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Summary and Keywords

Ethnography is a qualitative methodology worthy of consideration for application in stud­
ies within the field of early childhood education. The long-term, immersive, relational na­
ture of ethnography enables rich, detailed descriptions of the complex interactions occur­
ring, and ongoing engagement with children, families, and teachers provides the opportu­
nity for co-analysis of the meanings that underlie the observed activities and interrela­
tionships. The foremost source of data for ethnographic research is the regular writing of 
in-depth fieldnotes over a lengthy period of time, which may be supplemented by pho­
tographs, videos, interviews, focus group discussions, and analysis of relevant docu­
ments. Issues to be considered by those intending to conduct ethnographic research in 
early childhood care and education settings include: their availability to be immersed in 
the site that is the focus of the study, on a regular basis over a long period of time; sensi­
tivity to power dynamics between adults and children and to cultural differences; the eth­
ical issues pertaining to gaining and maintain young children’s informed consent; and col­
laborating with participants, including young children, in co-analyzing the meanings un­
derlying the data gathered. The ethnographic researcher in an early childhood care and 
education setting can attend to such issues through an ongoing receptivity to the mes­
sages, including body language, of participants, along with a commitment to self-reflexivi­
ty on an ongoing basis. The nuanced, culturally located understandings that are gleaned 
by ethnographic researchers offer potential for such research to inform policymakers in 
relation to delivering conditions that will enable teachers to offer high-quality, culturally 
responsive early childhood care and education pedagogies and programs.
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Introduction
Ethnography is a qualitative research methodology particularly suited to research 
projects that aim to gain in-depth understandings of the lived experience of children and 
teachers in early childhood care and education settings. It offers researchers the opportu­
nity to discover in an emergent, responsive way the intricate dynamics of interactions and 
motivations of the members of this setting via long-term engagement with participants on 
a regular daily basis. Philosophically, ethnography in early childhood settings aligns with 
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the philosophical and pedagogical approaches of early childhood educators who uphold 
professional codes and expectations that involve building relationships founded in a deep 
respect for children and their families, their cultural values, and their aspirations. 
Ethnography also enables the investigation of microcosms of interrelationships and inter­
actions that reflect wider historical, social, economic, political, and cultural influences 
and issues of the wider society.

Defining Ethnography
Ethnography is a qualitative research methodology most often associated with the field of 
anthropology from which it emerged. It serves to provide rich, in-depth understandings of 
the cultural beliefs and lived practices of particular groups of people. Cultural anthropol­
ogist Clifford Geertz has explained that the term “ethnography” is used to refer to “both a 
process and a product of the study of human culture” (1973, as cited in Lubeck, 1985, p. 
47). The educational ethnographer Harry Wolcott described doing ethnography as “a way 
of looking and a way of seeing” (Wolcott, 2008, p. 41), the ethnographer producing a “pic­
ture of the way of life of some interacting human group” (Wolcott, 1975, as cited in 
Lubeck, 1985, p. 47). A distinctive aspect of ethnography is the need to conduct fieldwork 
over a long period, typically a year at minimum, spending time in the community that is 
the focus of the study, “sharing their work, thoughts, and concerns” (Lubeck, 1985, p. 49). 
The renowned cultural anthropologist Margaret Mead describes the ethnographer as be­
ing willing to learn the language of the community being researched, and being im­
mersed in their ways of being, in order to “get their culture sufficiently by heart to feel 
their repugnances and sympathise with their triumphs” ([1930] 1968, p. 213, as cited in 
James, 2011, p. 5).

