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ETHNOGRAPHY AND CASE STUDY IN THE CONTEXT OF 

EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH 

Abstract: The focus of this research is on the ethnography and the case study, both 

observed in the context of educational research. The ethnography and the case study have both 

found their way into the research processes of educational problems, without concerning 

whether they are taken as methods, types of researches or specific approaches in the analyzing 

of problems. This paper shows their specific characteristics, as well as their role in the context 

of educational researches, with a special approach towards the goals and the meaning of these 

researches, as well as the problems that are being researched. Our goal is to show the importance 

of these researches when the contextual analysis of the problem is primarily taken. This paper 

also presents the examples of the usage of the ethnography and the case study in the context of 

educational research.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The education represents a continuous process, and thus it is under the impact of 

multiple factors, especially those that are contextual. The education variates in different 

environments, it differentiates from one society to another, from one culture to another, and 

from one place to the others. This means that the educational research cannot be realized 

without concerning its circumstances, including the culture, the tradition, the attitudes, the 

habits, the ongoings and the language, i.e. the lifestyle of a community. Statistical indicators, 

i.e. numbers and percents, cannot be used to learn about these community characteristics. 

Instead, the quality analysis is required, realized by observing, interviewing, examining the 

objects, the photographs and the documents, by keeping a diary and other writings, i.e. by using 

the ethnography. Besides that, the phenomena, the happenings, the relationships in the 

education, and even the educational process itself, cannot always be generalized, since they are 

specific for only one person, group, institution, i.e. for only one case, whose understanding is 

enabled by using the idiographic case study. 

The ethnography and the case study require a specific approach in problem solving, in 

order to form a deeper research, and to get to the core of the problem. This should help the 

researcher to find the causes of the problem, and to perceive its complexity. The aim of each 

research is to approach the unapproachable, to reach beyond the appearances, which is 

especially notable in the eduactional researches, whose complexity, variability and local 

coloration render them into areal challenge for researchers.  The ethnography and the case study 

can be an adequate mean to conquer the abovementioned challenge, and our idea was to express 

them in the very context of educational research. 

This paper concerns the terms ethnology and case study, as well as their common 

qualities, and later on it focuses on observing the characteristics of using this approach in the 

range of educational problem researches. Our intention was to find out when it is adequate to 

develop an ethnographic research or a case study and what the purpose of such investigations 

in the educational context is. On top of that, we give some examples of research papers that are 

relying on the ethnography and the case study. 
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ETHNOGRAPHY – THE TERM AND THE TRAITS 

The term ethnography is derived from words ethnos and graph, and refers to the writings 

about people (Mills & Morton, 2013). The literal translation of this term portrays a picture of  

“a way of living” of a recognizable group of people (Wolcott, 2001), or “a portrait of the people 

within cultural circumstances”, and can as well be stated as an interpretative, constructive, 

naturalistic or post-positivistic approach that should get closer to answering the questions 

regarding the phenomena’s challenging and complex nature, with an aim to generate its 

description and comprehension, perceived by those that provide the information about the very 

subject (Ejimabo, 2015: 356-383). This term has not been precisely defined in the scientific 

field. The terms case analysis, field research, quality study and observation can be used as an 

alternative (Savićević, 1996), thus the ethnographic researches are labelled as: anthropological, 

culturally-antropological, i.e. ethnographic researching methods, a special approach to the 

research (within the qualitative methodology), while some are marking them as “participatory 

observation” (Banđur & Potkonjak, 1999). 

The anthropological researches commonly apply the ethnography to develop studies 

about people and their cultures (Savićević, 1996). In the traditional concept of anthropological 

studies, it is used as a practice/method/product preceding the theoretical research, i.e. the goal 

of the ethnography is to gather the data (through observation, participatory observation, survey 

or interview) that is further analysed in theory and described in the research (Milenković, 2007: 

161-172). The goal of the ethnography can be seen as a revelation of the cultural knowledge 

that evokes the organization of human behaviour and the interpretation of their own 

experiences, as stated by Odgen (2006: 87-112). In other words, the ethnography is oriented 

towards discovering the significance that people give to their activities and situations, or 

towards describing the culture with the aim of understanding the life in one community as seen 

through the eyes of its habitants, states Milas (2005). The ethnography is directed towards the 

whole cultural group. These groups are mostly large and they include many people interacting 

with one another (a school including all teachers, a community including a group of social 

workers), but there are also some examples of groups of very few members (a few teachers, a 
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handful of social workers). The ethnography deals with the meanings of behaviours, the 

language and the interaction between the members of a cultural group (Creswell, 2007). 

