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Abstract 

The article investigates the use of ethnographic methods in research focused on English Language 

Teaching, that highlights the ability to uncover the cultural, social and interactional aspects of classroom 

environments. Ethnography, which has its roots in anthropology and qualitative research, offers a detailed 

understanding of language teaching and learning by documenting the actual experiences of students and 

teachers in authentic settings. Based on both traditional and modern studies, this article demonstrates 

how ethnographic techniques such as participant observation, interviews, and cultural analysis shed light 

on topics related to learner identity, classroom interactions, and intercultural communication. 

Additionally, it addresses the methodological challenges and ethical considerations involved in 

conducting ethnographic research while emphasizing its potential to promote contextually relevant and 

inclusive teaching practices. The article concludes that ethnographic research provides essential insights 

into the intricacies of learning English in various sociocultural contexts, establishing it as a crucial 

element of ELT scholarship. 
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Introduction 

The discipline of English Language Teaching (ELT) is increasingly aware that learning a language 

involves not only cognitive processes but also significant social and cultural aspects. Ethnographic 

research, which is rooted in anthropology and sociology, offers a distinctive perspective for investigating 

language teaching and learning within their real-life contexts (Holliday, 2018). By placing researchers 
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within the daily settings of both learners and educators, ethnography facilitates the examination of how 

cultural values, social identities, and institutional practices influence the teaching and acquisition of 

English. In contrast to quantitative research in applied linguistics that typically emphasizes measurable 

results like proficiency and performance, ethnography prioritizes the subjective and interpretive aspects 

of learning. This methodology allows for a more comprehensive understanding of how students navigate 

meaning, identity, and power dynamics in diverse multilingual and multicultural classrooms 

(Canagarajah, 2017). This paper intends to explore the application of ethnographic methods in ELT 

research, outline their fundamental processes, and address their importance in tackling current 

pedagogical issues. 

Defining Ethnography in ELT 

Ethnography involves a thorough examination of individuals and cultures by engaging with them in their 

usual environments. Grounded in qualitative research, ethnography aims to comprehend participants 

lived experiences from their perspectives (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019). In English Language 

Teaching (ELT), ethnography is used to reveal how both learners and teachers create meanings through 

language use, classroom behaviors, and social interactions. Kramsch (1993) posits that language is 

inherently linked to the cultural contexts in which it exists. Thus, ethnographic research in ELT highlights 

the relationship between language, identity, and culture, investigating how these aspects affect learning. 

For instance, the discourse within the classroom by teachers, learners' feedback, and institutional customs 

all embody cultural ideals that influence communication patterns. Ethnographic methods, such as 

participant observation, interviews, and reflective journaling, deeply explore these aspects. Recent 

research (e.g., Copland & Creese, 2015; Nguyen, 2022) has broadened the scope of ethnography in ELT 

to encompass digital classrooms, multilingual approaches, and the formation of teacher identities. This 

flexibility illustrates the method's importance in reflecting the changing dynamics of language education 

in an interconnected world. 

Ethnographic Method in ELT  

Participant observation is fundamental to ethnographic research. The researcher immerses themselves in 

the classroom or community, acting either as an observer or a participant, to capture interactions, 

behaviors, and cultural dynamics as they naturally occur. This method offers a firsthand perspective of 

classroom experiences and allows the researcher to interpret meanings that go beyond superficial 

behaviors (Van Lier, 2004). For example, Van Lier’s (2004) research demonstrated how teachers' 

gestures, tone, and dialogue influence student engagement and participation. Similarly, Li (2020) 

employed participant observation to investigate how Chinese EFL learners navigated classroom 

hierarchies and communication norms in English-speaking environments. These studies show that 

successful language acquisition often correlates with the cultural awareness and social sensitivity of both 

educators and students. Interviews and Focus Groups Interviews enhance observation by drawing out the 

viewpoints of participants in their own language. Semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and narrative 

accounts enable researchers to grasp the motivations, emotions, and attitudes that underpin classroom 
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interactions (Holliday, 2018). For instance, Dörnyei and Ushioda (2021) highlighted that qualitative 

interviews in ELT can uncover how learners' identities and motivations transform within specific 

sociocultural frameworks. Focus groups also facilitate collective reflection, where learners can discuss 

shared issues like language anxiety or intercultural misunderstandings (Nguyen, 2022).  Field Notes and 

Cultural Analysis Field notes serve as a fundamental aspect of ethnographic integrity. They document not 

just the actions observed but also the researcher’s interpretations, reflections, and emotional responses. 

Cultural analysis entails interpreting these notes to identify recurring themes, values, and communication 

patterns (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019). In the context of ELT, cultural analysis helps reveal how 

classroom discourse mirrors broader societal ideologies—such as perceptions of English as a global 

language or the positioning of native versus non-native speakers (Canagarajah, 2005; Sung, 2019). 

Ethnographic documentation, therefore, establishes a connection between micro-level classroom 

observations and macro-level cultural examination. 

Application of Ethnographic Research in ELT 

Grasping Learner Identity, the process of learning a language involves negotiating one’s identity. As 

learners engage with the target language and its cultural practices, they build and modify their identities. 

