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CHAPTER 4

Field Observation/Ethnography

How Elite Students Think about “The Staff ”

By Shamus Khan

Ethnography goes by lots of names. Sometimes people call it “fi eld obser-
vation” or “fi eld research” and sometimes “participant observation.” But 
regardless of what we call it, this method is consistent: it explores how 
people manage their day-to-day lives by observing their lives.

ABOUT ETHNOGRAPHY

Whereas most methods take people outside their lives and into a research 
situation—sitting in a room answering questions in an interview or on 
a survey, going through an experiment in a laboratory setting, and the 
like—ethnography’s research situation is the day-to-day lives of research 
subjects. And while ethnographers do talk to their subjects in interview-
like ways, a great emphasis is placed, not on what people say, but on 
what they do.

Researchers have used this method for a long time, and it is strongly 
tied to a research tradition in anthropology. The classic view of anthropol-
ogy is that the researcher goes to some faraway land (say, a village on 
remote island in the South Pacifi c), observes the life of those people, and 
brings back basic lessons about the structure, culture, and functioning of 
human societies.

This kind of work is still done today by social scientists, but more often 
than not it is done in miniature. So instead of looking at an entire soci-
ety, scholars might look at life in a neighborhood, in a school, or among 
a particular group of people. Often the observations are just outside the 
door of a researcher’s home.

Some ethnographers use inductive techniques. In other words, instead 
of starting with a theory about how the world works and testing it, 
researchers will try to keep as open a mind as possible and use their 
observations to generate a theory or an account that is generalizable 
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beyond the particular observations made. Other ethnographers use more 
deductive techniques. This process involves starting with a general idea 
of how the world works and using their observations to “test” this idea—
not just whether it is right or wrong but also what its limits are and how 
it might be amended.

Regardless of what approach ethnographers take, a primary concern is 
the reliability of their observations. “Reliability” is that idea that empiri-
cal observations are not conditional on the observer. If two people observe 
the same situation, will they generate the same account? If they will not, 
then the researcher might be concerned that the account of the situation 
is not accurate and therefore cannot be used as the basis of an empirical 
claim.

In some ethnographic projects—particularly “team ethnographies,” 
which use more than one observer—researchers can directly test reliabil-
ity. But in most instances, ethnographers are single researchers. So how 
can they trust their data? There are several ways ethnographers ensure 
reliability. First, ethnographers take a scientifi c stance to their observa-
tions: skepticism. Once they have observed something, their aim is to 
critically evaluate this observation. This process involves making sure 
that the observation is part of a pattern; this means making sure that 
more, similar observations are made. But it also means taking a more sci-
entifi c approach. We know something is likely to be true, not by provid-
ing lots of evidence confi rming it,1 but instead by trying to provide lots 
of evidence that it is false but being unable to do so. And so the ethnog-
rapher does just this: exploring the limits of their observations and see-
ing of the conclusions drawn can be disconfi rmed. Second, ethnographers 
have others who also observe what they have observed: their research 
subjects. These subjects can help the ethnographer evaluate whether or 
not their observations are consistent with their subjects’ observations. 
If they are not, it does not necessarily mean that the ethnographer is 
wrong. But it means the researcher must more critically evaluate his or 
her observations.

Finally, researchers can use two data recording methods. The fi rst is 
that they take detailed notes, every day, of what they observe. These 
are called fi eld notes. These notes serve as an archive of observations, 
or the ethnographer’s data. When taking such notes ethnographers make 
a distinction between their accounts of situations and their impressions 
of a situation. The former are meant to be a strict account of what hap-
pened. The latter are the researcher’s sense of what happened. The second 
data recording technique is that ethnographers often mechanically record 
their data on tapes or other devices. These recordings help ethnographers 
return to situations and compare their accounts in fi eld notes to what sub-
jects actually said on tape.

Since ethnographers usually write their scholarly work after leaving 
the fi eld, the quality of their data collection is paramount. Researchers 
usually cannot remember what happened months or years ago, nor can 
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they trust the accuracy of their memory. And so fi eld notes and record-
ings are essential. The capacity of an ethnographer to generalize from 
her observations beyond her site is a subject of great debate. Some 
scholars maintain that the uniqueness of situations makes generalizabil-
ity almost impossible. Ethnographers have a “sample size of 1” from 
which they cannot make claims. But many ethnographers claim that 
their sample size is much larger. Every situation they are in counts as an 
observation. And minute-by-minute they are gathering more and more 
data. Ethnographers typically spend a year or more in the fi eld. And so 
these constant observations mean a mass of data from which to draw 
generalizations.

THE BIG QUESTION OF “PRIVILEGE”

The excerpt you are about to read is from a yearlong ethnography done 
at one of the most elite high schools in the nation. The school costs close 
to $50,000 a year (2012), and the school spends nearly 10 times what most 
high schools spend on each student. Shamus Khan, himself a graduate of 
the school, sought to study “The American Elite” and its relationship to 
rising inequality.

In the book, Khan argues that students from elite schools use the lan-
guage of meritocracy to explain their success. Students claim that if you 
work hard, you get ahead. But Khan observes that most of the students 
at elite schools are from wealthy families and that students do not always 
work very hard but they often get ahead anyway. So he uses another 
group of people on campus who are “locked in place”—the staff—to 
explore how students make sense of a group of people who are working 
hard but not getting ahead.