In order to form the draft of an ethnographic research, this approach should be chosen 

as the most suitable, whereby the suitability means that the goal of the researcher is to gain the 

understanding of the way of living and functioning within a certain group of people (Knežević-

Florić & Ninković, 2012), and to study their beliefs, language, behaviour and problems such as 

the empowerment, the resistance and the domination (Creswell, 2007). Another opinion is the 

one claimed by Wolcott (2001), that the researches should use the ethnographic method in order 

to answer the question “what is going on here?”. In order to form a full picture of a certain 

community, the researcher should form a prolonged, systemathic and detailed observation, 

which is possible if he becomes a part of this community himself. This idea represents a kernel 

of an ethnographic study. Alongside the observation, field work includes interviewing, keeping 

a diary and taking notes, forming maps, graphs, audio and video recordings, field notes, 

collecting life history, analyzing the folklore, collecting the materials and documents that seem 

to be relevant, and taking photos (Odgen, 2006: 87-112). 

ETHNOGRAPHIC APPROACH IN THE EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH 

Heuristic point of view brings out the difference between: (1) ethnography and the 

ethnographic studies of the education, and (2) ethnography and the ethnographic studies in the 

education. The first case uses schools and other teaching areas as the location for the researches. 

The aim here would be to understand how a certain group percieves the education (who can 

take a part in the educational process, who are the actors in the educational activities, what are 

the norms, the expectations, the roles and the relationships, the rights and the obligations of all 

the members in a society, a community or a classroom). The latter case refers to the studies 

conducted by teachers, students, administrators etc. who use the ethnographic instruments in 

order to analyse the education from an ethnographic perspective. However, the cases that use 

exclusively (1) or (2) are extremly rare. Most cases include the cooperation between the two 

(Green & Bloome, 1997).  

When applied to the educational research field, the ethnography represents an 

exploratory process that focuses on studying human lives and the ways in which they 

interconnect with the education, i.e. on describing social events or groups in order to create a 

clear picture of educational activities. Its goal is to describe specific cultures (e.g. to describe 
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the life and the action in urban high school classes, the culture of people who are ahead of 

educational institutions in a certain surrounding, the characteristics of a children's daycare 

environment, the characteristics of classes etc.) (Savićević, 1996). It is concerning “field” 

researches about people and their activities, and the conditions necessary for those activities to 

happen in a certain environment (e.g. correlations between the education and other activities, 

life and work conditions, culture, customs etc.). Ethnographic research is of great significance 

when the educational study concerns certain ethnic groups, people, nations, formal and informal 

organizations. This represents a real context educational study (Banđur & Potkonjak, 1999) 

where the ethnographer focuses on understanding and describing the circumstances that have 

an impact on the educational process (Savićević, 1996), i.e. he performs a certain 

concretization, by analyzing and describing concrete cases. However, this time the 

concretization does not stand for an idealized type, a generalized, abstract model (that can be 

comparable to other cases), but has roots in the concrete cases, that show a certain sensibility 

towards different information. In this way, the interrogation is performed over concrete, real-

time educational phenomena, institutions and real context events, whilst having all their 

qualities in mind. This should allow keeping a complex phenomena as a whole, such as the 

education and its numerous realistic influences (Radulović, 2004). For example, if an 

ethnographer was included in the evaluation of a certain educational program, his goal shouldn't 

be to focus on the programme only, but on the etos of the process itself, by asking the following 

questions: “What is the meaning of the evaluation for different groups or individuals?”, “How 

does a certain person become an evaluator?”, “Who is evaluating the evaluators in return?” 

(Wolcott, 2001). 

The eduactional phenomena should be explored from the inside, which means that the 

researcher shouldn't be an external observer. The educational process is somewhat personal and 

intimate, and thus “protected” by its actors. This is why the educators show closeness, 

discomfort, and even resistance towards the situations in which they ought to be observed. 

Furthermore, this could lead up to giving the “positive answers”, because the observer is often 

interpreted as a person who is trying to discover their imperfections. The ethnographic research 

is therefore focusing on noticing and understanding the elements used to camouflage and 

beautify the realistic situation, and on the contextual viewing of these elements and 

understanding the reasons and beliefs that led to them (Radulović, 2004), i.e. the effort is put 

into understanding the opinions of people, the meanings of those opinions, the sentiments, the 

convictions and the actions, in the context in which they appear (Savićević, 1996). This cannot 



6 
 

be easily accomplished, especially not in the educational institutions, but a long stay in the 

research community is used to overcome these difficulties, since it allows the researcher to get 

to know the people in the field better, by using personal characteristics or getting involved in 

some work etc. (Radulović, 2004). There is another problem concerning the ethnographic 

researches in schools. It is stated by Wolcott (2001), and it occurs due to the fact that the 

researcher tends to percieve the school context as a new, unknown surrounding, when he has 

been forming a part of it more or less continuously ever since the age of six. 

