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Outside Ourselves: Becoming Better Teachers Through Ethnographic
Fieldwork

Abstract
"Two questions students often ask me are: “why do you travel so much?” and “why do you engage in so much
research?” My answer to both is relatively simple, “to become a more informed person and teacher.” [excerpt]
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Two questions students often ask me are: “why 

do you travel so much?” and “why do you engage in 

so much research?” My answer to both is relative-

ly simple, “to become a more informed person and 

teacher.” Through travel, I place myself outside my 

comfort zone: I learn broadly about other cultures, 

DQG� VSHFL¿FDOO\� DERXW�PXVLF� WHDFKLQJ� DQG� OHDUQLQJ�
by observing and participating in musical practices 

that are unfamiliar to me. I have found that conduct-

LQJ�HWKQRJUDSKLF�¿HOGZRUN� LQ�FRQMXQFWLRQ�ZLWK�P\�
immersion in various music learning settings has 

constructively challenged and developed my obser-

vation, communication, musicianship and teaching 

VNLOOV��2YHU�WKH�SDVW�¿YH�\HDUV�DW�*HWW\VEXUJ�&ROOHJH��
our students and I have traveled and conducted eth-

nographic research in a number of sites. In this short 

DUWLFOH��,�EULHÀ\�GHVFULEH�HWKQRJUDSKLF�¿HOGZRUN�DQG�
RQH�H[DPSOH�RI�KRZ�,�KDYH�XVHG� LW�ZLWKLQ� WKH�*HW-
tysburg College music education curriculum to step 

“outside ourselves,” with the goal of contributing to 

creative change within our future music classrooms. 

Ethnographic Fieldwork
(WKQRJUDSKLF� ¿HOGZRUN� ZDV� GHYHORSHG� RYHU� D�

century ago as a central method of data collection 

within the discipline of anthropology. Ethnogra-

SKHUV�VSHQG�H[WHQVLYH�WLPH�REVHUYLQJ�DQG�LPPHUVLQJ�
themselves in a group they seek to describe or under-

VWDQG��7KH�NH\�WR�FRQGXFWLQJ�VXFFHVVIXO�¿HOGZRUN�LV�
intersubjectivity. “Intersubjectivity describes the cre-

ative, improvisatory process of shaping and sharing 

our understandings and knowledge of ourselves, our 

world, our spiritual life—in short, of ‘making sense 

WRJHWKHU�¶� LQ� UHDO�WLPH� LQWHUDFWLRQ�´� �.RVNRII�������
OHFWXUH�QRWHV��

(QJDJLQJ� LQ�¿HOGZRUN� FUHDWHV� WKH� SRWHQWLDO� IRU�
intersubjective understandings and negotiations be-

tween and among social, cultural and musical differ-

HQFHV��,W�LV��DV�%DU]�DQG�&RROH\��������GHVFULEH��³D�
process that positions the scholars themselves as so-

cial actors within the very cultural phenomena they 

VWXG\´��S������$V�VFKRODUV�LQWHUDFW�ZLWK�SDUWLFLSDQWV�LQ�
LQWHUVXEMHFWLYH�VSDFHV��HDFK�LQGLYLGXDO¶V�¿[HG�LGHQ-

tity changes in relation to their counterpart’s. When 

HQJDJLQJ� LQ� HWKQRJUDSKLF� ¿HOGZRUN� LQ� VLWHV� ZKHUH�
there is music, we create an intersubjective space 

in which three important symbolic processes can be 

QHJRWLDWHG� LQ� UHDO� WLPH�� ���� WKH�SURFHVV�RI�³PDNLQJ�
DQG�H[SHULHQFLQJ�PXVLF�´�����³FRQVWUXFWLQJ�DQG�SHU-
IRUPLQJ´�RQH¶V�VHOI�ZLWKLQ�PXVLF�DQG�����VKDULQJ�DQG�

merging “many intersecting social and cultural identities” 

WKURXJK�PXVLF�PDNLQJ��.RVNRII��������

At Gettysburg College we engage our preservice mu-

sic teachers in ethnographic research. Together, faculty 

DQG�VWXGHQWV�SUDFWLFH�D�³SHGDJRJ\�RI�RXWVLGHQHVV´��%DK-

NWLQ�������)RXFDXOW�������7DOERW�	�%URDGZD\��������LQ�
which we question norms of teaching and learning mu-