ISSUES TO CONSIDER

As you read Khan’s piece and his refl ection, return to the basic questions 
of reliability and validity. Are his observations conditional on the fact 
that he made them? If someone else had done the study, would they have 
found something else? If they would have found something else, how big 
a problem is this for Khan’s claims? Does it matter that he is a graduate 
of the school he’s studying? You might also think about the overall gen-
eralizability of his study. He spent one year at a small school. How much 
can be said on the basis of these observations? And you should consider 
Khan’s research technique. Is he more inductive, using small-scale obser-
vations to make general points? Or is he deductive, testing a general idea 
with particular observations? Finally, what are the ethical considerations 
to this kind of research? Khan is spending time with teenagers, observing 
their everyday interactions and talking to them about their lives. What 
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kind of steps should be taken to make sure that these young men and 
women have their privacy respected?

How Elite Students Think about “The Staff ”
By Shamus Khan

At St. Paul’s there are many people who work very hard and experience 
none of the promise of the students. Indeed, there are many people 

who stay at the school for far longer than four years. These people are the 
staff, the men and women who make the school function day in and day 
out. They are some of the most intriguing and most overlooked people 
on campus, and they offer a radically different vision of what entitlement, 
privilege, and experience mean in our country.

Though these individuals are often invisible, the school runs on the work 
performed by those behind the Gothic doorways and the immaculate cam-
pus grounds. So we must ask: How does the St. Paul’s community bridge 
the interactions of people who seem to come from two different worlds—on 
the one hand, the American elite, and on the other, those who feed and pick 
up after them? While living at St. Paul’s one is disciplined into recognizing 
the hard work of the staff. Staff members are celebrated in the Chapel after 
every fi ve years of service to the school, and students in dorms are regularly 
reminded of the hard work that staff members do to keep their spaces clean. 
Each year the seniors coordinate the purchase of a Christmas gift for the 
custodial staff in their dorm. And these seniors typically demand payments 
from every student in accordance with their ability to pay.

Many of us probably assume that these students, like most impudent 
teenagers, would be utterly oblivious of the staff. However, the reality is 
far more nuanced. With some surprise, I found what Alexis de Tocqueville 
had seen a century and half ago as he traveled across our then new nation. 
Rather than act like European aristocrats, who maintained what seemed 
to be immutable distinctions between classes, Americans seemed to be 
striving for the removal of such distinctions: “In the United States the 
more opulent citizens take great care not to stand aloof from the people; 
on the contrary they constantly keep on easy terms with the lower classes: 
they listen to them, and speak to them every day.” Yet these observations 
were in part due to the shock Tocqueville, himself an aristocrat, experi-
enced and in part a kind of wishful thinking. As I asked students and 
staff alike about the gap between elites and the workers around them, I 
identifi ed some of the crucial distinctions that mark elites and that differ-
entiate them from all others. We commonly assume that the gap between 
the wealthy and the rest of us is due to differences in cultural knowledge, 

Shamus Khan. 2011. Privilege: The Making of an Adolescent Elite at St. Paul’s School. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
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or perhaps we simply cannot get over the differences in wealth. Or maybe 
interactions between these groups are doomed to fail—people are unable 
to cross that enormous chasm and interact with one another in meaning-
ful ways. But after my time at St. Paul’s, I believe that it is none of these 
things.

Joyce is getting close to retirement. She is no longer middle-aged but 
an older woman, with rough hands from cleaning with chemicals day 
after day. She must still have the considerable physical stamina required 
to clean day in and day out. But to look at her is to look at someone who 
seems tired from a lifetime of work. She had cleaned the Schoolhouse 
during all my years as a student, and I was saddened to see that she was 
still at work when I returned. I was embarrassed that I did not remember 
her. This isn’t unique. While some of the people students are fondest of 
are staff members who clean their houses, serve them food, or deliver 
their mail, the majority of the staff recess to the background of students’ 
awareness. In fact, many students interact with most staff by ignoring 
them.

Yet members of the staff know things about the school that few oth-
ers do. They fi nd condom wrappers and alert faculty to where students 
are having sex; they clean up vomit from bathrooms after students are 
sick (or, more likely, have been drinking too much); they notice what stu-
dents eat or, more important, who is not eating. Sometimes they protect 
students’ secrets, sometimes they reveal them, and most of the time they 
just do their jobs and go home at the end of the day. Home is in the sur-
rounding towns; as they get into their cars to leave at the end of the day, 
their departure and separate lives from the school help construct a sym-
bolic boundary between students and faculty who live on campus and 
staff who have lives somewhere else.

Joyce was rather happy to talk to me (and proved to be so throughout 
the year). She arrives every morning at 4:30 a.m.; she works until 12:30. 
She has to do most of her cleaning before the students arrive in the build-
ing at 8:30. The job is clearly a diffi cult one and harder, she tells me, as 
she gets older. The Schoolhouse is the largest building on campus, hous-
ing dozens of offi ces, classrooms, bathrooms, and hallways. During class 
times about a third of the school, or some two hundred people, are in the 
building. Joyce is close to her seventies. I cannot imagine doing her job. 
Yet for all its diffi culties, Joyce expresses pride in her work and none of 
the sadness (and perhaps bourgeois guilt) that I felt.

“I’ve been working at St. Paul’s for twenty-three years,” she tells me. 
“My old boss was having trouble with this person before me. She took 
a lot of time off. With a building like this you can’t be like that. So he 
asked me if I’d do the job. And I’ve been doing it for fi fteen years.” She 
is clearly proud of her continued capacity for one of the most diffi cult 
custodial jobs on campus. “I don’t know what they’re going to do when I 
retire. When I take off people all tell me and my boss, ‘I wouldn’t want to 
do that building.’ ” Joyce smiles at me. She could do a job others couldn’t 

05_Kahn_Ch04.indd   Sec1:9505_Kahn_Ch04.indd   Sec1:95 5/2/2013   3:26:54 PM5/2/2013   3:26:54 PM



96 / THE PRACTICE OF RESEARCH

imagine. “But it’s getting harder.” Six days a week classes are held in this 
building; she arrives hours before any of the rest of us just to deal with 
the aftermath of fi ve hundred students, one hundred faculty members, 
and many staff.

