OSEA Writing Ethnography Guidelines for Final Project Portfolio

I. General Guidelines and Framing of Assignment

The narrative component of the final project is in many ways the most difficult to complete yet it can and should also be the most personally and intellectually rewarding.  This set of guidelines is designed to give you both structure and freedom/flexibility for you to develop your creative insights and knowledge.  These guidelines are also designed to allow for you to choose the style of your writing and thinking, whether this moves in the direction of positivist and objectivist description, phenomenological and experiential narrative, applied and practice-oriented reporting, experimental textualization, or some other form, genre, style and structure.  These guidelines therefore have the goal of not simply allowing but encouraging and facilitating you to develop your ethnographic writing in ways that best fits your personality, intellectual orientation, and strengths.  

These objectives therefore preclude the possibility of always at every moment providing you with conclusive, definitive, and unitary instructions.  At certain points there will be an absence of “rules” that state precisely what and how information should be presented and how you should write the ethnography.  You should view this not as an “inadequacy” or “weakness” in the instructions, but as the means by which to offer you freedom for your own intellectual growth.  The responsibility of working and thinking through the options of writing ethnography is something that every fieldworker, researcher, and anthropologist must assume.  Students are strongly encouraged to discuss any aspect of the writing of the narrative with OSEA staff for feedback and direction.   

II. Three Core Questions of Ethnography

All ethnography, despite all the variations of theory, research practices, writing, representing and media of communication, provide some basic kinds of information indicated by these three questions:  (see detailed explanation of questions in section #4 below) 
· What was the research project and what was the research problem? 

· What were the fieldwork dynamics and processes of research?

· What were the results of fieldwork and are the results of the research project?
Thus your ethnographic narrative must, provide answers to these questions. But how?

Each of these questions are simply phrased and thus seemingly simple.  But, actually each references a very complex bundle of issues and series of sub-questions. As well each question can be approached and addressed in a wide variety if not infinite manner.  

Different traditions of ethnographic fieldwork and writing give radically different importance or value to these three questions and, further, formulate these questions in dramatically different concepts, syntax, and terminology.  These variations and possibilities are what creates the rich pluralism of ethnography.  This diversity should be celebrated and encouraged—not censured or punished.

What provides structure to the way you answer these questions or provide the information that addresses these issues is less a pregiven set of guidelines, but more your own intellectual predilections, on the one hand, and the actual fieldwork and research materials that you have actualized, on the other hand.  

III. Approaches to and Genre-Forms of Writing Ethnography

There are many, many ways to write ethnography. Many ways to present and describe research, research materials, data (or results) and to write analysis, interpretation, and conceptualizations (or generalizations and conclusions).  There are two main traditions and an emergent form (which is taught in the OSEA Training Program) of doing research—applied, basic, and experimental. These three however do not entail three clean cut, distinct styles, genres, rhetorics, and discourses of writing ethnography.  What is more important in writing are theoretical frameworks, analytical concepts, and the overall objectives of (and audiences for) the presentation and communication of ethnographic research.  

More specifically you must determine whether your ethnography takes the form of a “narrative,” a “report,” or an “analysis.”  These three forms are very general types of genres.  While any writing is narrative or has narrative elements, the “narrative” form or genre is expressly structured as a story or stories; it is story-telling.  The “report” genre is thus also a narrative, but it is not structured as story telling; it is structured as an “unadorned” presentation and description of information.  While the “report” necessarily involves an analysis of the information (“results,” “dynamics,” and “processes”) that is described in the report, this analysis is predominantly structured by the notion of explanation (versus interpretation).  The “analysis” genre is also a form of narrative (i.e., has narrative elements composition); as well, the “analysis” genre is also a form of reporting since it must necessarily describe information (i.e., “results,” “dynamics,” and “processes”).  The  “analysis” genre is different however in that the analysis is predominantly structured by the notion of interpretation (versus explanation).  

