpletion with anyone. | take the
nost pessimstic one | can inmagine and then add 50% A two
mont hs’ study that could possibly stretch to four nonths neans
five nonths to ne. That way | al nost always finish “on tinme” and
rarely run nore than just a little bit over.

More about those critical first noves. Wien working in the
school, | say get out of the admnistrator’s office as soon as
possi ble. Set up shop in the open if at all possible. Wite up
your notes in the teacher’s | ounge; anywhere visible to public.
Take out your notes in the hall, parking lot, |lunchroom People
wi |l ask what you are doing. Gve themthe sensible, truthfu
answers. CGet your presence around fast. If your tape record, get
a shoul der strap for your case and wear it everywhere. In a word,
gi ve your informants a chance to check you out; provide many
chances before you begin checking themout. It is possible to be
so concerned wth your tasks of checking out the field that you
fail to make yourself sufficiently accessible for testing by the
field.

| have a personal list of four key questions which | use in
doing a field study. | carry themin ny wallet, hang then on the
nmotel mrror, rehearse themfrequently when | get stuck.



bel i eve these are generic questions which should be asked before,
during and after fiel dwork.

1. What an | doing?

2. Am1| talking with the right person?

3. Is this the right tinme and pl ace?

4. WIIl it all be worth it?
Note these were anticipatory in node. Wien | have concl uded ny
listening and review ng, ny fieldwork, | try them again.

1. Was the problem a decent one?

2. Were the instruction & bias control O K ?

3. Have | captured the limtations of the facilitation

of the setting?

4. \What cane of it?
After | have witten a story | rehearse themagain to determ ne
if it is worth sharing with others.

The Met hodol ogi cal Question
| heard that Cyde Kluckhohn once said the nethodol ogi cal

guestion is fieldwrk was, “What Navajo would tell his life story
to a white man?” Boy, have | |ived that question over-and-over!
| can tell you I felt it as a Northerner in Texas, as an adult
observer in a teenage institute, as a honky at a Southern all -
bl ack-col | ege honecom ng ganme, as an external eval uator assigned
to a celebrated early-chil dhood education curriculumgroup. So |
feel conpelled to note with great detail where, when, under what
conditions ny informants say what they do. | also record ny
feelings in the margins when | think I’ m being hyped, lied to.
By the way, that’s the easy part. It is when | amjiving, |lying
and engaging in self-deceit that fieldwork gets really difficult.
It is also truly frightening to discover you are not the
right person doing the fieldwrk. Even if one is the right
person, hiring an aide can be fatal for data collection. A four-
person team engaged in story telling is alnost always three too
many. Fieldwork done by others invariably has to be redone.



There are the Kl uckhohns to be sure, but |I could fill a page with
nanmes of educational and psychol ogical teans that afford us with
living evidence of Charles Brauner’s sage observation that “One
plus one is already a lie; tw only conpounds it” (Brauner,
unpubl i shed novel). If you cannot get the job done in the field,
the addition of another worker will nost surely not help. Quit.

Tricks
G/ymasts refer to exceedingly difficult, quick inserts for their
performance routines as “tricks.” The successful execution of
these tricks is often the difference between w nning and | osing
in conpetition. | shall describe a fewtricks in nmy fieldwork
routi ne which prove to be vital. Wile they do not sumto field
wor k they can enhance the quality of your data if nastered.

The first trick you mght insert into your routine is what |
shall arbitrarily termthe “unrelated hel p” nove. | try to stay
alert for opportunities to help people when I amon site,
especially sone voluntary work not related directly to
instruction. For exanple, | have baby sat, replaced an
autonotive distributor cap, repaired a fishing reel, shared
newspaper and magazi ne cli ppings, carried supply boxes, installed
an overhead projector bulb, done chi-squared anal yses, substitute
bow ed, assisted at Mass, edited a term paper, given PTA tal ks
and made bread for the Denpblay. | do these sorts of things on
the prem se that good guys get better data. No sense |eaving
your humanness at hone. | wll do nost anything not directly
related to instruction to help folks when | amin the field:
like it; they like it; and you m ght, too.

