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Anthropology and Ethnography  
of Education in Spain 

María Isabel Jociles, David Poveda 

In this article we review recent developments in educational-anthropological and edu-
cational-ethnographic research in Spain. We take as our starting point the mid-2000s – 
a moment by which the anthropology of education in Spain had reached a certain de-
gree of institutionalization but had also configured itself as a sub-field with an almost 
monographic focus on the experiences of ethnic and immigrant minorities in the for-
mal educational system. Since then, the topics and theoretical frameworks used by 
Spanish educational anthropologists and ethnographers have expanded into different 
concerns. We trace this diversification, present its intellectual, geographical and insti-
tutional organization and focus on two trends: on one hand, a new set of anthropologi-
cal studies of socialization and educational processes in a variety of non-school set-
tings and across the life-span; on the other hand, the combination of participatory ac-
tion research perspectives in educational-ethnographic studies of educational innova-
tions. 

Introduction 

The anthropology of education in Spain developed in the 1990s, a decade in which a 
number of anthropological studies on educational issues were conducted. The main 
outlet for these first works were doctoral dissertations: about 16 dissertations were de-
fended in departments of anthropology on educational issues between 1996 and 2003, 
while only three were presented on these topics between 1976 and 19891. Also, in this 
period the first research groups with an anthropological focus on educational issues 
were established: at the Universidad de Granada, tied to the Laboratory of Intercultural 
Studies (LDEI), EMIGRA at the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona, and others at the 
Universidad Complutense de Madrid and the Universidad Nacional de Educación a 
Distancia (UNED). In terms of research conferences, the national meetings of Spanish 
Anthropology Associations hold successive symposia focused on education (Granada 
1990, Barcelona 2002, León 2011), and the bi-annual conferences on international mi-
grations have a steady stream of anthropological papers on educational issues. Finally, 
successive international conferences on ethnography and education – which intend to 
become a regular meeting forum – have taken place in Spain (Talavera de la Reina 
2004, Barcelona 2007 and Madrid 2013), in which educational anthropologists have 
the most visible role, although the conferences are framed as an interdisciplinary venue 

                  
1 JOCILES, MARÍA ISABEL: La antropología de la educación en España. La impronta de la 

inmigración y de los intereses académicos. In: Alteridades 17/34 (2007), pp. 117-133, here p. 
126. 
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for educational-ethnographic research. So, although for the first half of the 1990s the 
volume of research and publications on educational anthropology in Spain is not very 
large (a critical mass that is not visible until a decade later), there are at least four con-
stitutive factors during this period which create the terrain in which the field of anthro-
pology of education in Spain has developed: 

First, successive reforms in the organization of university education and degrees 
have made social anthropology much more visible. Up until 1995, anthropology was a 
specialization within sociology or history, but since then it has its own undergraduate 
courses of study and, more recently, has developed specific Master’s and doctoral pro-
grams. Also, study programs within pedagogy begun to incorporate courses on the so-
cio-anthropological foundations of education. To assist both education and anthro-
pology students, the first readers in educational anthropology with translations of 
works from the North-American anthropology of education and work from the culture 
and personality school were published in Spain2. Consequently, students in anthro-
pology were able to take courses focused on anthropology and education and educa-
tional ethnography, and students in teacher training or pedagogy were exposed to an-
thropological perspectives on education – even though these latter courses are often 
run by departments of education. Also, graduates within education (teacher training, 
social education or pedagogy) have the opportunity to pursue post-graduate courses of 
study in social anthropology. 