All of these terms are defined in the OSEA Glossary of Key Terms.  Also see the OSEA Handout on Forms of Analysis. The following chart is reductive and based on very synthetic generalizations.  There are many points of contention that are abstracted from a great diversity of theories and ethnographies. Use it only to facilitate your own understanding.  

	A Comparison of Three Generic Types of Ethnographic Genres or Genre-Forms of Ethnographic Representation

	Genre-Form
	Narrative
	Report
	Analysis

	Master Trope
	Narrative or Story Telling, 

(re-) telling stories 
	Presentation, Presenting Information
	Interpretation, Interpreting Information

	Type of Description
	Stories
	Cases or data-sets
	Puzzles

	Type of Analysis
	Narrative 
	Explanation
	Interpretation

	Objects of Description
	Lived experiences in diverse forms (reported 2nd hand or witnessed 1st hand), 
	Observable behaviors, social relations, material or objective culture, social patterns, institutions
	Texts, narratives, meanings, symbols, events, situations, social action, power relations

	Goal of Analysis
	Existential, dialogical, intersubjective, subjectivist, and/or trans-cultural experience & meaning; “nature” of being human 
	To make or test models of reality (using causality, correlation, association, probability, structural conditioning of factors)
	“radical critique” in the sense expressed by Marx: breaking down of object into elements thorough understanding the “root” of how it works or exists

	Main Theoretical Traditions that are associated with each Genre
	Phenomenology, dialogical anthropology, “philosophical” &/or  humanist anthropologies, postcolonial and subaltern feminisms, neo-enlightenment feminisms
	Positivism, objectivism, empiricism, traditional Marxisms, enlightenment feminisms, some standpoint gender feminisms, functionalisms, social structuralisms
	Interpretive, symbolic, dialogical anthropologies, queer theory, “postmodern”  & postcolonial feminisms, critical theory Marxisms, linguistic structuralisms, deconstructive & discourse theories

	Goal of the Ethnography
	Communicate experience
	Explain social reality
	Understand cultural realities

	Rationale of the  Ethnographic Project
	To get at the nature of human existence in relation to sociocultural life-worlds
	Build or test theory; or to produce knowledge of social reality 
	To intervene in the world through the production of knowledge 


IV. Basic Content (and “structure”) of the Ethnographic Narrative

The Introduction.  Statement of Purpose, Goals, Definition of Genre-Form
· What was the research project? What was the research problem? 

The presentation of the research project and research problem functions as an introduction to the main ethnography.  This introduction should be no less than half a page and probably no more than one page of the final project portfolio.  It should normally consist of 2-4 paragraphs; but depending upon the content, additional paragraphs can extend the discussion. 

Here you briefly restate the research problem and research project. The description is brief.  It can rely heavily on statements in the research proposal, yet these must be stated in a different way, i.e., rephrased for this different genre, audiences, and contexts of writing. If the proposal describes a model of research that “will be” or “could be,” the expression of the project and problem in the ethnography is as accomplished, realized, conducted, completed.  [Of course, if the ethnographic reporting is prior to the completion of the project then this calls for yet a third kind syntax and tense.] Be brief, concise, and precise.  Include a brief synthetic or summary statement regarding any modifications to the conceptualization and conduct of the research project; on this point you must be synthetic and general in your statements since you will flesh out these points in detail in the other sections, whether in the discussion of dynamics and processes or in discussion of the results of fieldwork and research.  

It must include a statement that defines how you are addressing the other core questions of ethnography: What is the structure, narrative or expository style, outline (order), and goals of your ethnography?  What does each component of the ethnography set out to present (i.e., describe, analyze, interpret) and accomplish?  Why this structure? What kinds of narrative, rhetorical, textual, discursive elements, forms or styles have you chosen to use?  Identify how you are going to discuss, describe, and present the research results, dynamics, and processes of fieldwork.  Further, explain what is the rationale, logic or strategy of your writing the ethnography in this manner.  What is the genre-form of your ethnography?   