A second trick is the IJ. Robert WIf of Indiana University
taught nme the value of the 1J notebook. He stole the idea from
Ni xonophobes Wodward and Bernstein, who in turn nerely
popul ari zed a hall mark of investigatory journalism-hence, 1J.
refer to a hand sized notebook; often 3 x 5in size wth a spiral
bi nding. Frankly, 1"d now be crippled without one in the field.



The not ebook goes right in front of my informant. Wat | wite
is imedi ately seen by the person talking. In fact, |I find it
instructive to stop the person fromtine to tinme and revi ew what
| have been witing. It enhances credibility, check on the
accuracy of what has been witten and obliges you to stay on the
ball. The 1J is pocketable, informal, tidy, cheap, accessible
and nost inportantly it forces me to listen. The tape recorder
lulls me into a dependency relationship. | relax too nuch.
Further, the IJ is one heck of a listener’s guide to one’s tapes
in one’s notel roomthe weekend after an interview It is not a
useful trick for every fieldworker, however. Roughly every
fourth or fifth student who tries the IJ masters it. OQher rely
on 3 x 5 cards, three-ring notebooks, tape recorders and the
like.

Li st eni ng

The next topic is a bag full of tricks--the act of
interview ng. You probably know there are dozens of books out on
interview ng theory and technique. Mst are devoted to fact
finding, or are designed with coded responses and nunber
crunchi ng and have not hel ped ne. |Indeed, | would trade several
such books for hal f-hour discussion of a videotape recording of
an interview conducted by ne or one of ny students insofar as
skill acquisition and nodification are concerned. Interview ng
after all is no nore than talking and listening. Therein lies
the rub. Mst of us are not very skillful conversationalists and
it followthat to rely on one’s natural style to carry an
interview often results in the sanme i nept conversati onal
t echni ques now being called upon for interviewng. | think
interviewing is the near fatal flaw of many a field study.
Myopia runs a close second and I’'lIl touch on that a little later.
| have not yet seen the sort of interview ng guide or manual we
need for fieldwork in education. It will take nore than the nere
listing of tricks | amsure. One way to start is to cite people



who could wite such a manual or could serve as key informants
for a ghost witer. M nodel field interviewer is Bill Myers.
H's early work for his PBS “Journal” reveals for all the ways of
a quality interviewer. The man does listen, and his infornmants
obviously want to tell himtheir stories. Myer's retelling
always illum nates w thout discreditable prying or spurious
spontaneity.

Di ck Cavett goes beyond listening and is without rival for
interviewng the intelligentsia of literature and the arts.
believe his verbal dexterity could be too heavy for fieldwork
interview ng and doubt he would be effective in many school
settings. Johnny Carson’s plastic grin, jiving style, and cl ear
gift for repartee m ght be nore workabl e on occasion, but the
data woul d be about as inportant as bubble gum

The “just-plain-folks” style of Studs Terkle is worthy of
careful investigation. Perhaps he is better seen as a witer
using a tape recorder. Cearly a literate man, he nonet hel ess
suppresses his persona during his interviews and lets his tape
recorder run while bringing out his interviewees tales of triunph
and travail .

Gordon Hoke interviews while giving the appearance of
talking all the time. 1t is a unique art formworthy of study.

I n machi ne-gun tenpo he shares theory, gossip, facts, unrelated
tidbits fromhere and there with whonmever he interviews and
obliges the informant to struggle to het his or her two cents
worth in. He spends nore tine readi ng--anythi ng--anywhere than
do nost field workers. Fascinating. He |eaves themwondering in
much the sanme fashion as did the Lone Ranger. When Hoke | eaves,
many a superintendent has found hinmself saying, “I don’t know why
| tell that man the things | do.”

What | amcalling for is a serious analysis of a key
instrunment in field work, the interview | believe we could
start with studying highly successful exanples. There are so few
that the project seens manageable in ny mnd. There are



doubt | ess dozens and dozens of tricks that could be shared and

| earned t hrough such an analysis. Even | have a few nore--but |
think I'’ve made nmy point. 1’1l |leave the topic of interview ng
by sharing five characteristics of every good interviewer | know.
Unfortunately these are not insertable tricks. If |I amcorrect
in seeing these as necessary--1 know they are desirabl e--they
coul d serves as selection criteria for interviewers worth
training. | also recognize a touch of tautology in what follows
and leave it to you to carry it further or drop it. First, there
are not good interviewers who are not exceedingly bright.