VLF�� DQG� H[SHULHQFH�ZKDW� LW� LV� OLNH� WR� EH� DQ� µRWKHU¶��:H�
seek to prepare preservice music teachers for engaging in 

those three symbolic processes every day—just as inser-

YLFH�PXVLF�WHDFKHUV�LQ�HDFK�PXVLF�FRQWH[W�GR�ZKHQ�WKH\�
take time to learn to know each student’s unique iden-

tity through the variety of musical, cultural and linguis-

tic resources each student contributes to the community. 

%HFRPLQJ�DZDUH�RI�VWXGHQWV¶�UHVRXUFHV�DQG�KRZ�WKH\�LQ-

tersect in those processes can allow us to become more 

responsive teachers. In short, taking a moment to step 

RXWVLGH�RXUVHOYHV��WR�UHÀHFW�RQ�RXU�SUDFWLFHV�DQG�WR�H[DP-

LQH²WKURXJK� WKH� OHQV� RI� HWKQRJUDSKLF�¿HOGZRUN²ZKDW�
we do in our everyday classrooms, can make us better 

teachers and learners. 

Language, Culture, Immigration and Music in Bali
$FURVV�WKH�FRPPRQZHDOWK��RXU�PXVLF�WHDFKHU�FHUWL¿-

cation programs are required to address the 22 PA Code, 

&KDSWHU� ������E�� JXLGHOLQHV� UHJDUGLQJ� WKH� LQVWUXFWLRQDO�
needs of English language learners. To meet these require-

ments, Gettysburg preservice music teachers and I travel 

WR�%DOL��,QGRQHVLD�WR�H[SHULHQFH�ZKDW�LW�LV�OLNH�WR�VWUXJJOH�
in a music learning environment in which the primary lan-

guage spoken and the surrounding culture is not our own. 

,Q�WKLV�FRXUVH��ZH�OHDUQ�PXVLF�IURP�%DOLQHVH�LQVWUXFWRUV�
ZKRVH�SULPDU\�ODQJXDJH�LV�%DVD�%DOL��:H�H[SHULHQFH�KRZ�
teachers negotiate cultural identities and language when 

working with people outside their own culture. My stu-

GHQWV� DQG� ,� UHÀHFW�RQ�ZD\V�ZH�DUH�QHJRWLDWLQJ�RXU�SHU-
sonal cultural identities and language while learning in 

this unfamiliar environment and consider which linguistic 

and cultural tools and resources we draw upon to become 

successful as learners. 

The course takes place for four weeks in the summer. 

:H�WUDYHO�WR�WKUHH�GLIIHUHQW�VHWWLQJV�LQ�%DOL��,QGRQHVLD��$W�
WKH�VWDUW�RI�WKH�WULS��ZH�DWWHQG�WKH�%DOL�$UWV�)HVWLYDO�LQ�WKH�
capital city of Denpasar, where they observe professional 

%DOLQHVH�PXVLFLDQV��GDQFHUV�DQG�DUWLVWV�SHUIRUP��$IWHU�D�
few days in the capital, we head to a facility for learning 

%DOLQHVH�PXVLFDO�DUWV��QHDU�8EXG��7KHUH��ZH�HPEDUN�RQ�
a rigorous ten-day schedule. Each day begins with class 

discussions around assigned readings about culture, im-
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PLJUDWLRQ� DQG� VFKRRO� SROLF\� LQ� WKH�86$�� WKHRULHV� RQ� ODQ-
guage learning, and ethnography. For the rest of the day, we 
HQJDJH�LQ�VL[�KRXUV�RI�UHKHDUVDO�RQ�YDULRXV�VW\OHV�RI�%DOLQHVH�
music and dance.  