The aim of ethnographic study is thus “to provide holistic accounts that include the views 
and perspectives, beliefs and values of all those involved on the particular sociocultural 
practice or institutional context” of the research focus (Siraj-Blatchford & Siraj-Blatch­
ford, 2001, p.193). Ethnography relies “fundamentally on first-hand, personal involve­
ment in the lives of people being studied” (Eisenhart, 2001, p. 18). “Ethnographic re­
search typically involves prolonged fieldwork in which the researcher gains access to a 
social group and carries out intensive observation in natural settings for a period of 
months or years” (Eder & Corsaro, 1999, p. 523). Geertz defined ethnographic work as 
being an interpretative act of “thick description” (1973, pp. 9–10, as cited in James, 2011, 
p. 3). The researcher, through close involvement in the community and with participation 
of community members, attempts to portray the understandings through the lens of the 
community members, generating a “holistic description” (Eisenhart, 2001, p. 23). The 
methodology acknowledges the interpretative role of the researcher(s). However, an im­
portant distinction is that this “mode of interpretation goes beyond the microscopic exam­
ination of action and to their contextualisation in a more holistic sense, to capture suc­
cessfully actions and events as they were understood by the actors themselves” (Eder & 
Corsaro, 1999, p. 523).
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Background to Ethnography in Early Childhood 
Education
Anthropologists interested in the processes involved in the socialization of children into 
the adult culture provided the precursor to later ethnographic work focused on early 
childhood care and education settings. These early influences included the American 
scholar Margaret Mead, whose studies included Coming of Age in Samoa (Mead, 1928) 
and Growing Up in New Guinea (Mead, 1942). Mead’s depictions of societies that func­
tioned with widely varying cultural patterns challenged Western assumptions in relation 
to normative practices of childrearing, heteronormativity, and patriarchy. In her wide-
ranging ethnographic studies Mead chronicled the “extraordinary variations in systems of 
rearing and educating children” (Lubeck, 1985, p. 18). From the work of Mead and oth­
ers, including her colleague Ruth Benedict (1983), there emerged a growing recognition 
that anthropology could provide insights not only into the lives of people in non-Western 
cultures but also into the worlds of people, including women and children, whose voices 
have historically often been muted (Hardman, 1973/2001).

As the methodology of ethnography was taken up by disciplines beyond anthropology, in­
cluding sociology, psychology, cultural studies, human geography, and education (Kon­
stantoni & Kustatscher, 2016), a growing range of applications and insights emerged out 
of the influences and applications of these various disciplines. Attention to considerations 
emerging from postmodernist work in such disciplines as philosophy, feminism, literary 
criticism, ethnic studies, cultural studies, and post-colonial critique have reinforced the 
need for sensitivities with regard to being definitive. This is seen, for example, in the 
questioning of claims of cultures depicted as “clearly bounded and determined, internally 
coherent, and uniformly meaningful" (Eisenhart, 2001, p. 17). These theoretical perspec­
tives are reflected in the work of critical ethnographers of education (Kincheloe, 
McLaren, & Steinberg, 2012). Following the trajectory of critical theory, critical ethnogra­
phy visibilizes hegemonic power dynamics between different groups of people and the cu­
mulative effects of multiple oppressions on both ethnographer and participants (Erickson,
2011).

Ethnography in Early Childhood Education
The social upheavals of the 1960s in relation to civil rights for African Americans, the 
women’s liberation movement, and the anti-war protest movement provide the backdrop 
to the social justice lens that is evident in educational ethnography (Lubeck, 1985). With­
in this broader context of sociocultural, equity, and social justice awareness along with 
critical analysis of societies, ethnography came to be utilized by researchers interested in 
early childhood education, such as Valerie Polakow (Suransky) (1982), Sally Lubeck 
(1985), William Corsaro (1985, 1996, 2003), and Joseph Tobin and his research colleagues 
(Tobin, 2016; Tobin, Arzubiaga, & Adair, 2013; Tobin, Hsueh, & Karasawa, 2009; Tobin, 
Wu, & Davidson, 1989). Researchers such as these have endeavored to understand not 
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just the intricate occurrences observed on a day-to-day basis within the early childhood 
care and education center but also the wider cultural patterns observed in participants’ 
ways of being, knowing, doing, and relating that are resonant of the historic, economic, 
and political contexts that inform societies. The remainder of this section briefly outlines 
several of these influential early childhood ethnographies.

Valerie Polakow (1982) located her ethnographic study in a historical context with views 
of childhood ranging from the medieval period to contemporary Western economies that 
separate children from the world of work, “having infantilized their perceptions and 
moral sensibilities with insidious moral inventories and taxonomies, where there experi­
ences, intellect, and state of being are constantly measured, quantified, and 
evaluated” (Polakow Suransky, 1982, p. 27). She highlights the positioning of the ethnog­
rapher of childhood, in that “Becoming an anthropologist of a culture once inhabited, yet 
now transcended, involves a dialectical reconciliation with one’s own 
historicity” (Polakow Suransky, 1982, p. 29). For Polakow:

We, in the process, become anthropologists of childhood, investigating the phe­
nomenology of that life project in order to derive insight into the meaning struc­
tures of that life-world and to be transformed by our understanding of the experi­
ence; for understanding the child from the perspective of his world is to hold the 
view that, despite biographical and developmental determinants, the growing 
child is an intentional actor constructing a life project with consciousness, that be­
coming in the world involves a dynamic self-representation, that the child too, is a 
historical being, a maker of history, a meaning-maker involved in a praxis upon the 
world.