The first step in performing an ethnographic research is the indication of the problem, 

i.e. its anticipation, which is formed with the help of multiple resources, such as ordinary and 

daily ongoings in the education, personal experience, philosophy and theory of education, 

former studies, other's ideas about a given surrounding etc. The indication of the problem 

includes many questions concerning the participants, the location, the timing, the happenings, 

while the problem itself will be reformulated later on, during the concrete field work (Savićević, 

1996). Participatory observation, interviews, written resources and the analysis and the 

gathering of unwritten resources can be used as exploratory strategies. A researcher who uses 

observation as a strategy could take the form of an active participant, a privileged observer or 

a restricted observer. In the school context, the researcher usually takes a role of the privileged 

observer, while the role of the active participant isn't seen frequently enough. Thus, it is 

necessary for the researchers to consider its advantages in comparison to the role of the passive 

observer (Wolcott, 2001). The ethnographic sensibility allows both the researcher and the 

reader to gain a unique insight into the world of education. Besides that, many researchers are 

also working as teachers, and therefore, they have a chance to apply this insight in education 

and in their own practical work (Mills & Morton, 2013: 2). Wolcott (Wolcott, 

2001)recommends performing the following actions in order to develop an ethnographic study 

in education: (1) reading the descriptive studies; (2) exploring multiple researching techniques, 

and using a larger number of instruments, instead of relying on only one source of information 

and (3) hearing the ethnographer's advice and showing more respect to the context in 

educational research. 

CASE STUDY – THE TERM AND THE TRAITS 

The terms “case study”, “case review”, “case report” (Zucker, 2009), “case history”, 

“case analysis”, “case method”, “studying the individual case” etc. are being used in the 
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scientific and professional literature depending on epistemological and methodological 

emphasis on one or another research component (study, analysis, history), i.e. depending on the 

researchers’ attitude on whether the case study is a method or a research type (Banđur & 

Potkonjak, 1999). In his attempt to define the term case, Gilham (2000) states that the case is: 

(1) a unit of human activity embeded in the real world; (2) which can be studied and understood 

only within its context; (3) which exists here and now and (4) that merges in with its context so 

that precise boundaries are difficult to draw. A case can be individual: a group (a family, a 

class); an institution (a school, a factory); a large scale community (a town, a profession) or 

multiple: several parents, several schools, different professions etc. 

The case study implies intensive, in-depth studying of the specific case (individuals, 

groups, organizations, systems etc.) within its context (Knežević-Florić & Ninković). Yin 

(2007) writes that the case study represents the research method within the social sciences, 

while Creswell (2007) states that it is a qualitative approach which implies that the researcher 

explores a bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through 

detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information (e.g. observations, 

interviews, audiovisual material, documents and reports), and reports a case description and 

case-based themes. In addition, the researchers can also collect quantitative data, which 

contributes to the holistic understanding of the phenomenon being studied (Baxter & Jack, 

2008: 544-559). The case study is applied in psychology, ethnology, psychiatry, pedagogy, 

sociology (Ristić, 2006), and even in economics (Yin, 2007), medicine, law, politics (Creswell, 

2007) and management (Zainal, 2007: 1-6). 

Vujisić-Živković (2004: 23-31) states that it is possible to distinguish: (1) a case study 

which illustrates some general regularity, idea or theory; (2) a research case study which 

includes common methodology for data collection in order to describe and understand the 

researched phenomenon and (3) a case study as a pedagogical method. The case study strategy 

is applied whenever the researcher is oriented towards answering the questions how and why, 

when there is a poor control over the events, and when there is a necessity for investigating a 

phenomenon in the real context (Yin, 2007). Ristić (2006) highlights that the case studies are 

often used in order to help solve individual (emotional, professional etc.) or organizational 

(productional, organizational, developmental etc.) problems. In order to achieve this, the 

historical data from the individuals or the organizations is collected. However, the case study 
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can also be oriented towards the future (in terms of goals, expectations, hopes, plans, intentions 

etc.), which shows great importance for understanding the present situation. 

CASE STUDY IN THE EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH 

The case study is oriented towards studying an individual case (e.g. the development of 

an individual student or child; the relation between one teacher and his students; the study of 

one pedagogical event). A case can also be one class, one group of students, one school, one 

school area etc. (Banđur & Potkonjak, 1999) and its intensive use in the educational context is 

derived from the necessity for appreciating the excellence of every individual (Knežević-Florić 

& Ninković, 2012). 