The Body of the Ethnography.  Presenting the Content of Your Ethnographic Research
The body of the ethnography must deal with or address the other two core questions in 7-15 pages.  Your presentation of your ethnographic materials can take any shape, style, and structure so long as you justify these decisions in the introduction.  Use past tense.

· What was the fieldwork dynamics and processes of research?

Present (discuss, describe) your research methodologies, strategies, tactics, and relations with research subjects. Present methodological problems, failures, achievements, hurdles, etc.  What kinds of methods created what kinds of data, how and why?  Relate these points to issues of intersubjectivity, transcultural interaction, and subjectivity that are often grouped together under the concept of “reflexivity” and “researcher positioning.” (See bibliography). You must decide whether include a separate subsection here to deal the above issues or whether you will narratively integrate (or interweave) these aspects into the discussion of results of fieldwork and results of the research project. This material will also inform the separate component in the conclusions Self-Assessment of your fieldwork, which includes how well you planned and actualized (or carried out) the research project.

· What were the results of fieldwork and are the results of the research project?
Results of fieldwork derive from fieldwork.  Results of the research project are a second order derivation based on the results of fieldwork (data, research materials, fieldwork interactions, experiences); from these additional understandings and knowledge is derived that is based on the interpretation, analysis, coding, writing, and representation of your fieldwork materials or results.

There are many different kinds of results of fieldwork.  The primary results are the data that you collected, produced, created, documented.  Describe your data.  It is crucial that you remember that data is information that directly relates to your research questions and research problem.  Thus, your description of the results of fieldwork must be clearly related to those criteria.  Other kinds of results include aspects reflexivity, researcher positioning, intersubjectivity and transcultural interaction; you must figure out how to address these issues as a separate element or as something interwoven into your narrative description of results.  

Based on your description of these data you must then present an analysis or interpretation of the fieldwork results and materials.  This is the main part of what constitutes the “results of the research project.”  

By results of the research project we are here relying upon a common distinction between a) description (of fieldwork data and material) and b) the analysis or interpretation (of these materials).  The relationship between description and analysis is tricky, sometimes elusive, but utterly significant and fundamental. See OSEA Handout on Forms of Analysis.  There are two major forms of writing analysis based on ethnographic description:  A) first you present the description and then subsequently do the analysis; B) interweave description and analysis together.  Neither is necessarily more or less difficult; the nature of the research and fieldwork results will determine which is the more appropriate form.

The secondary part of what constitutes the “results of the research project” is the larger implications that you can draw out from your analyses and interpretations.  The results of research is a second level or meta-level of “results”— it is not the data per se but the meaning, understanding, value, and significance that the data and fieldwork dynamics have for you.  This (meaning, understanding, value, significance) is something that you actively create through different kinds of interpretation and analysis.  These points are elaborated (“argued” or “presented”) in detail in the body of the ethnography.  These points are also fundamental for you to draw out your content conclusions, which in part synthesis and summarize these points.

Conclusions of the Ethnography. Self-Assessment and Content Conclusions
The conclusions of your ethnography are of two sorts, content conclusions and self assessment.  In the context of the OSEA Training Program, the former should be between half page to a page but no more than a page and a half. The latter should be one full page of text.

Content conclusions include synthetic summary of the descriptions, analyses, and interpretations that you made in the body of the ethnography.  It should also include the extraction of broader points based on the research materials you presented.  These “broader points” can be of different types according to the theoretical tradition and genre-form of ethnographic writing.  It can aim toward the definition of generalizations, whether to build theory or to make humanist statements regarding cultural realities.  These statements can be abstract and philosophical “mid-range” theory building or typifications, implications, consequences that are closely tied to the ethnographic reality that was presented in the ethnography.

The Self-Assessment component of the conclusions must provide clear statements about the design of the research project, the planning of the conduct of the research, the fit or adequacy of the methodologies that were used.  In addition, you must provide an accurate and balanced assessment of the quality and quantity of the work, effort, motivation, discipline, and diligence in your carrying out the research project that you designed.
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