(Polakow Suransky, 1982, pp. 35–36)

Polakow’s two-year study aimed to provide a “finely etched, composite portrait of a mod­
ern institutional childhood” (1982, p. 54) as observed in five contrasting early childhood 
care and education settings in the American Midwest. These comprised a Jewish 
preschool, a for-profit urban center, a Montessori program, an African American commu­
nity center, and a Summer Hill inspired “free school,” with a “free play” philosophy in 
which she described the children as being “free to create their own landscape” (Polakow 
Suransky, 1982, p. 160, emphasis in original). Polakow concludes that “play, as the child’s 
praxis upon the world, should not be dichotomized from work: for the playing child is a 
working child—engaged in meaningful, purposive activity” (p. 172). In this manner, the 
“child becomes herself through play” (Polakow Suransky, 1982, p. 172, emphasis in origi­
nal). Polakow also presciently signaled the harm caused to young children attending cor­
porate profit-oriented “childcare” settings, which treat the child purely as a source of 
profit and reduce the numbers of staff, stating that:

It is under those conditions that a profit turnover can be increased and it is these 
very conditions which produce fragmentation, hostility, violence and severe forms 
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of alienation, contributing to the overwhelming experience of anomie within the 
life-world of the child.

(Polakow Suransky, 1982, p. 187)

Sally Lubeck’s (1985) comparative study of a middle-class preschool and a working-class 
Head Start early childhood care and education center arose from her interest in ways in 
which young children were socialized by adults in various settings. She inquired:

What do adults perceive as their situation in life? How are values and attitudes 
transmitted to children? How do adults structure their immediate environment? 
And what subsequent behaviors are observable in the children? In brief, what do 
adults do to orient children to adapt to the world in a particular way?

(Lubeck, 1985, p. 41, emphasis in original)

Her year-long study identified distinctive contrasts between the personnel and pedagogi­
cal approaches in the two centers. She found that the white middle-class preschool teach­
ers generated a program that replicated the individualistic values and practices of white 
nuclear families, whilst the African American Head Start teachers worked collectively to 
promote values of collectivism via routines and collaboration within group activities.

Also coming from a social justice perspective, the work of Australian scholar Glenda Mac 
Naughton has shed light on ways in which young children demonstrated and perpetuated 
gender power and racism in an early childhood setting (Mac Naughton, 1993). For Mac 
Naughton:

The day-to-day world of the classroom provides a rich source of information about 
how children's relationships develop and change over time. The complex ways in 
which young children produce and reproduce racism through and in their play are 
likely to missed by research that is not situated within a “real-life” context, such 
as the early years classroom.

(Mac Naughton, 1993, p. 15)

A key focus in the work of the sociologist William Corsaro’s studies in both the United 
States and Italy was children’s friendships and cultural groupings as defined, organized, 
and negotiated by children within the early childhood setting (Corsaro, 1985, 1996, 
2003). One example of this child-negotiated practice is the tendency of children to resist 
attempts by other children to enter their play (Eder & Corsaro, 1999). A cursory view 
from an adult perspective might judge such resistance as being exclusionary and unfair. 
However, through his ethnographic work Corsaro came to understand this behavior as 
“protection of interactive space” whereby children were motivated to continue with play 
that would otherwise be disrupted by the entry of children who didn’t share prior under­
standings around participation in the pre-negotiated format (Eder & Corsaro, 1999, p. 
524). Corsaro thus shifted the lens of his study focus from the broad view of children’s 
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‘peer interaction’, to the more nuanced recognition of their “creative production of and 
participation in a shared peer culture” (Eder & Corsaro, 1999, p. 524).