A case study leads to the “local causality“, which represents the collection of direct 

events that have produced the expected consequences. This means that the cause is local (e.g. 

one can guess that the cause of delinquency is the dysfunctional family or the poverty, but the 

case study reveals the real cause, in other words, the adolescent may have committed the theft 

under the influence of a friend, after he had run out of money). The understanding of the 

individual causality patterns is the essence of the case study and once this is achieved, general 

conclusions can be reached by comparing a small number of cases (Knežević-Florić & 

Ninković, 2012). However, the results obtained by using the case study can not be completely 

generalized. This results can point to the existing problem, they can help its understanding and 

they can also be an introduction or even an extension to a different research (Banđur & 

Potkonjak, 1999). Besides that, the generalization is rarely the sole purpose of the case study 

research. The case stady is almost always focused on solving the specific case (e.g. some 

educational problem), i.e. the purpose of the case study is idiographic (Mužić, 2004). This 

emphasizes an individual's unique and uncomparable nature (Ristić, 2006). The previous states 

that the case study aims at obtaining apicture as complete as possible for the study, rather than 

to generalize findings to other settings (Nath, 2005: 396-400), i.e. the aim of the case study 

research is gathering the thorough knowledge on what the research problem is (Banđur & 

Potkonjak, 1999). 

However, when there is a need for generalization, triangulating the study with other 

methods (Zainal, 2007: 1-6) or its combining with other types of research can be applied. 

Another solution is to convert one case into several cases (“multiple case method“) which 

includes several cases of the same type that are being studied at the same time (Banđur & 



9 
 

Potkonjak, 1999). For example, research on dyslexic children with reading problems requires a 

number of cases that can be linked to existing theory, before the final results are generalized 

(Zainal, 2007: 1-6). 

Besides the researchers, the case studies can also be conducted by those who are directly 

linked with education, such as college professors, graduate students within their thesis or 

dissertations, school districts interested in particular programs etc. (e.g. the implementation of 

a specific program in a particular school or district, the use of distance education by particular 

college, a migrant child, an adult education program etc.). By providing intensive qualitative 

descriptions, the research case studies help inform those who work in the field of education. 

Data is collected through visits, observations, interviews, reports, protocols, test results and 

records, audio or video tapes and/or other appropriate artifacts. This case studies can: (1) 

illustrate the particular example of interest in some aspect of education; (2) be a pilot or 

exploratory study; (3) represent a collection with several applicable example cases; (4) be 

oriented to studying the critical issues (Nath, 2005: 396-400). The case studies are especially 

applied in the activities of different counseling centers where the particular case data is usually 

gathered through open-ended interviews (Mužić, 2004), i.e. the case study is used for 

therapeutic purposes (e.g. when a student developes an undesirable behavior, when he lags 

behind in development or doesn’t success in learning) before undertaking certain pedagogical 

(educational) measures in order to determine the cause, the circumstances, the time and the 

characteristics of a concrete problem (Banđur & Potkonjak, 1999). They can also be used for 

the evaluation of the educational programs’ effectiveness and initiatives, since in such cases, 

limiting to only quantitative methods would obscure some of the important data (Zainal, 2007: 

1-6). 

ETHNOGRAPHY AND CASE STUDY - EXAMPLES FROM THE PRACTICE 

Cooperative Learning and Embodied Accountability: An Ethnographic Analysis of 

Classroom Participation in an English School. In a research conducted in a multiethnic primary 

school in the north of England, the researcher (Luna, 2015: 1-29) was trying to find out what 

the specific forms of classroom interaction speak about social or cultural ways of life. By using 

participatory observation, she was involved in every school and school related situation, i.e. she 

was present at lectures, at the playground, during lunch, at meetings, on school trips etc. Her 

ethnographic analysis is based on the ethnographic notes written during 50 lectures 
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complemented with the in-depth interviews with teachers and students. She also points out The 

gifted child’s case, describing a boy who was resisting cooperative learning. This means that 

she also included the case study in her ethnographic research.  

Ethnographic Research in Education. The author of this paper (Wolcott, 2001) 

describes the example of an ethnographic research in which he had the role of a village teacher. 

Thanks to the students’ written papers he had the insight into the village events, and also into 

the students’ views of those events. That enabled him to see the full picture of the village life 

and to find out the information he couldn’t gather himself. This proves the importance of using 

the written sources such as diaries or letters (primary sources) in the ethnographic research. 