Like Stan, [a student at the school] she talks about just how hard she’s 
worked at the school. Like Stan, she expresses pride in the work she has 
done. Yet unlike Stan, she has not advanced. She never had the same 
opportunities. After fi nishing public high school she soon married and 
began a life of work and family. The job she had at St. Paul’s was a good, 
steady one. They pay was not high, but it was reliable. Jobs that might 
pay more were largely unavailable to Joyce. She had not attended college, 
and the manufacturing jobs that had once paid higher wages had long 
ago left the Northeast.

I thought of her as stuck. But Joyce thought differently. She is proud 
of her work, her family (whom I never met but heard much about), and 
herself. And she is proud that she works at a school around students who 
are being given chances she never had. Her pride in this work is not con-
nected to advancement, as Stan’s is. While students consistently employ 
the language of hard work, so do staff. The difference is that for students, 
this work got them somewhere; for the staff, like Joyce, the hard work 
gave them something: a sense of pride. Though both employ the codes 
of hard work, the meanings of those codes are quite different. For one, it 
is work hard, get ahead. For the other it is pride in a job well done and 
being part of a school that is one of the best in the world.

Yet it would be foolish of me to suggest that the staff were blissfully 
happy, duped into thinking their lives were like the elite around them. 
They saw the inequalities walking by on campus and knew what their 
life chances were. Most staff rarely chose to interact with me (or with any 
other faculty or students). I continually and clumsily asked about this; in 
one of my less admirable moments I inquired, “Why is it that we don’t 
know your name? That we don’t ever interact?” These questions were 
avoided, except on one occasion, late in the year, when a cleaning woman 
said to me, coldly, “Because you don’t have to, Shamus; and we know not 
to.” As she said my name, she pointed forcefully to the upper left-hand 
area of her shirt. Suzanne wears a nametag. The message was clear: she 
knows and is expected to know my name; no such expectation exists for 
me. I am provided a tag to look at when needed. Suzanne’s terse state-
ment seemed a painfully accurate summary of relations between staff and 
the “real” people at the school. Students learn from the distance created 
around the staff; they realize whom they need to know and interact with 
and those who can be invisible to them.

During my years as a student, if one of us broke a major school rule—if 
we were caught using alcohol or drugs or out of the dorm after check-in, 
or if we engaged in academic dishonesty—we were assigned “work duty.” 
This meant that the student had to perform manual labor with the staff. 
Yet the school recently eliminated work duty because it was perceived as 
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demeaning to the staff—when students acted poorly they were punished 
by doing the work that staff did every day as a job. The change struck 
me simultaneously as an intriguing instance of enlightened thinking and 
as yet another means for the students to avoid interacting with those who 
serve them. When I asked staff, they understood the school’s decision but 
didn’t think the issue was particularly important. As one janitor, James, 
said to me, “When my kid gets in trouble I make him work around the 
house. That work is good for him. He learns a lesson. Same with these 
kids. But the thing is, my wife and me do that work every day. It’s not 
demeaning to us to make him do the work that we would otherwise do. 
It teaches him a lesson he needs. I mean, when those kids worked with 
us, I didn’t care. This is just my job.” James looked me up and down 
quickly, eyeing me. I suspect he was trying to assess whether I could be 
trusted. “Want to show me you respect my work?” he asked. “Give me 
a raise.”

The faculty and students’ disregard of the staff and the administra-
tion’s willingness to cut staff positions to save money often made the 
staff feel underappreciated. In the years before I arrived, the new rector, 
Craig Anderson, had worried that the school was relying too heavily on 
its endowment. And so he proposed that the school begin tightening its 
belt. Among other things, this meant cutting staff positions. As custodial 
and service staff members were fi red, those who remained picked up 
the slack. This is an old and common story in organizations, where the 
worst paid are often asked to bear the brunt of sacrifi ces. What made it 
particularly hurtful to the staff—and what helped accelerate the even-
tual departure of Anderson—was that as staff positions were cut to 
save money, Anderson enriched himself, raising his salary from around 
$180,000 to $530,000. In addition to these riches, he had a mansion, a 
custodial staff, and a personal chef, none of whom was sacrifi ced to help 
save money.

Yet even amid this relative lack of appreciation or recognition, staff 
often found meaning in their jobs, and this meaning was similar to that of 
teachers; many staff expressed to me the importance of the fact that they 
worked at a school. “I used to work in this offi ce,” Cindy, a server in the 
cafeteria, told me, “and the work was fi ne. It actually wasn’t that hard. 
And I even got paid more. But the job didn’t do anything for me but pay 
the rent. I like the kids here. I like seeing them, being part of their day. 
I can tell when they’re down and know how to make them smile. That 
makes it worth it.”

Cindy was not alone in such sentiments. Tom, who maintained the 
Chapel, won a million-dollar lottery when I was a student. Yet he kept his 
job. As he explained it, “I like working here. I like the kids. And I know 
how to take care of this place. It’s a big responsibility, but it’s important. 
. . .  Sometimes it’s really hard and I think about quitting. But then some-
thing happens and I realize I’m a part of something.” I would regularly 
see Cindy do emotional work for students, lifting their spirits, listening to 
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them complain about the latest adolescent debacle, counseling them about 
a breakup or an overeager parent. She regularly did the same for me.