The work of Joseph Tobin and his colleagues utilizes an innovative approach which differs 
from the traditional ethnographic expectation of long-term immersion of the researcher in 
the study setting. Tobin and colleagues have applied their “video-cued multivocal ethno­
graphic” method across a series of studies which compared early childhood education 
practices in different countries (Tobin, 2016; Tobin et al., 1989, 2009, 2013). This method 
involves a week of videoing within the early childhood setting, from which a 20-minute 
video is produced via selective editing. This is shown first to the teacher whose classroom 
was filmed, then to other teachers in the preschool, followed by wider viewing by teach­
ers from that same country before finally showing the different country videos to teach­
ers from the various participating countries (Tobin et al., 2009). The videos are not con­
sidered to be the key source of data but are employed as a tool to simulate discussion 
based on the activities or events depicted in the videos. This discussion is recorded, pro­
viding insights into the different countries’ teachers’ contrasting understandings of their 
own and others’ pedagogies, of the children’s behaviors, and of the values that underpin 
both of these. An innovative benefit of this method was that the surprise at another 
culture’s very different early childhood practices can result in “spontaneous explication of 
indigenous assumptions concerning children that had eluded conventional ethnographic 
interviewing” (LeVine, 2007, p. 256). The longitudinal nature of the preschool in three 
countries studies has provided further insights drawn from the deep familiarity and 
unique intersubjectivities developed over years of co-constructing understandings across 
cultural divides (Hayashi & Tobin, 2015; Tobin & Hayashi, 2017). Collaborations between 
ethnographers of early childhood education from different countries and theoretical per­
spectives can enable wider interpretative lenses resulting in more multifaceted under­
standings as demonstrated in the work of Fernie, Davies, Kantor, and McMurray (1993).

In preparing a policy brief demonstrating the value of ethnographic research in relation 
to developing federal early childhood education policy in the United States, Jennifer Adair 
(2011) identified a number of critical areas where ethnographic findings provide a “con­
textual and culturally dynamic representation of how early childhood settings, families, 
teachers, children are trying to address challenges in U.S. early childhood education on a 
daily basis” (p. 426). These include the recognition of wide variability in children’s identi­
ties, relationships and understandings across different contexts; the sense of disconnec­
tion felt by parents, caregivers and teachers from the policies that guided the early child­
hood programs and the lack of communication and collaboration between teachers and 
parents; that early learning is most effective when pedagogies build on children’s cultural 
backgrounds and understandings; the variability of programs and policies in terms of out­
comes, depending on different contexts; and the value of learning from overseas models 
of early childhood programs, pedagogies, and practices.

The possibilities for rich understandings to be derived from the microcosms represented 
in particular ethnographic studies in early childhood are exemplified in such diverse work 
as that of Rossholt on the embodiment of infants and toddlers in Norwegian early child­
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hood settings (Rossholt, 2009); considerations of the possibilities of interspecies learning 
in centers in Australia and Canada (Taylor & Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2015); and children’s per­
spectives via the application of “critical sociological empathy” in a study in a Danish day 
care institution (Warming, 2011).

Why Ethnography Is Particularly Suited to Re­
search in the Field of Early Childhood Educa­
tion
Ethnography has in recent years come to be widely recognized as a useful methodology 
for educational research, influenced in part by “the new sociology of childhood” (Corsaro,
2015) and by the promotion of children’s rights discourses which position children as ac­
tively agentic in their lives. It is clear that in order for educators and education policy­
makers to be well informed in their work, ethnography can serve to provide a well-in­
formed basis for decision-making:

To interpret what those participants under study are doing and saying, the ethnog­
rapher needs to know what daily life is like for them—the physical and institution­
al setting in which they live, the daily routine of activities, the beliefs that guide 
their actions, and the linguistic and other semiotic systems that mediate all these 
contexts and activities.

(Eder & Corsaro, 1999, p. 521)

From an early childhood care and education perspective, ethnographic research shifts the 
lens from a positivistic approach of determining and measuring what children are learn­
ing, to trying to gain understandings of how they are learning (James, 2011) and how they 
are feeling, to processes rather than content, seeing children as informed, competent, en­
gaged, and confident social actors who “collectively produce peer cultures” and also con­
tribute to their wider culture(s) and societies (Corsaro, 2015, p. 84). Ethnography has 
come to be recognized for its potential to “engage with children’s own views and enables 
their views and ideas to be rendered accessible” (James, 2011, p. 3). In this vein, ethnog­
raphers view children “as competent informants about and interpreters of their own lives 
and of the lives of others,” and thus ethnography “is an approach to childhood research 
which can employ children’s own accounts centrally within the analysis” (James, 2011, p. 
10), as the “experts in their own worlds” (Tickle, 2017, p. 66). As such ethnographic stud­
ies can produce “a view of children as competent interpreters” of their social worlds 
(James, 2011, p. 2), and it is these rich understandings of children’s “meaningful cultural 
worlds” (Ortner, 1991, p. 187, as cited in Eisenhart, 2001, p. 20) that when viewed from a 
social justice perspective and critical analysis by educators and education policymakers 
can lead to educational and political change.
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Ethnographic research is sustained and highly engaged over time. “By carefully entering 
the worlds of children and youth and charting the historicity of significant aspects and 
phases of their lives, ethnographers can document crucial changes and transitions that 
are essential for understanding socialization as a process of production and 
reproduction” (Eder & Corsaro, 1999, p. 522). Children arriving into early childhood set­
tings, increasingly at a very early age, are moving daily back and forth between the world 
of the early childhood setting and home, often spending more waking hours in the early 
childhood care and education setting than they do with their families. This “bimondial” 
transitioning on a daily basis means children may be in regular transition between very 
different sets of routines, values, and expectations (Zimmer, 1979). Sensitive understand­
ing by early childhood care and education practitioners, informed by in-depth ethno­
graphical research, has the potential to foster deeper reciprocal relationships between 
educators and their families and thus enhance the well-being of the young children who 
are the shared concern.