Second, ethnographic research methods became increasingly relevant among social 
and educational researchers, which generated demands for training and literature on 
this area of work. The first response was to provide translations of relevant methodo-
logical texts and compilations published in Britain and the United States or to compile 
methodological readers based on translated texts3. Later, Spanish anthropologists be-
gan to publish their own methodological work, either using research cases from edu-
cational issues or, more specifically, school ethnographies4. The dominant trend of 

                  
2 VELASCO, HONORIO/ GARCÍA-CASTAÑO, JAVIER/ DÍAZ DE RADA, ÁNGEL (eds.): Lecturas de 

antropología para educadores. El ámbito de la antropología de la educación y de la etnografía 
escolar. Madrid 1993. – GARCÍA-CASTAÑO, FRANCISCO JAVIER/ PULIDO, RAFAEL: Antro-
pología de la educación. El estudio de la transmisión-adquisición de cultura. Madrid 1994. 

3 Cf., e.g., WOODS, PETER: La escuela por dentro. La etnografía en la investigación educativa. 
Barcelona 1987. – GOETZ, JUDITZ/ LECOMPTE, MARGARET: Etnografía y diseño cualitativo 
en investigación cualitativa. Madrid 1988. – HAMMERSLEY, MARTYN/ ATKINSON, PAUL: 
Etnografía. Métodos de investigación. Barcelona 1994. – WOODS, PETER/ HAMMERSLEY, 
MARTYN (eds.): Género, cultura y etnia en la escuela: informes etnográficos. Madrid 1995. – 
VELASCO ET AL., 1993 (cf. fn. 2). 

4 VELASCO, HONORIO/ DÍAZ DE RADA, ÁNGEL: La lógica de la investigación etnográfica: un 
modelo de trabajo para etnógrafos de la escuela. Madrid 1997. – JOCILES, MARÍA ISABEL: 
Las técnicas de investigación en antropología: mirada antropológica y proceso etnográfico. 
In: Gazeta de antropología 15 (1999), http://digibug.ugr.es/handle/10481/7524. – JOCILES, 
MARÍA ISABEL: Escuela, etnia y cultura: crítica de algunos maridajes teórico-metodológicos. 
In: POVEDA, DAVID (ed.): Entre la diferencia y el conflicto: miradas etnográficas a la diver-
sidad cultural en educación. Cuenca 2003, pp. 185-210. – JIMENO, PILAR: De la etnografía 
antropológica a la etnografía educativa. In: Revista complutense de educación 11/2 (2000), 
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these works and of the first studies conducted in Spain – as well as internationally – 
was to focus on educational ethnographies of schools and, in practice, the anthropolo-
gy of education was re-defined as the anthropology of schooling. In this context, 
methodological writings tend to focus on how ethnographic research is practiced or, 
more precisely, how it should be practiced when examining educational institutions, 
although some works do engage in a socio-anthropological critique of how ethnogra-
phy is being applied to the study of educational phenomena5. 

Third, there is a strong social and political perception that the arrival of immigrant 
students in Spain, especially intensified by immigration from non-EU countries in the 
last two decades, poses an important challenge to the educational system. Teachers and 
other professionals in schools have to confront a situation for which they are not pre-
pared and which is increasingly construed as problematic. Additionally, the issue is de-
fined as having a ‘cultural’ origin – more precisely as tied to the culture of origin of 
immigrant students, for which educational sciences have not proposed effective cours-
es of action. In contrast, socio-cultural anthropologists are singled out as competent 
experts to address these issues, especially given the international visibility of North-
American educational anthropology since the 1950s and their role (in collaboration 
with sociolinguistics) in discrediting ‘cultural deficit’ models as the explanation for the 
educational difficulties and social integration problems of immigrant students. Anthro-
pological work also provided alternative explanations, such as the home/school conti-
nuity/discontinuity framework or JOHN OGBU’s ecological-cultural framework – which 
Spanish authors have synthesized and disseminated successfully6. Further, the legiti-
macy of anthropology in relation to cultural minority issues in education was backed 
up by the well-known and established work of TERESA SAN ROMÁN and her collabora-
tors in relation to the Gitano community, the historic Spanish ethnic minority for cen-
turies7. 