Though James points to a raise as the sign of an institution’s “respect” 
for its workers, in one way or another almost all the staff did the unpaid—
and often unacknowledged—work of helping care for and raise teenage 
boys and girls. And all of them placed value upon this experience. Many 
staff members are like Joyce: stuck in an area of the country where high-
paying manufacturing jobs are long gone and a high school diploma pro-
vides little but low-wage employment. And so this care work also helps 
create meaning in a world where rewards are unlikely to come through 
wages. When telling me about her offi ce job, Cindy remarked that it was 
much easier than her present job at St. Paul’s. But for her the harder work 
is worth it. Students, faculty, and staff share not only a common belief in 
the value of hard work. They also share a commitment to the importance 
of the place where they work and the enterprise they are involved in. 
From this vantage point, staff and students would seem to have a lot in 
common. And yet for every moving interaction between student and staff 
member, there were a thousand moments where the two groups seemed 
to exist in parallel but utterly separate universes.

I have argued that part of the work done by American elites is to pre-
serve hierarchies while making them invisible. If so, then how do young 
members of the elite deal with persistent, visible reminders of hierarchy 
around them and of the obvious inequality that emerges from such hier-
archy? The most common way was to simply ignore the staff. When I 
asked students about the staff, few were able to actually name those who 
served them food on a daily basis or continually cleaned the buildings 
they inhabited, or any of those with whom they interacted on a regular 
basis.

And yet every student I spoke with objected to any suggestion of aloof-
ness and mentioned a personal relationship with a staff member. These 
personal relationships were offered as examples of how staff were not sim-
ply ignored. Jessica, a junior from a wealthy New England family, argued 
that just because she did not know the names of cafeteria workers it did 
not mean that she did not know the staff. In fact, a few were a central 
part of her life. Speaking about one of the women who cleaned her dorm, 
she said, “I mean, actually, Gretchen is someone I really look forward to 
seeing every day. She’s really sweet. Like an older aunt or something. 
And she’ll remember something. If I tell her I’m stressed about a test on 
Thursday, she’ll ask me about it on Friday. We talk. And I can talk to 
her in a way that I don’t really talk to anyone else here. . . .  Part of it is 
that she’s just not caught up in it all. Honestly, I don’t know how I’d get 
through it all without Gretchen. She’s really important to my time here.” 
As she said this, she turned away from me, looking away into nothing, as 
if to have a personal moment of refl ection.

Jessica was not unique. The stories I heard were often very touching; 
for one student it was clear that the small birthday present from a staff 
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member meant an enormous amount to her—as much as her far more 
expensive present from her parents. And Cindy was not unique in argu-
ing that the students similarly brought meaning to her work: unlike her 
offi ce job, her work at St. Paul’s was important—she helped educate stu-
dents. This education was far more practical than what students learned 
in the classroom. But these everyday life lessons were seen as important 
by both the staff and the students. On an occasion where a new student 
sat down in the cafeteria and had a cafeteria worker come out from the 
kitchen to “serve” breakfast, an older student scolded her. When I asked 
the older student about this, she told me she had done the same thing 
when she was a new student, and the worker who brought her plate had 
lightly joked that it wasn’t his job to wait on her hand and foot. It was a 
valuable lesson she had been instilled with and one that we both revisited 
with students throughout the year.

Yet there are important differences between how students interact with 
staff and how they interact with faculty. Jessica referred to the woman 
who cleaned her dorm as “Gretchen.” I never heard a student call a fac-
ulty member by his or her fi rst name. I was always “Mr. Khan,” even as 
students were sobbing in my offi ce or telling me things that they would 
never tell their parents. Though there is enormous intimacy between stu-
dents and faculty—they live together, after all—there are still symbolic 
boundaries of respect that are never breached. And as I pushed Jessica 
about Gretchen’s life, it quickly became clear that she knew almost noth-
ing about her life outside of the school.

When I asked Gretchen about why she knew about students’ lives and 
why students didn’t know about hers, she quickly argued that it was 
not because the students didn’t care. “I don’t want to bring my home to 
work. I like to keep that part of my life separate. These kids are . . . well 
. . . kids. It may seem like they’re not. Because they’re more independent 
than most kids. They live away from their parents. And they have a lot 
weighing on them. But it’s part of being an adult. Kids don’t know about 
your life. It isn’t that they don’t care. I don’t talk about it. And how many 
sixteen-year-olds do you know who take an active interest in your life?”

I did not answer Gretchen’s question. But during my year at St. Paul’s, 
the answer was “a lot.” Students often had a near pathological fascination 
with faculty lives. On countless occasions I heard students talking about 
faculty and their families, speculating about the ins and outs of their lives. 
Students were also eager to pump me for information about other teachers 
and were unafraid to ask me about my own life. For unmarried faculty, 
our romantic lives were the source of endless speculation. And for faculty 
alumni, of which there were many, students spent considerable time in 
the library, poring over yearbooks to fi nd out details of their lives while 
they had been students at the school. Knowing about faculty was impor-
tant to students; knowing about staff was not. In part this was because 
students did not “share” the relationships they had with staff; such rela-
tionships were far from the collective bonds that formed in a classroom. 
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If students had any relationships at all with staff members, such bonds 
revolved around small intimacies, such as saying hi every morning in the 
hallway or chatting in the corner of the dining hall—moments that did 
not involve other students. But the lack of knowledge about staff was also 
simply because of the huge gulf that separated their lives. Staff and stu-
dents were from different worlds, headed in radically different directions. 
The staff were likely to remain working at a school in Concord, or a place 
like it, for much of their lives. The students could reasonably expect the 
rewards of wealth and power in their future.