The “richness of ethnographic data” can also inform the theory and practice of early 
childhood care and education (Eder & Corsaro, 1999, p. 524). The rich, detailed, and nu­
anced pictures of children’s worlds enables a reconceptualization of the previous normal­
izing, universalizing nature of social science theorizing. Furthermore, privileging the 
voices and perspectives of young children challenges the adultism that has often exclud­
ed young children from having influence in decision-making that affects their well-being 
and happiness. According to Allison James:

Ethnography, then, has been critical to the development of a perspective on child­
hood which, in acknowledging its culturally constructed character, enables a view 
of children as social actors who take an active part in shaping the form that their 
own childhoods take.

(James, 2011, p. 7)

Ethnographic research has thus “unmuted” children’s voices and positioned them as rec­
ognized social actors, enabling their views to be prioritized in decisions affecting them 
(James, 2011).

Methods of Ethnography in Early Childhood 
Education
Ethnography has a distinct history, characteristics, and terminologies, which include, for 
example, the long-term relational basis of both data collection and analysis and the use of 
extensive fieldnotes. It should not be viewed as a loose “catch-all” term for any form of 
qualitative research with groups of people (Aubrey, David, Godfrey, & Thompson, 2000, p. 
112). After obtaining the requisite ethical approvals, and prior to the lengthy period of da­
ta gathering, it is imperative that the researcher(s) take time to build relationships with 
and gain informed consent from all participants, including of course, the children (Tickle, 
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2017). Another distinctive feature of ethnographic research is the involvement of partici­
pants in a reciprocal relationship with the researcher(s) in both data gathering, interpre­
tation and analysis. Researcher humility and integrity is key to this enquiry, in positioning 
the researcher(s) as open to learning from young children: “Instead of regarding young 
children as devoid of previous learning and experience, ethnography assumes them to 
have amassed a wealth of previous learning and experience—in short, a huge amount of 
knowledge” (Aubrey et al., 2000, p. 115).

Key to credible ethnography is the immersion of the researcher(s) in the research site 
over an extended period of time, during which extensive fieldnotes are recorded and ana­
lyzed on a daily basis. Richly descriptive fieldnotes are key to providing the contextual in­
formation, or “thick data” which inform the wider project and enable the refining of data-
collection methods, accumulating over time to serve as the basis of the “thick 

description” of the study (Geertz, 1973, as cited in Aubrey et al., 2000, p. 116, emphasis 
in original). In addition to fieldnotes, “Standard ethnographic methods include partici­
pant observation, face-to-face interviewing, researcher reflection/journaling, and analysis 
of archival records” (Eisenhart, 2001, p. 18). Less intensive data-collection methods are 
sometimes described as being “informed by” ethnographic approaches. However, ethnog­
raphy in early childhood is also an evolving methodology and over the years various re­
searchers have incorporated video and photographs, collections of children’s art and nar­
ratives, pedagogical documentation, records of group discussions, interviews with par­
ents and teachers, and responses emanating from the use of the “photovoice” technique 
where children take photos and then explain the significance of these (Tickle, 2017). The 
effective application of all of these methods are dependent on building rapport within the 
community of the research setting, including center management, teachers, children, and 
families.