Fourth, this social scenario led to various policy and research initiatives around the 
education of immigrant children and students in which socio-cultural anthropologists 
played an important role. The Spanish Center for Educational Research and Documen-
tation (CIDE) launched a research program on ‚intercultural education’ in 1992 as a re-
sponse to the call from the European Commission for each member state to provide 

                  
pp. 219-228. – SERRA, CARLES: Etnografía escolar, etnografía de la educación. In: Revista de 
educación 334 (2004), pp. 165-176.  

5 DIETZ, GÜNTHER: Multiculturalismo, interculturalidad y educación: una aproximación antro-
pológica. Granada/ Mexico City 2003. 

6 POVEDA, DAVID: La educación de las minorías étnicas desde el marco de las continuidades/ 
discontinuidades familia-escuela. In: Gazeta de antropología 17 (2001), http://hdl.handle.net/ 
10481/7491. – CARRASCO, SILVIA: Inmigración, minorías y educación en España. Ensayar 
algunas respuestas y mejorar algunas preguntas a partir del modelo de John Ogbu. In: Ofrim/ 
Suplementos 11 (2004), pp. 38-68. 

7 SAN ROMÁN, TERESA: La Celsa y la escuela del barrio. In: KNIPMEYER, MARY/ GONZÁLEZ 
BUENO, MARTA/ SAN ROMÁN, TERESA (eds.): Escuelas, pueblos y barrios: tres ensayos de 
antropología educativa. Madrid 1980, pp. 163-263. 
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reports on the status of immigrants in each national context8. These first reports simply 
organize available data and information but, referring to these, governmental authori-
ties point out the importance of supporting research aimed at adjusting educational 
structures to the reality of migratory processes. This support is materialized in three 
lines of action: (a) funding social research on the topic; (b) favoring the consolidation 
and coordination of research groups; (c) promoting the expedient publication and dis-
semination of research that may assist the educational community. In this context,  
CIDE funds 26 research projects on ‘intercultural education’, of which at least five (in 
1992, 1994 and 1995) are run by anthropologists, and several others include ethno-
graphic methodologies in their design. 

As an outcome of this initial momentum, and as part of the consolidation of these 
interests as well as the establishment of the field of anthropology of education and  
educational ethnographic research in Spain, a relatively stable set of scientific struc-
tures has been established. These mainly consist of formalized research groups and 
centers in different Spanish universities, scientific associations and publication outlets, 
as well as periodic scientific conferences and events (discussed above), which we 
briefly outline here. In terms of research groups and activities, Madrid and Barcelona, 
as the largest metropolitan areas in Spain with various research universities in each ar-
ea, have various research groups within anthropology and the intersection of ethnogra-
phy and education. However, each region seems to work with distinct ‘academic cul-
tures’ fostered both by their own institutional traditions and regional policies. 

The Catalonian regional government promoted the development of research groups 
as established academic units within universities, and, therefore, several groups have 
established themselves and have financial support and administrative recognition by 
the regional government. At the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona there are three re-
search groups based in social anthropology, although with interdisciplinary connec-
tions with other departments: the EMIGRA group presented above; AFIN (Childhood 
and Families), which develops research on international adoption and socialization in 
new family structures9; and MOSSA (Educational Processes and Applied Anthropology 
of Education), focused on emergent educational practices in formal and informal set-
tings10. Also at UAB but housed in linguistics, the CIEN research group (Intercultural 
Communication and Negotiation) focuses on multi-sited linguistic ethnographic stud-
ies of multilingual practices across a variety of institutional settings, including schools 
and learning in non-governmental associations11. 