As I pushed students to think about the careers of the school’s staff 
and why these men and women were in what many people (including 
the students’ parents) would likely consider dead-end jobs, many initially 
expressed surprise at the idea. It seemed as though these students had 
never thought about the quality of the jobs performed all around them, 
their possibilities (or lack thereof ) and their pitfalls. The obliviousness 
struck me as perfectly adolescent. And then, more often than not, the 
students began to relate stories about the staff that they had relation-
ships with. These stories tended to emphasize the way in which staff 
were unlucky, had different values, or were from a past generation where 
opportunities weren’t as available—or some combination of the three. 
Jessica suggested that Gretchen was clearly competent, as she “remem-
bered things I never would,” but that she was probably unlucky. “I mean, 
I’ve been really lucky to have so many opportunities. Some people don’t 
get those. They’ve had really bad luck.” Jason talked to me about Mike, 
a groundskeeper he had developed a relationship with, noting that Mike 
simply made different choices. “He really likes hunting. We talk about 
it. He’s happy. Nearby he can hunt and fi sh. That’s what Mike loves in 
life. And I totally get that. I mean, it actually makes sense. He’s happier 
than a lot of people I know.” And in thinking about Justine, an older caf-
eteria worker, another student argued that she probably wasn’t afforded 
the same opportunities. “Forty years ago, women weren’t allowed into 
places like this. We’ve come a long way. Things are different now.” In 
each instance we see students constructing particular stories to explain a 
lack of mobility. The attendant diffi culties in each staff member’s life are 
unique. A result of this is that the students don’t have to acknowledge 
how the staff as a whole is comparatively immobile. The durability of 
inequality is obscured, chalked up to individual diffi culties rather than 
structural inequalities (or past inequalities that have been transcended).

As I asked students about the staff, I noticed that every student talked to 
me about two particular staff members: “Big Guy” and the “Milk Gnome.” 
I was often asked if these two staff fi xtures had been at the school when 
I was a student. Students seemed pleased when I told them yes, as if the 
longevity of these staff members proved a kind of universality and cen-
trality of these two fi gures to the school. “Big Guy” is actually Bradley 
Mason; he has worked in the St. Paul’s cafeteria for at least twenty-fi ve 
years. All students know him because he makes an effort to know every 
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student. He learns almost all the students’ names each year and regularly 
talks to students. He also attends every student dance, and dances the 
entire night. He happily will tell you, “I’m the best dancer on campus!” 
Mason is called “Big Guy” because that’s what he calls himself. He trains 
new students to interact with him in a very particular way. During the 
afternoon he will often walk through campus. As students approach, he 
will say, “Hey [student name], who’s number one?” Students will almost 
always answer, “You are, Big Guy!” to which Mason will reply, “Woo!” 
and put his hand in the air, holding up his index fi nger. This makes most 
students smile. In talking to Mason about these interactions, he told me 
how he enjoys interacting with the kids on campus, having fun with them 
at dances, and making them happy. Mason is developmentally disabled; 
as a result, some students are uncomfortable around him and avoid inter-
acting with him. Still others will interact with him in ways that are con-
descending, getting a laugh out of him.

By contrast, the “Milk Gnome” rarely interacts with students. Faculty are 
less tolerant of students referring to George Stevens as the “Milk Gnome” 
since, unlike Mason, it is not a self-given nickname. I am not even sure 
that Stevens knows of his given nickname. I was too embarrassed to ask 
him about it. Students have given Stevens this name because he is short 
and one of his many jobs in the cafeteria is to replace the milk as it runs 
out. The nickname has endured and has been passed down since at least 
my time as a student over a decade ago.

Unlike Mason’s indulgent kindness, Stevens is far less gregarious and 
cheerful. He tends to interact in a much more gruff manner, demanding 
that students move immediately so that he can replace the milk or per-
form his other tasks at work. He is a hard and effi cient worker, and seems 
to have no time to waste on the students. Like Mason, Stevens is also 
developmentally disabled. The students all know him, yet very few know 
his real name.

If Mason were the only staff member that most students knew, I would 
attribute his unique presence among the student body to his dynamic 
personality and continued interaction with and interest in students. But 
Stevens is the other staff member that all students know. Stevens shares 
none of Mason’s personality and I never saw him interact with students 
other than to ask them to get out of his way. Their common features are 
two: they both work in the cafeteria, where every student goes two or 
three times a day, and they are both developmentally disabled. And as 
there are many other people who work in the cafeteria whom students do 
not all know or notice, the explanatory feature of both is their disability.

In the students’ eyes, the staff members they individually know—and 
the fact that they may be “stuck” in their job at the school—are excep-
tions to the students’ general faith in the American creed that anyone can 
make it. They are unlucky, have different values, or are unfortunate vic-
tims of past unfairness. The two members of the staff whom all students 
know, the two who do not recess into the background of students’ daily 
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lives and who are collectively acknowledged by the students, are the two 
who provide the least challenge to the way students frame their experi-
ences. While staff could serve as a persistent reminder that there are other 
processes that might explain how some in society acquire privileges and 
others do not, the staff students notice do not. In short, students can com-
fortably notice Mason and Stevens and collectively share in their relation-
ships with them because their disability offers an obvious explanation for 
why they don’t advance.

The awkward position of staff members in the lives of St. Paul’s stu-
dents becomes even more interesting when you consider that a few of the 
students may actually have parents who are housecleaners, dishwashers, 
or offi ce workers. About a third of St. Paul’s students receive substan-
tial scholarship, and the school makes a very conscious effort to recruit 
students from the lower rungs of the socioeconomic ladder. I assumed 
that these middle- and working-class students would have an easier time 
interacting with these overlooked members of the community, as their ear-
lier lives would have been spent among the working and middle classes. 
I reasoned that wealthy students, by contrast, would be uncomfortable 
interacting with staff, as their privileged position would have prevented 
them from knowing what the lives of staff members were like. I was 
wrong.