The ethnographic researcher in an early childhood setting takes on the often complex 
role of being a “participant observer.” For Sally Lubeck (1985) this involved spending a 
great deal more time than she had anticipated in the working-class African American ear­
ly childhood center, helping with cleaning and some of the duties of the teachers, in order 
to build trust and rapport. William Corsaro became “Big Bill,” the large somewhat cum­
bersome playmate of the children whom he was researching (Coffey, 1999, p. 74; Corsaro,
2003). Valerie Polakow (1982) found her carefully planned individual interview schedule 
subverted by the staff of an African American early childhood center who decided to in­
stead meet with her as a collective. A particular challenge for ethnography in early child­
hood education is the expectation that children be involved both in decision-making re­
garding the research process and in interpreting and analyzing data, particularly with re­
gard to pre-verbal children, for whom siblings, parents, and teachers can serve as proxy. 
In many cases, the children may not have been consulted prior to the permission having 
been given by the center management and teachers for the research to begin.

However, during the fieldwork, children are able to participate in terms of negoti­
ating the relationship and engagement with the researcher, direct the focus of the 
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developing research and advise on the use of further research methods, depend­
ing on the researcher’s sensitivity and flexibility.

(Konstantoni & Kustatscher, 2016, p. 228)

Tickle (2017, p. 72) stresses that “the art of listening and maintaining ethical integrity” 
are of paramount importance to the role of an ethnographer. The outsider’s demeanor of 
“naïve enquirer” can be informative, as the researcher negotiates the outsider/insider di­
alectic (Becker, 1963, as cited in Aubrey et al., 2000). The researcher(s), once having co-
analyzed with participants from the early childhood care and education setting, has the 
responsibility of presenting the insights that have been derived from the study back to 
the early childhood center community and to the wider early childhood care and educa­
tion sector in ways that are appropriate and meaningful. Ethically, it is a responsibility of 
ethnographic researchers to give back as much as they receive from the early childhood 
center community in which they are engaged for their project and not be perceived as 
taking their data and running, but maintaining the relationships long beyond the period 
of the study (Corsaro & Molinari, 2000).

Consideration of Issues in Ethnography in Ear­
ly Childhood Education
This final section offers discussion of a number of issues related to the conduct of ethnog­
raphy in early childhood care and education. These include consideration of power dy­
namics and power effects in one’s work as an ethnographic researcher, the issue of com­
plexities of overlapping and fluid cultural influences, and ethical issues particular to this 
mode of researching.

Power Dynamics and Power Effects

Ethnography as a methodology for researching in early childhood care and education con­
texts offers an alternative to “traditional positivist research [that] has historically hierar­
chically positioned the participant as the less powerful ‘other’ to the researcher” (Mac 
Naughton, Smith, & Davis, 2007, p. 167). Three decades on from the groundbreaking 
recognition of children’s rights in the 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
the Child, policymakers, educators and researchers are still facing challenges with re­
gard to shifting these commitments beyond rhetoric and into enactment. These chal­
lenges are complexified when researchers are working across cultures and with groups of 
children, their families, and communities that differ from the background of the 
researcher(s). Mac Naughton et al. (2007) highlight ways in which in their Australian con­
text they have endeavored to enhance child participation in their studies as well as to ac­
knowledge the underlying power effects in relation to the complex interreactive dynamics 
of adult/child/gender/ethnicity/class in their research projects. For example, they de­
scribe the tensions that arose with regard to respecting children’s anxieties and prefer­
ences when invited to choose pseudonyms, an expectation that was challenged by some of 
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the children. In their multi-national research on immigrant children and families in early 
childhood education settings in the United States and Europe led by Joe Tobin (2016), the 
team of co-researchers conducted approximately 150 focus groups with teachers and 
families to discuss the 20-minute video made in early childhood setting from that country 
along with two further videos from other countries. They were very conscious of the sen­
sitivities in relation to the power dynamics with regard to the immigrant parents as well 
as the teachers and in particular to the vulnerability that might be felt in relation to the 
particular circumstances of some of the parents around language difficulties and cultural 
and gender issues (Jungen, Adair, Bove, & Guénif-Souilamas, 2016). For example, facilita­
tors struggled with their own cultural assumptions with regard to a father who spoke on 
behalf of his wife who remained silent, eventually recognizing the their “ethnocentric and 
egocentric view of the role of the women in the family and community” which had led 
them to seek to have the silent woman “perform their notion of self, motherhood, and citi­
zenship [rather than] to hear her voice in her silence” (Jungen et al., 2016, p. 50).