)ROORZLQJ�RXU�WLPH�LQ�8EXG��WKH�JURXS�KHDGV�WR�WKH�YLO-
ODJH�RI�%DQMDU�:DQL�LQ�.HUDPELWDQ��%DQMDU�:DQL�LV�QRW�RQ�
the typical tourist’s path. As such, members of the village are 
less accustomed to running into Westerners. Our presence 
is often a fascination to our village hosts, and most of the 
gamelan players from the village join us in on our rehearsals. 
We practice on the village gamelan and continue rehearsing 
each day for two hours. As new music learners, we strug-
gle in new ways, as we discover how a familiar tune of the 
LVODQG� LV�SHUIRUPHG� LQ�8EXG�RIWHQ�FRQÀLFWV�ZLWK�KRZ� LW� LV�
NQRZQ�LQ�%DQMDU�:DQL��:KHQ�ZH�DUH�QRW�UHKHDUVLQJ��ZH�YLVLW�
and work in the elementary schools and conduct photovoice 
and ethnographic projects with adolescents in the village. 
The trip ends with a culminating performance at a nearby 
performance center, featuring students’ learning from their 
WUDYHO� DQG� UHVHDUFK��ZLWK� ���� DXGLHQFH�PHPEHUV� IURP� WKH�
surrounding area attending.

Developing Awareness of Ourselves
As music teachers and learners, our histories—contin-

gent as they may be—orient each of us toward knowing 
music and making music. Putting ourselves in a new music 
learning situation and engaging in systematic inquiry about 
its process and outcomes are two possibilities that might in-
crease our awareness of our histories, help us become con-
VFLRXV�RI�RXU�ELDVHV��DQG�UHPLQG�XV�WR�FULWLFDOO\�H[DPLQH�WKH�
resources we bring into our classrooms. In so doing, we can 
demonstrate empathy towards others—merging ways of mu-
VLFDO�NQRZLQJ�DQG�QRUPV�RI�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�ZLWK�DQ�H[SDQGLQJ�
perspective that embraces many intersecting social and cul-
tural identities. 

In sum, I suggest that each classroom and rehearsal 
space is one in which several histories of knowing and mak-
ing music converge. Through travel and research, particu-
ODUO\� HWKQRJUDSKLF�¿HOGZRUN��ZH�FDQ�HQJDJH�ZLWK�PXVLFDO�
practices from outside our own legacies of participation, not 
to somehow transpose ourselves into a new culture, but to 
H[SDQG�RXU�VRXQGVFDSHV��RXU�ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ�PXVLFDO��DQG�RXU�
VHOI�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ��$V�%DNKWLQ��������VD\V��³,�PXVW�SXW�P\-
self in his place and coincide with [others]... followed by a 
return into myself... for only from this place can the material 
GHULYHG����EH�UHQGHUHG�PHDQLQJIXO´��SS����������%\�HQJDJLQJ�
LQ�HWKQRJUDSKLF�¿HOGZRUN��ZH�FDQ�VWHS�RXWVLGH�RXU�QRUPDO�
UROHV�WR�DFNQRZOHGJH�RWKHUV¶�SHUVSHFWLYHV�DQG�H[SHULHQFHV��
gaining freedom to discover who we are and who we are not 
yet through music.

%DNKWLQ��0��0����������Author and hero in aesthetic ac-
tivity. In M. Holquist & 

9��/LDSXQRY��(GV����Art and answerability: Early philo-
sophical works by M. M. Bakhtin��SS����������$XVWLQ��8QL-
YHUVLW\�RI�7H[DV�3UHVV�

%DU]��*���	�&RROH\��7����������6KDGRZV�LQ�WKH�¿HOG��1HZ�
SHUVSHFWLYHV�RQ�¿HOGZRUN�LQ�HWKQRPXVLFRORJ\���QG�HG���1HZ�
<RUN��2[IRUG�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV�

)RXFDXOW�� 0�� �������� The thought of the outside. In 
)DXELRQ�� -�� �(G����The essential works of Foucault: 1954-
1984 (Vol. 2): Aesthetics, method, and epistemology. New 
York: New Press.

.RVNRII��(�� ��������What is a feminist ethnomusicolo-
gy? Exploring a shared theoretical bedrock. Lecture at Get-
tysburg College. Gettysburg, PA.

7DOERW��%��&��	�%URDGZD\��$����������Pedagogy of outs-
ideness: Advantages of learning in an unfamiliar linguistic, 
musical, and cultural contexts. Presentation at National As-
sociation for Music Education Eastern Division Conference, 
3URYLGHQFH��5,�
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