It was actually the wealthy kids who “noticed” staff more frequently 
than did the middle-class kids; they were also more likely to build rela-
tionships with them. At fi rst this observation struck me as improbable. I 
suspected that the students I spoke to were simply gregarious (perhaps 
because they were more comfortable at the school) and therefore more 
likely to strike up conversations with anyone. Yet as I pushed this idea I 
found that it was the wealthy students who worked much harder to argue 
with me about the importance of their relationships with staff members 
and the depth and shared quality of the connection. Wealthy students, it 
seemed, were intentionally developing the capacity to interact with those 
“below” them. This development is a useful and necessary tool within 
our democratized America; elite students will be required to interact with 
nonelites throughout their professional lives. And they will be held to 
account for these interactions. Learning to successfully negotiate them 
was an important skill to develop.

Nonwealthy students, by contrast, were much more concerned with 
developing a set of interactional tools that would aid them in navigat-
ing upward, through elite institutions and networks. Further, wealthy 
students could more comfortably recognize and interact with staff mem-
bers, as their own status and position were clear. For the wealthy, already 
ensconced in their place, the staff’s presence did not highlight the tensions 
inherent in the efforts to transition into the elite. For middle- and work-
ing-class students, the presence of the staff members brought into relief 
the distinction between their present lives at St. Paul’s and their past lives 
at home. Nonwealthy students had to learn to manage the contradictions 
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between their “exceptional” experience at the school and their former, 
“everyday” experience at a home that was very different from St. Paul’s. 
For wealthy students, no such contradiction management was necessary. 
For middle-class kids, the staff were a daily reminder that the space at St. 
Paul’s—with its opulent, wood-paneled rooms, its gorgeous buildings and 
sacred spaces, and its immaculately manicured grounds—was not where 
they came from or what they were used to. The staff were reminders of 
this contradiction, of the seeming foreignness of their presence; the staff 
made more diffi cult the essential task of displaying ease and knowledge 
of the place.

In learning to construct intimacy with staff members—those perma-
nently below them—students developed the capacity to interact across 
the social boundaries of class. By learning these interactions, elites pre-
pared for a future where dealing with the lower classes would be inevi-
table, and at the same time they made such boundaries seem artifi cial 
or unimportant. If you can chat with the cashier or trade jokes with the 
janitor, then you obscure the categorical distinctions essential for durable 
forms of inequality. There is no need to harp on class differences or the 
stark limits of the American Dream. Instead, students viewed the small 
slices of inequality, or the lack of social mobility, that they observed as 
“exceptional” cases—Mason and Stevens, as we saw, could not possibly 
advance—or through creating personal narratives, as with the other work-
ers who were good people and were at the school as a result of bad luck, 
different choices, or past inequality. The lack of mobility, then, is not a 
systemic feature of social life; it is an exception, particularly among those 
who value the same kinds of things that students do: belonging to an 
educational institution and working hard.

REFLECTION

The Science of Everyday Life

By Shamus Khan

The purpose of ethnography is to provide a sense of how people live 
their lives in particular places. This means studying three things: (1) 
people, (2) places, and (3) people in places. Ethnography often seems the 
most natural and obvious of methods, as navigating our lives requires 
that we make sense of people and situations. We are all ethnographers. 
And yet there is something very different between living one’s own 
life and making sense of the lives of others. Its seemingly natural and 
everyday quality is part of what makes doing ethnographic work so 
challenging.
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Ethnography is a method wherein the scholar embeds himself in the 
relations under study, spending long periods of time with research sub-
jects. For me it meant getting a job at St. Paul’s School, one of the most 
elite boarding schools in the country. St. Paul’s costs almost as much 
as the most expensive colleges in the nation; the most common college 
that students from this high school attend is Harvard. For my research 
I moved into an apartment on campus, coached the tennis and squash 
teams, taught, advised students in a dorm, and most important, observed 
the daily life of the school. After my year at St. Paul’s I returned many 
times, and I sought out alumni to interview and discuss some of the 
things I’d learned. Collected, these observations and discussions make up 
my data. It is important to remember ethnography is not interviewing. It 
relies more on watching people do things in the world than asking their 
accounts about the world. In this sense, ethnography should show us how 
people negotiate everyday situations.

As students read through my personal refl ection I would encourage 
them to remember that my approach is not the defi nitive approach to doing 
ethnography. There are various ways in which social scientists work—and 
we often argue about the best way. What this memo will reveal is, not 
how ethnography is done, but instead how the ethnography you have just 
read was done. And hopefully it will inspire you to think of the advan-
tages to doing work in this way and the disadvantages that might push 
you to think of doing work in your own way.

MY BASIC QUESTION

In choosing to study St. Paul’s, I was motivated by the desire to explain 
how the experience of going to an elite school provided advantages for 
students. Certain questions are ideally suited for ethnography, and cer-
tain ones are better addressed by other methods. If we’re interested in 
explaining causes or comparing outcomes—as we often are in the social 
sciences—then experiments or large-scale representative data are ideal. So 
if I were to ask, “Do students who go to elite schools do better than those 
who do not?” I would not be well served by doing ethnographic work 
for a host of reasons: I am able to observe people only for a short period 
of time in their overall lives, I have no idea if the people I’m observing 
are representative of the population as a whole, and it would be almost 
impossible to construct comparison cases wherein I was confi dent that 
I could explain the outcome by elite schooling rather than some other 
factor.