An Ethnographic Approach to Education: What Are You Doing in This Village? This 

research (Yanik, 2017: 113-118) is oriented towards the entrance of young children in pre-

schools while considering the cultural processes of their everyday life. The researcher’s 

intention was to find out how children interpret the objects, events and behaviors within their 

village culture, by keeping a diary and relying on documents. Keeping a diary facilitated the 

systematization of village experiences, the difficulties he was facing, and the strategies he used 

in order to overcome them. In addition, the author relied on photographs, which helped him 

preserve the details he overlooked during the research. 

The Primary School Teachers’ Implicit Theories of Creativity: A Case Study. In a 

research conducted in one primary school in Belgrade (Pavlović & Maksić, 2014: 465-483), the 

researchers used the case study methodology with a combination of qualitative and quantitaive 

data in order to understand the teachers’ beliefs on creativity and its development (what is 

creativity, how do primary school students express creativity, how and to what extent can the 

school contribute to the development of creativity). In the first part of the research, 30 teachers 

were answering some open and closed survey questions, and in the second part of the research, 

12 teachers participated in a focus group. In this part of the research, they had to answer the 

following questions: “How would you interpret these results?”, “What is, in your opinion, the 

most important data?”, “Did something surprise you?” which enabled the confirmation of the 

results obtained in the first part of the research. 

A Case Study on EFL Teachers’ Beliefs About the Teaching and Learning of English in 

Public Education. In the focus of the case study conducted in Chile (Díaz Larenas et al., 2015: 

171-186) were the English teachers’ beliefs, recognized as important because they can provide 
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information about reflection and the improvement of the English teaching and learning. The 

researchers analyzed the beliefs of 16 English teachers by using a semi-sructured interview and 

the Likert scale. These instruments were oriented towards the teachers’ views on their own role 

and their students’ role in the teaching and learning process, language contents’ selection and 

teaching, materials and resources, and the assessment. The authors emphasize that the research 

results cannot be generalized, given the small number of participants, but that they are useful 

for other teachers in the sense that each English teacher has his own teaching approach, his own 

beliefs and is, somehow, involved in the curriculum innovations implementation. 

Dropping out of School: Analysis of a Case Study From the Angle of the Ecological 

Approach. This case study has identified communities and schools (primary and secondary) 

with the highest percentage of dropouts (Stepanović Ilić et al., 2015: 453-468) in order to reach 

students who quit schooling or are at risk to do so. The researchers analyzed 12 case studies (8 

boys and 4 girls). The children took part in the semi-structured interviews on topics such as: 

socio-demographic data and the family life conditions, school status and achievement, family 

structure and functioning, family relations towards education, school experiences, school 

expectations and educational aspirations. Four parents were also interviewed. The rest of the 

data was gathered by interviewing the focus groups of school principals, teachers, pedagogists 

and psychologists, Parent Council members and students. Besides that, the researchers collected 

the data about the schools which the students have dropped out of (organization, school climate, 

resources). The data was processed by using qualitative methodology. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 
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Education is one of the most important human needs, both in the past and the present, 

and thanks to the researches in this area, the education can be fully understood which also 

facilitates its planning for the future. When researching this complex phenomenon, researchers 

rely on different methods, techniques and instruments within the different types of research. 

Regardless of the fact that there is no agreement on whether the ethnography and the  case study 

are methods, approaches or types of research, both of them have an important role in the 

educational researches.  

If the question is Why should one use ethnography and case study when researching the 

educational problems?, the following conclusions might be the answer. The ethnography, on 

the one hand, provides the opportunity for the researcher to become a part of the research area, 

and even to live in the way specific for that area. By using participatory observation, the 

researcher can directly experience situations and events, establish relationships and see the 

details. In other words, he has the opportunity to examine the research area from the inside. 

Even when the researcher’s task is only to observe (without participating), and despite the 

problems we have previously discussed, he can learn a lot of things that can not be seen through 

numbers and percentages, i.e. by using quantitative methodology. The ethnography should be 

used whenever we try to find out how a certain community’s culture, customs, tradition, i.e. 

their lifestyle reflects on and is connected to education. The case study, on the other hand, 

represents the approach oriented towards an individual, which emphasizes their uniqueness and 

speciality. In addition to the individual, a case can also refer to a group, an institution or a 

community. The case study can provide a comprehensive understanding of the case, relying on 

multiple sources and including its past, and often, its future in terms of objectives, expectations, 

plans. By focusing on problem solving, rather than generalizing the results, the case study 

enables the detection of the problem causes and is the basis for the future measures and 

procedures. Regardless of whether it is conducted independently, as an introduction to another 

research or as its extension, the case study has the great importance whenever we try to 

understand the context of the research problem. 
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