Second, there are no good interviewers who are not interesting
people in their owm right. Third, here cones the circularity,
there are no good interviewers who do not |ove interview ng.
Fourth, good interviewers are able to work for long stretches of
time without fatigue; and finally every good interviewer | know
has a clear sens of self. | amsensitive to the fact that there
are no females interviewers on nmy list. Comercial television's
front runner Barbara Walters does not favorably inpress ne with
her interviewing skills: her talent lies el sewhere, surely.

Al t hough we have no tel evised evidence on hand | think it safe to
assune Margaret Mead nust be a superb field interviewer.

Looki ng
| know there nust be tricks for |ooking as there are for

listening. Looking with the pure intent of seeing, truly seeing
what is going on is what is called systematic ethnographic

et hol ogi cal observation. |In educational research there are
hundreds of observational systens. There may be gold left to be
m ned in the nountains of published observation schedules with
which | amfamliar. Each tinme | |ook there are new ones.

Educati onal researchers do not seemto want to--to be able to--

| earn fromone another. The old observational systens are never
faul ted because they are rarely tried nore than a few tines. The
new ones serve the one study, the one dissertation, the one



master; and that is that.

Each new witer seens to say, “Look at education ny way; a
fresh new | ook!” Educational optonetrists are not in short
supply. | claimnost educational researchers do not | ook at
educati on; nost devel op observational instrunents to enable us to
| ook for things determned to be inportant by the field of
educati onal psychol ogy. The |egacy of pre-ordai ned observations
is an inpoverished one. It is hard to get very excited about
what observational instrunments have enable us to see. (Observable
behavi or regul arized for analysis or prediction can interest ne
when the predictable actions are contradi cted by verbal behavior.
But that sort of contrast is all too rarely discussed by
educati onal researchers.

| said there nust be tricks to | ooking. Beyond the
shi bbol eths of getting food, sleep, keeping a sharp eye noving
around to change perspective and | ooking for a to make sense out
of your data, | have no advice. | do have foreshadow ngs on how,
not where, we mght acquire a trick or two. First, Ceorgia
O Keefe painted flowers so huge that | finally saw them D ane
Arbus took pictures so that | could see beyond gross physi cal
anomaly. A colleague of mne, Klaus Wtz, has taught 16 week
course based on total visual analysis of a few m nutes of
vi deot ape of a teacher. Society Mke sketches fugitives for the
Detroit Police by changing others’ words into a picture of
sonmeone he has never seen. Merely suggestive ranblings but the
dross rate in those hills will be no worse then in the coded
interaction of Ned Flanders’ fields.

Looki ng at sonething rather than | ooking for sonething: a
maj or difference. Fred WIkin (1974) of National College and
M ke Atkin (1973) of the University of Illinois have called for a
new style of inquiry to attenpt to set the educational research
scene on its feet. In the early seventies he clainmed educati onal
research needed a new breed of conceptualizers; “Scholars who
approach the problens of practice rather than the problens of the



di sci plines when they attenpt to understand educational events”
(Atkin, 1973, P.4). Atkin anal ogi zed the new searcher to the
et hol ogi st, who studies animal behavior. | do not know if ny
notions about story telling are what they had in mnd. | do
sense a kinship with their disconforture with traditiona
educati onal psychol ogy approaches to educational practice.

Anot her field note is best represented in a personal
experience. | once visited a 6'" grade teacher in a classroom at
| east on full day a week for one whol e school year to find out
how a traditional “old-fashioned” teacher got such good student

achievenment and | didn't learn one thing. | gave up. Not
because nothing was there--1 just could not get it. | think

Harry Wol cott (1972) explained that experience in his superb
article Feedback influences on fieldwrk, or, a funny thing

happened on the way to the beer garden. Wl cott says he never

does | earn nuch about the people he intend to study. That’s the
point I want to nmake: | did not shake ny original set. | sense a
deeper issue lies in this matter which | cannot understand.