Insights from ethnographic research shed light on this evolving process. Norton (2013) suggested that a 

learner's self-perception affects their access to language opportunities. Subsequent ethnographic studies 

have examined how learners in multilingual environments navigate their hybrid identities, especially 

within postcolonial or global contexts (Block, 2017; Eimer, 2023). For instance, students in South Asian 

settings often balance local linguistic pride with the global status associated with English. These 

observations emphasize that identity is fluid, shaped by classroom dialogue and peer interactions.  

Classroom Interactions and Teacher-Student Relationships Ethnographic studies aid researchers in 

understanding the social dynamics within a classroom—how authority, teamwork, and power are shared 

among participants. Research such as Walsh (2011) indicates that classroom interactions encompass not 

just language but also relational elements, including gestures, pauses, and silence as forms of 

communication. The findings from ethnographic research highlight that effective English Language 

Teaching (ELT) practices hinge on comprehending interpersonal connections and sociocultural norms. 

For instance, Arrington (2023) illustrated that collaborative learning in multilingual classrooms cultivates 

mutual respect and lessens anxiety amongst learners when cultural diversity is recognized.  Language, 

Culture, and Educational Practices Language instruction is fundamentally intercultural. Ethnography 

assists educators in understanding how cultural beliefs influence teaching methodologies and classroom 

expectations. Research, including Hinkel (2011) and Hayes (2022), illustrates that disparities between 

teacher and learner cultural expectations can impede the learning process. Ethnographic studies provide 

frameworks for culturally responsive teaching that honour local customs while fostering communicative 

skills. Additionally, recent ethnographic studies (Upadhaya & Loomba, 2024) investigate digital 

intercultural communication, revealing how online English classes reshape cultural boundaries. By 

exploring how educators and students adapt to digital settings, ethnography broadens its significance for 

21st-century ELT. 
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Challenges of Using Ethnography in ELT Research 

 Ethical Considerations Conducting ethnography requires an extended engagement with participants, 

often in close-knit classroom environments. This closeness presents ethical challenges regarding 

confidentiality, informed consent, and possible power imbalances (Hammersley & Traianou, 2020). 

Researchers must prioritize transparency and ensure that participation is voluntary, especially when 

working with vulnerable populations such as young students. 

 Researcher Bias and Reflexivity  

Given that ethnographic research is based on interpretation, researcher bias is an unavoidable factor. 

Scholars recommend reflexivity, which is the ongoing self-reflection on one’s own assumptions, 

positionality, and impact on the research process (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Keeping reflexive journals 

and corroborating data from various sources can improve credibility and minimize interpretive biases. 

 Generalizability of Findings  

Ethnographic research usually concentrates on limited groups or specific classrooms, which means that 

generalizability is restricted. However, its strength lies in transferability—the capacity to extract 

meaningful insights that can be applied to similar contexts. Thick description, a fundamental feature of 

ethnography, allows readers to determine the relevance of the findings to their own situations (Geertz, 

1973). 

Benefits of Ethnographic Research in ELT 

 Comprehensive Insight into Language Acquisition Ethnographic approaches provide a comprehensive 

perspective on language acquisition, highlighting its social, cultural, and emotional dimensions. By 

examining both verbal and non-verbal forms of communication, ethnography illustrates the impact of 

classroom culture on learning outcomes. This thorough understanding assists educators in developing 

more adaptive and inclusive teaching strategies. Pedagogy Informed by Context 

 Findings from ethnography prompt educators to reconsider their teaching methods in light of their 

students’ cultural backgrounds. For example, research by Graham (2022) and Liu et al. (2022) indicates 

that teachers who incorporate students’ cultural stories into their lessons boost student motivation and 

engagement. Thus, ethnography links research with practice, shaping teaching approaches that are rooted 

in real-world situations. 

 Empowerment and Student Expression  

Ethnography emphasizes the perspectives of learners, allowing them to express their difficulties, 

achievements, and goals. This emphasis on empowerment complements learner-centred teaching 

approaches that honour diversity and student agency (Canagarajah, 2017). By recognizing learners’ real-

life experiences, ethnographic studies promote inclusive educational practices and enhance critical 

awareness of linguistic disparities.  
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Conclusion 

Ethnographic research holds significant value in English Language Teaching, as it captures the intricate 

nature of human interactions and cultural variation in educational settings. Through techniques such as 

immersion, observation, and analysis, ethnographers reveal the ways in which learners and educators 

collaboratively create meaning within social and cultural contexts. Despite existing challenges like bias 

and ethical dilemmas, reflective and context-aware ethnographic methods ensure the integrity of the 

research process. As English Language Teaching adapts to the influences of globalization and digital 

technology, ethnography remains an essential approach for exploring new classroom dynamics. Future 

studies should broaden their focus to include online learning environments, underrepresented student 

populations, and cross-cultural teacher development programs. In the end, ethnographic exploration 

enriches our understanding of the human aspects of language education and encourages teaching methods 

that are grounded in empathy, inclusivity, and cultural sensitivity. 
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