At the Universitat de Barcelona there are, at least, two relevant research groups 
drawing on anthropology/ ethnography to examine educational processes. Based in so-
cial anthropology, the research group GRIF (Childhood and Families) focuses on so-
cialization and kinship processes in new family structures and also hosts a network of 

                  
8 GRAÑERAS, MONTSERRAT ET AL.: Catorce años de investigaciones sobre las desigualdades en 

educación en España. Madrid 1997. 
9 http://grupsderecerca.uab.cat/afin. 
10 http://grupsderecerca.uab.cat/mossa/en. 
11 http://groupcien.uab.es/english/index.html. 
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researchers with similar interests throughout Catalonia12. The research group ESBRINA 
(Subjectivities and Contemporary Educational Practices) is housed in the School of 
Education and has a record of qualitative and ethnographic research focused on digital 
media, visual culture and formal educational practices13. Finally, the Universitat Pom-
peu Fabra hosts two research groups based in communications and linguistics, which 
have drawn on ethnographic methods to examine processes relevant to educational is-
sues. The research group GREILI (Intercultural Spaces and Language) has several stud-
ies focusing on language practices and policies in multilingual schools and educational 
settings14. The research group GR@EL (Language Learning and Teaching) has various 
lines of work focused on critical literacy, digital literacies and language education, 
which include ethnographic techniques in their methodological tool-kit15. 

In contrast, the Madrid regional government has not developed a specific policy for 
the consolidation of university research groups, and the organization and establishment 
of research groups is internal to each university. Collaboration in Madrid has rather 
been based upon specific research projects, some of which are presented below, and 
extra-mural scientific organizations and collaborative spaces between different institu-
tions in Madrid (which include universities in Madrid, the headquarters of the Spanish 
Open University – UNED – and sections of the National Research and Science Centers 
– CSIC – dedicated to the humanities and social sciences). There are some well-
established research groups such as INTER (Research on Intercultural Education), 
housed at UNED but with members from various Madrid institutions16, or MIRCO (Mul-
tilingualism, Intercultural Relations and Identity), which conducts critical sociolin-
guistic ethnographic research and is housed at the Universidad Autónoma de Madrid, 
but has members from various institutions in Madrid, the rest of Spain, and other coun-
tries17. There are also smaller groups, such as Infancia Contemporánea (Contemporary 
Childhood), housed in psychology at the Universidad Autónoma de Madrid with vari-
ous projects that combine ethnography, participatory research and qualitative visual 
methods18. But, as stated before, in Madrid research on the anthropology of education / 
educational ethnography has stemmed more often from individual projects and the 
work of different researchers in various academic fields such as anthropology, socio-
logy, education, linguistics or psychology. As a contact space between these actors, 
since 2007 the Madrid Forum of Ethnography and Education has provided an on-
going and open seminar series to share research19. Also the Madrid Anthropology As-
sociation (IMA), established in 2009, has a working group on educational anthropolo-

                  
12 http://www.grif-ub.org. 
13 http://www.ub.edu/esbrina. 
14 http://www.upf.edu/greili-upf/es/presentacio. 
15 http://www.upf.edu/grael/es. 
16 http://www.uned.es/grupointer. 
17 http://www.ffil.uam.es/mirco. 
18 http://www.infanciacontemporanea.com. 
19 http://www.uam.es/fmee. 
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gy20. In collaboration, both organizations publish a series on ethnographic research on 
childhood, youth and education21. 
To conclude this non-exhaustive overview of research groups, apart from the well-
established LDEI at the Universidad de Granada presented above, there are other rele-
vant research groups and centers in Spain with a focus on educational anthropology or 
educational ethnographic research; some work stemming from these groups is dis-
cussed below. In A Coruña, GIIE (Research on Educational Innovation) has some 
members working on educational ethnographic research from a postcolonial perspec-
tive22. In Zaragoza, there is a working group stemming from education focused on so-
cio-constructivist pedagogies and educational ethnographic methods23. In Castellón, 
MEICRI (Educational Innovation and Critical Citizenship), based in teacher training, 
has developed participatory ethnographic work24. Finally, in Sevilla, GECYC (Culture 
and Cognition) focuses on cultural psychology – although with members from various 
disciplines – and has a line of action-based ethnographic research. 