However, while it is not ideally suited at answering these kind of com-
parative outcome questions, ethnography is the method, par excellence, 
at answering how questions. From other studies of large-scale data sets, 
I had learned that students from elite private high schools had higher 

05_Kahn_Ch04.indd   Sec1:10405_Kahn_Ch04.indd   Sec1:104 5/2/2013   3:26:55 PM5/2/2013   3:26:55 PM



Field Observation/Ethnography / 105

earnings later in life than similarly qualifi ed students who didn’t go to 
such schools. Though these survey studies could tell us about different 
outcomes, they were ill equipped to answer the how and why questions. 
What is it that students learn at these schools? How do they learn those 
things? Why would this matter? I position my work in relationship to 
other sociological work on stratifi cation—work that often draws upon 
analyzing surveys. And I use the ethnographic method to answer the how 
questions that these surveys have diffi culty answering.

In short, my method and my question were closely tied to one another. 
For students, I think the match of question and method is one of the most 
important aspects of any research project. If choosing ethnography, one 
should ideally be studying how people (or groups of people) live their 
lives, make sense of their experiences, generate meaning and aspects of 
their self, how they interact with others, and how all of this happens 
within particular settings. The method is naturally a descriptive one. And 
such rich description is the advantage of the method. Though other meth-
ods can be far more explanatory, particularly of causal outcomes, ethnog-
raphy enables us to get closer to the how and why of social life.

SELECTING A SETTING, GAINING ACCESS, AND 
PRESENTING ONESELF TO RESEARCH SUBJECTS

For me, the selection of a setting was rather straightforward. I attended St. 
Paul’s School as a student. I approached members of the administration 
I previously knew in order to negotiate access. This is not uncommon. 
Ethnographers often know and are known in the communities they study. 
This is not to say that you should study only a place you know. But as 
the task of the ethnographer is to become part of the community under 
study, feeling comfortable within that community is essential to the craft. 
Does this mean, in my case, that you have to be an elite to study elites? 
Or that you have to have experienced poverty to study the poor?

Certainly not. Sometimes “outsider” status can be benefi cial when 
studying the social world, particularly when as an outsider you recog-
nize the taken-for-granted principles of a social group. But the task of 
the ethnographer is to know the lives of one’s subjects. And the best way 
to know about someone’s life is to be a part of it. So when selecting a 
setting, it is imperative that you select a setting you know you can live 
within. If you are unable to live the relations under study, you will be 
largely unable to complete your work. This doesn’t just mean knowing 
about your subjects, it means knowing about yourself and what you are 
capable of.

When I entered St. Paul’s I was completely honest about my research 
project. I told the school my aim, “to understand the American elite,” and 
how I would achieve it—by living at the school, observing its workings, 
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and talking to people. During my year of research I continually con-
veyed this purpose to the community. Such honesty is essential to ethno-
graphic projects. This goes beyond the moral obligation to the people we 
are studying. Acting, obscuring, tricking, or hiding things from subjects 
works against the trust required to become part of people’s lives. And 
maintaining such a false facade makes observations less about how peo-
ple negotiate their lives in an everyday context and more about how they 
do so within the game that you have set up for them. The advantage of 
ethnography is in its capacity to reveal situated action. Manipulating the 
situation with deception can be enormously problematic.

Further, to receive the informed consent of participants it is essential to 
inform them of your purposes. Some might worry that this compromises 
your data—that in telling subjects what you want to see, they respond 
in ways that produce what you are looking for. But I have found that 
though subjects certainly can do this over the short term, in the long term 
it becomes an arduous task. As an ethnographer you are there for the long 
term. And in observing the day-to-day practices of your research subjects, 
when all the operative constraints and opportunities of their lives are 
in play, such artifi cial production of relations is not sustainable. As you 
become deeply embedded in the situation and the lives of your subjects, 
they soon fall back into the patterns of their lives—those patterns which 
you are there to understand.

THE SCIENTIFIC STANCE OF THE ETHNOGRAPHER

No doubt some readers may worry about such deep embedding into real 
world scenarios. In my case, readers may worry that as an alumnus of 
St. Paul’s I would be too close to the object of study to truly engage in 
serious ethnographic work. How can the ethnographer be an objective 
observer? The simple answer is that the ethnographer cannot be objec-
tive, but to insist on objectivity is often to miss the strength of the eth-
nographic method. Objectivity is often a false mask that researchers hide 
behind in order to assert their scientifi c authority. To stand outside peo-
ple, looking in at their lives as if they were in some laboratory or snow 
globe is to not understand them. During my fi rst weeks at St. Paul’s I 
had an incredibly hard time learning anything. People were mistrustful. 
Interactions were awkward. I had tried not to position myself anywhere 
in the school, feeling that being inside would leave large blind spots. But 
I found that from my attempts at an objective stance I could see almost 
nothing.

Luckily, I inadvertently positioned myself within the relations of the 
school. Early in the year, as we prepared for a faculty meeting to discuss 
a recent hazing crisis on campus, a report was circulated by the school’s 
lawyers to help us understand the research on hazing. The research was 
terrible; I sent an e-mail denouncing it and arguing that it should not the 
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basis of any policy. I soon received e-mails from fellow faculty members, 
joking that my fi ring was only a matter of time and that they would help 
me pack my things. I was surprised by the reaction and worried about 
the consequences. Though I was yelled at by the administration for under-
mining their lawyers, people soon began talking to me. They knew where 
I stood, and this made connections possible. Though my relationship with 
the administration suffered somewhat, even they began to discuss things 
with me that they never had before. It was in becoming positioned in the 
overall relations of the school that I could be a successful ethnographer, 
not in being somehow “outside” or “objective.” This is not to say that I 
believe in a postmodern epistemology. I am a realist and an empiricist 
at heart. I simply feel that the study of human relations is necessarily an 
embedded one; to pretend otherwise obscures more than it illuminates.