Complexities of Circles of Children’s Culture Within Wider Culture(s)

Ethnography, based as it is in the fundamental aspiration of gaining understanding of 
culture(s), is not a methodology suited to researchers seeking tidy and straightforward 
methods, analysis, and conclusions. Culture is amorphous, with children in the early 
childhood setting themselves reflecting the culture(s) and interests of one or more par­
ents, grandparents, and other close family. Early childhood are and education settings re­
flect the culture(s) of the local communities, of the staff present, of the national curricu­
lum and professional expectations, and to greater or lesser extents those cultures of fami­
lies present. Surrounding and infiltrating these encirclements of cultures via “permeable 
boundaries” (Eisenhart, 2001, p. 17), is the “simultaneous existence of multiple (and 
sometimes competing) cultural resources in a single situation” of a particular child and 
family (Eisenhart, 2001, p. 21) including, increasingly, the influences of globalized popu­
lar culture. The researcher(s) is thus not merely faced with understanding the interac­
tions and meanings within the microcosm of the early childhood setting but needs to also 
recognize and address the influence and interplay of the various networks of association, 
knowledge, and influence beyond the immediate education setting (Eisenhart, 2001). The 
ethnographic researcher thus needs to work closely with teachers, children, and families 
in the early childhood setting to gain their understandings of the meanings of important 
cultural symbols and the interconnections and negotiations being made by children, fami­
lies, and teachers within and between the various overlapping cultural encirclements.

Ethical Issues in Ethnography in Early Childhood Settings

Ethnographic work in early childhood care and education settings, due to the extensive 
and intensive involvement of the researche(s)r in the setting, may involve a degree of 
emotional engagement that is not normally associated with the traditional role of “re­
searcher.” This may include attending funerals of family members of the early childhood 
community, supporting fundraising events, and being sought for advice regarding profes­
sional or even personal dilemmas faced by participants. The “personal, emotional and 
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identity work” (Coffey, 1999, p. 1) of conducting ethnographic fieldwork can be challeng­
ing, and thus the researcher(s) may need to ensure that they have their own professional 
and personal support networks in order to sustain their well-being when faced with emo­
tionally draining situations in the research setting and to maintain the ongoing reflexivity 
required of this engagement. Konstantoni and Kustatscher (2016) outline some processes 
that assist researchers in honoring a commitment to this deep reflexivity:

In childhood ethnography, common techniques to enable a reflexive diary (in 
which a record is kept of thoughts, feelings, theoretical ideas, notes on how the 
researcher’s presence might have impacted on the environment, notes of the diffi­
culties/challenges that the researcher has faced), the use of various methods 
(which could assist cross-checking data or gaining further information), observing 
and challenging observed patterns, asking for participants’ interpretations and 
having days away from the field.

(Konstantoni & Kustatscher, 2016, p. 230)

An ethical issue pertaining to working with young children that may be initially insur­
mountable is that permission for the study to proceed is likely to have been given without 
consultation with the children. However, careful attention to processes of informed con­
sent in ways that young children who are verbally capable really do understand, as well 
as for the parents of pre-verbal children, will go some way to remedying this oversight, 
and this may need to be repeated for various uses of data. This might include, for exam­
ple, consulting with a child or group of children before showing a video clip of them at an 
academic conference. Children will need to be reminded that they have the right to opt 
out of data gathering such as being videoed or participating in research-related discus­
sions (Konstantoni & Kustatscher, 2016). Researchers also need to be sensitive to non-
verbal clues that the child is uncomfortable and stop recording data as soon as this is no­
ticed. At times children may not be able to opt out (James, 2011), such as when there is 
videoing taking place of a focus child but of course others are present. Technology can be 
applied to blur faces in this instance if selections of the video is going to be shared back 
to the center community for co-analyzing and accountability purposes. Particular care 
needs to be taken with regard to the use of these videos beyond the immediate research 
project. Ethical consents may have been given by the child for the immediate use of video 
data within the research context, but these no longer apply beyond the life of the project, 
and video captured for the purpose of the study should then be destroyed as per the ethi­
cal approval requirements or additional consents obtained at that later date (Konstantoni 
& Kustatscher, 2016).