Synt hesi s
Still another issue is buried in a haunting phrase: “data,
data everywhere.” Pseudo-ethnographers |ace their conversations

Wi th precious prattlings about the lush rewards that await the
fieldmrker: Ch, the richness of the data; the ful ness of the
observations; the contextual blends that emerge fromnaturalistic
study; the inherent messages that spring forth formthe
docunent ati ons; the “ah-has” and the “o-hos.” That’'s not what
happens to ne. It'’s ajob. | love it; but it is often dul

stuff and | regularly reach a point in ny work where |
contenpl ate fl eeing to Guadal aj ara under the assuned nanme of N ck
Barf. | find a mantra at matins a recurring one: “How am | going
to use all this stuff? Howin the hell am| going to use al
this!?” | couldn’t conplete a study w thout one of three things:
a notorcycle and a fishing rod are two of them Genuine



i nvol venent in the setting i s necessary--but getting away fromit

is an aperiodic inperative for ne. Fieldwork gets tiring! | no
| onger even lie about it. Good teachers get tired, too. So |
get away for a day. | get sone of ny best witing done on a
notorcycle. | should pay |argenouth bass $50 an hour for their
advi ce.

When | return to nmy data | find the “good little people”
have been at work and part of it now appear to hang together; it
fits better than it had before. Sonetinmes what happens to ne is
the enmergence of a |ow | evel approximation of a tabular formfor
summari zing i nformati on which | have gathered on di nensi onal
perspectives (Becker, 1961). It may be a ration of vol unteered
natural |anguage information to that directly gathered; or it
could be a triangulation of three separate informants’ dat a;
whatever. But usually it is a persistent set of “one liners”

t hat haunt nme because they are all true; and they just don't fit.

That’ s agony. However, | have conme to know it is ny first real
step toward progress in field work. A robust paradox is a
guarantee that I'’mgetting sonewhere. | know | can nmeke it then
| can get the story. There may be enough to share wth others.
And, because | never deal nuch with scientific theory or with
hypot hesis testing, or with the analysis of culture, | know ny
fieldwork is nearly done.

&ood Story Telling
Few people, and | an no exception, wll ever do ethnol ogy,

an et hnography or a case study in the terns | have defined them

| have taken an et hnographi c approach to two educational settings
and a case study to seven others. | have not witten a case
study--nmuch | ess an ethnography--as | use the terns. Case study
and story telling both require a lot of time and energy. But

et hnography requires nore talent than does story telling as does
squash when conpared to racquetball; or throwing a decent clay
cylinder on a wheel conpared to hand-building a coil pot; or



pl ayi ng a Bach fugue on a church organ versus pushing the rhunba
button on a Lowey Track-3 rhythm system Each paired exanple
coul d be viewed as conparable in the commbnsense use of the

wor ds, case study, ceram cs, and playing the organ. But the
difference in skill requirements clearly separate the artist from
the run-of-the-m |l perforner in each paired instance.

| amopting for a heavy investnent in |ower-skil
requi renent approaches to searches in education. Literacy in
one’s not her tongue; reasonable sensitivity to one’s informants
and environnment, and a clear attenpt to communi cate the inportant
di mrensi ons of an observed mlieu are what | ask of a story
teller. Good ones do nore. Superb ones approach et hnography--
but I'll settle for nore nodest expectations.

The case study approach has achi eved consi derable acclaimto
date and | have high hopes for its continued future. W should
adopt an attitude simlar to the one Wbb, et al. (1966) did for
unobt rusi ve neasures when vi ewed agai nst standard nmeasurenent
research procedures: the case study approach cannot substitute
for a questionnaire study. One approach can suppl ement but not
substitute for each other. The questions and their answers wl|
both be different. Neither is better.

What is a good study? Well, when the reader finishes the
case or the ethnography, and can say, “Yes, | knowit; | could go
to the hall, that class, that place,” then the ethnographer or
case study witer has done a good job. A good story woul d
provide the reader wwth some of that feeling for parts of the
setting.