The reason for this position is rather simple: we reveal and become 
ourselves among people we know. The task of the ethnographer can be 
achieved only through insinuating oneself into the lives of the people 
under study. Only from this position, not from a stance of the distant 
observer, can we see people as they truly are themselves in situations of 
their choosing. Most of us can see this point when we look at our own 
lives: we are ourselves around the people we know, not around those 
people who are purposefully distant or removed from us.

This may worry readers. If ethnography is not objective, how do we 
know that what we are can count as knowledge? How is it part of a 
social science academic enterprise? I have several different answers to 
these questions. The fi rst is that ethnography is a how method, one that 
provides a rich description of the lives of human communities. As such, 
its power is not always in generating causal explanations. We could com-
pare ethnography to the experimental method. Experiments are quite good 
at establishing causal claims. But they are often plagued by the fact that 
their external validity—their capacity to explain the real world experience 
of actors—can be quite low. Further, they often cannot speak about much 
beyond the independent variable they have manipulated. But the weak-
ness of experiments is exactly the strength of ethnography. It can help the 
researcher think through a broad set of relations in contexts that are as 
close to real world experiences as possible.

This is not to say that ethnography is “better than” the experimental 
method. Rather than competing methods, I prefer to think of methods 
as complementary. And so while ethnographers might not be particularly 
objective, they do not exist in a world of their own. Instead, we work 
alongside other scholars who employ different research methods. The 
importance of knowing a variety of methods is that scholars can under-
stand how their peers have answered certain questions and how one’s 
own method can aid in helping a community of scholars understanding 
things they otherwise don’t. What experimental work can’t do, ethnogra-
phy can. And vice versa. Taken together, they help a community of schol-
ars better understand the world.
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Finally, a good ethnographer may stand inside rather than outside 
her observations, but this does not mean that observations are taken for 
granted or at face value. Good ethnographers have internalized the logic 
of scientifi c investigation. That logic is not one of confi rmation. Instead, 
science works by the logic of negation. So the job of the scientist is to 
always be skeptical, to attempt to disconfi rm fi ndings. The section of my 
book that you have just read engages in such skepticism. It takes what 
students say—that if you work hard you will get ahead—and evaluates it 
relative to “the staff” on campus. In this sense, ethnography is not simply 
the reporting of what people tell the ethnographer. Instead, it is the inter-
rogation of it, and the skeptical stance both to subjects themselves and 
to each claim that the ethnographer himself tries to make. This points to 
an enormous difference between, on the one hand, one’s time in the fi eld 
and analyzing one’s data and, on the other, the time writing. When we 
write we seek to make a case for our argument. But when we gather data 
and analyze it, our task is something quite different: to work to negate 
rather than to confi rm. This healthy skepticism (both of one’s own argu-
ments and of what our subjects tell us), more than objectivity, is essential 
to the ethnographic enterprise. And when combined with conversations 
with other scholars, who themselves have worked hard to make sense of 
the social world, such ethnographic work can serve as part of a fi rm basis 
for understanding human communities.

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

I feel it important for ethnographers to think of informed consent as a 
process and not an event. Situations change quite rapidly as we do eth-
nographic work. I went from being an outsider at St. Paul’s to a friend, 
coach, mentor, confi dant, and regular member of the community. This is 
exactly what I wanted from a methods point of view. But it also meant 
that members of the community began to treat me differently. They 
thought of me less as an ethnographer and more as their friend or just a 
regular teacher on campus. They told me things and acted in ways they 
never would have had they remembered that I was a social scientist who 
went home at night and dutifully wrote out fi eld notes on what they said 
and did.

The ethical question here is “Does the consent that was granted to the 
stranger-social scientist on the fi rst day extend to the friend and confi dant 
fi ve months later?” My feeling is that it does not and that ethnographers 
should be responsible in revisiting their role with their subjects through-
out their time in the fi eld. This is what I mean by informed consent being 
a process rather than an event—a one-time event.

In my case I reminded subjects (friends) of my role in different ways. 
First, I would talk about my work—things I was observing and trying to 
make sense of in contexts that my interlocutor was not a part of. So with 
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a fellow teacher I might talk about the dynamics on my tennis team. With 
a student I might talk about an interaction I had with a staff member. This 
served a dual purpose. On the one hand, it reminded the subject that he 
or she was a subject. And on the other, it helped me make sense of things 
from the point of view of the community I was studying. Similarly, I often 
“checked” my fi eld notes against the community member I was writing 
about. Quite often I would write to a subject, providing my fi eld notes of 
our encounter to insure that my account was accurate. Again, this served 
the purpose of reminding subjects of my role. But it also helped me check 
my recollection and information.

There were times where subjects asked me not to reveal information 
that they had told me. I respected these requests. Though at times this 
was disappointing—particularly if a juicy detail or compelling example 
was lost—I forced myself to remember two things. First, ethnography is 
only possible insofar as people consent to allowing ethnographers into 
their lives. That consent can always be revoked, and it is conditional on 
the ethnographer’s respect for his subjects. This does not mean that we 
always write in ways that are fl attering—indeed, my own work should 
reveal that that is not always the case. But it does mean providing a 
degree of respect to subjects in terms of what can and cannot be reported. 
Second, though I might lose an ideal piece of information by being asked 
by a subject not to report it, the task of an ethnographer is to discover 
patterns to social life. And so if an example is exemplary of a pattern to 
be discussed, by defi nition other such examples exist.

I hope that from this refl ection and my work, students take away the 
lesson that ethnography is an exciting and dynamic method and one par-
ticularly good at making sense of how people live their lives in everyday 
situations.

I close by reminding the reader that approaches to ethnography are 
varied. If students are interested in learning more about the varieties of 
approaches to ethnography, I would encourage them to begin by explor-
ing very different approaches (different both from my own and from one 
another). They are listed below.

NOTE

1. Scholars often call this error “confirmation bias.”
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