Another issue is the pressure that researchers may face to complete their study in a time­
ly fashion as dictated by professional commitments. Ethnographic work takes time, first 
to build relationships prior to commencing the data collection, second to collect the rich, 
“thick,” descriptive data that characterizes ethnography, and third to co-analyze this ma­
terial with participants. A limitation for researchers may lie in their capacity to make 
sense of the situation, whether this be due to an “adultist,” adult-centric interpretation of 
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children’s actions, in which lies the potential pitfall of re-colonizing children’s worlds 
(Cannella & Viruru, 2004). Avoidance of this requires frank acknowledgment of adult/
child power differentials (James, 2011; Mukherji & Albon, 2015), particularly with regard 
not only to the authenticity of the researcher(s) to be an adult participant observer along­
side children but also to the interpretation of data and presentation of findings. There is a 
clear difference between “writing about and working with” (Fine & Weiss, 1998, p. 277, 
as cited in Eisenhart, 2001, p. 20, emphasis in original), in relation to this ethics of repre­
sentation of the data, and the potential for misrepresentation of interpretations gleaned 
from very young children for whom traditional means of “member-checking” may not be 
possible. This requires a deep sensitivity and commitment to ongoing self-reflexivity on 
the part of researchers (Tickle, 2017), along with a profound respect for children’s 
agency both in determining their own “enculturation” and as research participants.

A further ethical consideration for ethnographic research in early childhood education is 
that in the presentation of the very rich detailed data that have been gathered there is a 
potential for identifiability of both individuals and the early childhood setting, and consid­
erable care needs to be taken to avoid this unless there is a pre-existing understanding 
that all involved are willing for theirs and the identity of their early childhood care and 
education center to be made known. Given the possibly daunting broad range and depth 
of data gathered (Mukherji & Albon, 2015), and the necessity for selectivity of presenta­
tion of various aspects of the data, attention needs to be paid to the possibility that cer­
tain voices could be privileged over others (Eisenhart, 2001). Furthermore, ethnographic 
data is often “messy,” involving ethical tensions, contrasting voices, and contradictory 
meanings (Konstantoni & Kustatscher, 2016), which can be challenging to researchers 
who in seeking to generate strong coherent narratives within their study may “overlook 
or ignore contested, ambiguous or inconsistent data” (Eisenhart, 2001, p. 23).

A final issue to be noted is that the majority of ethnographic studies in early childhood 
care and education settings have been conducted in the Global North, which may be due 
to the predominance of early childhood education institutions in these countries and the 
lesser reliance on these in the Global South (Konstantoni & Kustatscher, 2016). Konstan­
toni and Kustatscher point out that the production of research from predominantly West­
ern contexts raises issues in terms of the underrepresentation of young children in fami­
lies and societies that do not use formal early childhood care and education settings. Oth­
er questions could be asked about the representation of diverse ethnic groups in research 
conducted in settings dominated by the majority culture. “Thus, reflecting on which 
young children are included in ethnographic research, and which are not, puts questions 
about marginality and the production of knowledge more generally on the 
agenda” (Konstantoni & Kustatscher, 2016, p. 233).

Despite the plethora of research that points to the benefits of participation in high-quali­
ty, culturally responsive early childhood education, the ongoing marginalization by gov­
ernments of early childhood care and education, positioning this outside of the compulso­
ry education sector, means that more research is required to demonstrate the compo­
nents of early childhood care and education practices that are of the greatest benefit for 
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young children and their families. Ethnography in early childhood education has the po­
tential to provide this detail via the researchers’ “reflexive attention to relational 
aspects” (Konstantoni & Kustatscher, 2016, p. 234).

Conclusion
Ethnography, when done well, is time-consuming, emotionally draining, messy, fraught 
with ethical dilemmas, and involves deep commitment to participants beyond the realm of 
the research itself. Yet ethnographic methodologies offer pathways toward greater aware­
ness of and insights into the lives of people in the communities of focus and are particu­
larly valuable in sharing understandings of communities whose lives are less well sup­
ported by dominant societies. Cycles of educational failure are perpetuated when policy­
makers lack or fail to attend to nuanced understandings of the impacts of complex histori­
cal, economic, political, cultural, and social factors on different communities subsumed 
within a dominant culture. Children, along with Indigenous peoples, have faced particular 
challenges in not being heard while surviving under regimes of colonization, the impacts 
of which continue to perpetuate cycles of disadvantage (Cannella & Viruru, 2004; Smith, 
1995, 1999/2012). Meanwhile, children in countries in the Global South face increasing 
challenges such as the impacts of intensifying climate change (Burton, Mustelin, & Urich,
2011; Lawler, 2011). As Pence and Nsamenang (2008) write, “At the heart of our concern 
is that the polyphonic diversity of childhood globally is not being heard, and that ho­
mogenising forces are increasing in strength and reach” (p. 2). Ethnography in early 
childhood education is not just “a way of looking and a way of seeing” (Wolcott, 2008, p. 
41), it is also a way of listening and a way of hearing, since it provides a means of giving 
voice to the concerns of young children, their families, communities, and teachers in di­
verse settings.
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