Case studies | have seen that | awarded high marks are the
recent film*“Saturday Ni ght Fever;” and 60 M nutes’ treatnent of
the neaning of a house in a nobile society. Studs Terkle' s book,
Working (1975); Charles Brauner’s (1974) essay, “The first
Probe,” and Howard Becker’s (Becker et al.,(1961) classic
et hnography Boys in Wite serve as other exenplars. | nention

both filmed and printed nmedia as exanples in the hope that sone



“strict constructionist” will tell me that an ethnography or case
study has to be witten. M reply wll be “says who?” Not
Robert Stake (1978), for exanple. |In an AERA audi otape entitled
“Seeki ng Sweet WAter,” he suggests that a witten case study
doesn’t have to be worded. He says college’s annual research-
office report which details the student body, the faculty,
budget, and endowrent data--though sel domcalled such--is a case
study. It enables the reader to draw reasoned concl usi ons about
a given setting. So does “Saturday N ght Fever.” The
institutional research report is probably a poor basis for
scientific generalization to America’s colleges--but it could
have a lot of validity for a given college. There are witers
whose stories again and again neet the criterion of veridicality
or at least verisimltude. Wen | finish their work | feel as
though I were there--or | could be there. Studs Terkle, WIIiam
Faul kner, J.D. Salinger, Robert Pirsig, Loren Eisley, and Pau
Goodnman are a few. They silver Kl uckhohn’s mrror for man.

An et hnographi ¢ approach such as story telling is
necessarily high in costs: tine, energy, mstakes, and wages.
Its benefits are high as well: it reveals the texture of a
setting, the natural |anguage of those living there, and the
relationship of the systemas no other approach can. The story
rarely reveal s why things operate as they do and al nost never
results in trustworthy statenent of what one ought to do to
change the situation. Wich leads nme to say |I think I know why
research in general doesn’t nmake nuch of a difference, and why
et hnographi c research, case studies and story telling aren’t
going to affect instruction |earning, schools or education.
Studiers aren’t supposed to change things. The changers do that:
those with a vision unblinded by the way things are. They
al ready know the awful truth about current practice. And the
deci sion makers don’t want change, they want stability. So
that’s two huge groups who don’t want, won't use, case studies,
Jo Day (1978) pointed out to ne that ethnographic accounts do not



point the ways to policy decisions or give clues as to what
shoul d be done differently. | concur. Doug Sjogren (1978)
remnds nme this fault is shared by eval uative research nethods in
general .

The Relative Uility of a

Case Study Approach to Studyi ng Educati onal Settings

VWiile | amin synpathy with the proposition that an

educati onal setting can be understood better if one takes an

et hnogr aphi ¢ approach to docunenting that setting, | do not know
this nethodol ogy to be better than another for solving
educational problens in that setting.

| amtrying to say several things here. First, ethnographic
approaches can yield good portrayals of what’s happeni ng.

Second, et hnographi c approaches fall short of revealing what is
causing what: a trait shared by nost educational research tactics
with which | have firsthand famliarity. And third, it is a
perfectly m serable nmethodology to enploy if a cental purpose is
to prescribe change in the setting under study. A personal
anecdote: a school adm nistrator fromny recent Texas study
(Denny, 1978) flattered me when he called ne after ny study to
say “It was a damm good ‘article’ for a Yankee.” Later in the
conversation he castigated nme for not telling (him what to do
about problens | had described. Wat had | done?

Well, ny story reveal ed the dynam cs of how teachers used
science, math, and social studies as preparation: preparation for
nore science, math, and social studies, for college, for jobs in
t he workaday world, for living, for whatever. The story included
observations and | engthy quotations of teachers who damed the
preparation ethic for kids who weren’t headed anywhere tonorrow,
for students who were trying to figure out what yesterday neant;
for faculty who were discontent with the old ways and
unent husi asti c about the future.



They had trouble there in River Acres, Texas and it began
wth a B--not wwth a T. B for belief, or Gfor growh, or Ufor
unrest. And what to do about it? That’'s what that adm ni strator
wanted to know. That was not ny purpose for doing the study--but
it was his for reading it. Wuat did ny story point to as
remedi ation, as prescription, as a sensible way to go? Not a
damm thing...and every damm thing. There were as many sol utions
as intervi ewees.

There are other weaknesses in the story. The National
Sci ence Foundation study of science education K-12 in the U S A
sent me to Texas with targets identified for ne before | got in
the field. In retrospect | think I blew sone of the story:
Houston football, sex, tex-nex, inmgrants, and a parent
secessi on novenent never earned their rightfully-prom nent place
inm story. | suspect it was the prepotency of predeterm ned
NSF targets of science, mathematics and social studies
instruction and | earning.

My fellow witers on that study--(a few were ethnographers;
a couple were case study witers; a couple were story tellers,
and one, quite-likely a m splaced plunber)--differed fromne in
their attitudes toward proper roles for analysis and witing
recommendati ons from such studies. One veteran witer assured ne
that nmy | evel of analysis(read that abstraction) would increase
considerably were | to have spent nore tine in the Texas setting.

| didn’t believe it when he said it. | don't believe it now
What woul d have resulted, | believe, is a finer grain picture:
nore detail, nore exquisitely grabby |anguage, nore

contradictions, nore convolutions, and consi derably nore evidence
that the conplexities of life in River Acres, Texas would require
years to understand. Years.

| amregularly faulted for providing too nmuch descriptive
tal k and not enough analysis. Talk versus analysis; | have
struggled with that before. Seeing may be believing, but | need
nore. | never see the picture worth a thousand words. It occurs



to me that a very few words can represent a thousand pictures;
can represent unobservable feelings; can reveal tonorrow s hopes
and yesterday’'s fears which shape today’s actions. M Texas
story is largely teacher’s words. Students, parents,
adm nistrators and others with sonething to say about River Acres
contributed to its telling. But it’s nostly a story of and by
teachers. It wasn't supposed to turn out that way. The deeper
went, the nore | needed a place to park ny mnd to keep it out of
trouble I found it in the teachers’ words.

I f you think I have been harsh on ant hropol ogi cal approaches
t o under standi ng educati onal problens you' re mstaken. | would
like to declare open season on the cheap-shot artists in
educational research: those with their nunerical designs of
not hi ngness; others who feature the half-day-quickly site visit
“study;” neasurers who assess individual s--and then tal k about
groups; still others with their ask-emeverything-and-throwit-
on- a- conput er questionnaire surveys; and particularly those with
their grand control groups that couldn’'t control for the
instructional tinme devoted to attending to first graders’
bl adders nuch less to the experinmental variables operating in a
school’s reading curriculum let’s say. |If the contributions of
educati onal psychol ogy and eval uative research to our
under st andi ng of teaching and | earning could be translated into
human stature it would stand a little over four feet high

And a plague on the majority of the evaluation world as
well! | see increasingly an educational community gone nmad with
counting, accounting, accrediting, performng, certificating, and
conpetencying. The world will be a better place when educati onal
eval uators can find a job. The dross-rate is now so high it
sinple isn't worth attenpting to read the dreary pal aver we cal
research and evaluation literature if one is concerned about
ei ther understandi ng what goes in schooling; or if one has to
make a deci sion anong several alternative instructional
strategies in real-life setting. | rely increasingly on



listening to experts.
Li stening to so-called experts as conferences can be a

little better than reading their polemcs. Mst educational
speakers cannot fool us quite as reqgularly, easily, and generally
as can nost educational witers. W can watch how she or he says
it; we can decode the signals enbedded in intonation, stress and
juncture; and we can ask the acid question: These are | ost
opportunities (costs) in the research and eval uation reports
generally found in our scholarly journals.

"Il close by rem nding you that the ethnographic approach
is aslowone. It will never substitute for “quick and dirty”
research studies. The field worker is force to work around ot her
peopl e’ s schedul es. Case studies and story telling are slow and
pai nful work. Ethnographi c approaches are had on the people
doing them W nust find ways to help teachers tell their
stories. | believe the story telling |I have discussed is
legitimate al beit lowlevel. It enables teachers to tell a
meani ngful story w thout being “scientifically rigorous.”

I f you can work at night after working all day; if you can
stand open chall enges to conpetence; and if you like it, the
et hnogr aphi ¢ approach is a good way to understand education a bit
better. No inpatient researchers, or physical wecks, or
conmpul sively tidy mnds need apply. But for those with the
journalist’s sense of a story, the approach, if not the product,
is al nost always addictive. Mst of us in American education
| ose at everything else we try in the nane of research and
eval uation, why not consider another approach?
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