In short, over the last two decades educational anthropology in Spain has consoli-
dated its institutional position within departments of anthropology and undergraduate 
and graduate programs in anthropology. Additionally, there has been a steady interest 
and growth in the use of ethnographic methods (defined in ways that are not always 
uncontroversial) within research projects focused on education stemming from various 
disciplines such as sociology, education, linguistics or psychology. As a result, we 
have a growing record of publications and projects in Spain under the headings of edu-
cational anthropology or educational ethnography. However, the factors we enumerat-
ed above have also favored that educational anthropological work in Spain, until the 
middle of the 2000s, was dominated by a series of issues and approaches – which are 
still relevant and very visible. On one hand, it primarily focused on research and/ or 
socio-educational intervention with national ethnic minorities or immigrant communi-
ties. On the other, it restricted its attention to research and intervention in schools and 
the formal educational system. The reasons behind this re-orientation have been hinted 
at above and discussed by other authors. In relation to the focus on ethnic minority is-
sues, GARCÍA-CASTAÑO and PULIDO point out that this terrain allowed educational an-
thropologists to gain institutional recognition and visibility, not only within education-
al research but within social and cultural anthropology, which paid little attention to 
this sub-field25. This is so because focusing on minority issues in education allowed es-
tablishing a connection with the basic concerns of socio-anthropological studies: the 

                  
20 http://www.ima.org.es. 
21 ETNIA-E: Cuadernos de investigación etnográfica sobre infancia, adolescencia y educación 

del IMA/ FMEE, http://e-revistas.ima.org.es. 
22 http://gie.udc.es/es. 
23 http://socioconstructivismo.unizar.es. 
24 http://meicri.uji.es. 
25 GARCÍA-CASTAÑO, FRANCISCO JAVIER/ PULIDO, RAFAEL: El desarrollo de la antropología de 

la educación en España: razones que explican la casi monográfica mirada a las llamadas 
minorías étnicas. In: JOCILES, MARÍA ISABEL/ FRANZÉ, ADELA (eds.): ¿Es la escuela el 
problema? Perspectivas socio-antropológicas de etnografía y educación. Madrid 2008, pp. 
152-180. 
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understanding of human diversity. ”Diversity is the most important issue for schools 
[…] and this has fascinated anthropologists, who have seen in this social space the per-
fect place to deploy their analytic and methodological instruments to understand hu-
man diversity and study how we manage such diversity.”26 In relation to the focus on 
schooling, our interpretation is that this has been both fueled by the practical concerns 
around the education of immigrant students and by the expansion of ethnographic re-
search methods and approaches. As mentioned before, ethnographic methods have 
been steadily incorporated by various disciplines and projects focused on educational 
processes in school – as exemplified by the various research groups presented above. 
Thus, these works have turned their attention to anthropology in search for technical, 
methodological and (sometimes) theoretical expertise – a shift that, as some authors 
have pointed out more critically27, does not necessarily mean that these ethnographic 
studies also incorporate a socio-anthropological interpretation and analysis of educa-
tional practices and spaces. 

In this article we take this assessment of the scenario until the mid-2000s as our 
starting point and shift attention to what we see as recent trends that, in our view, rep-
resent an expansion in relation to the scope and focus of anthropological/ ethnographic 
work on education. We pay particular attention to two developments in educational an-
thropological/ ethnographic work: first, anthropological research that has displaced its 
interest in educational phenomena to spaces outside schools and formal educational in-
stitutions – and developed/ drawn on alternative theoretical concepts to do so; second, 
action-research work developed in education, psychology and other disciplines that 
claims to incorporate an ethnographic perspective and re-defines the role of theory and 
research in relation to practice. 

The transmission/ acquisition of culture as the object of study  
and the development of educational anthropology in informal settings 

In its emergence in Spain, educational anthropology tied itself explicitly to the North-
American tradition of the discipline, which involved considering as its object of study 
the transmission and acquisition of culture understood as “the forms through which 
values and behaviors are taught in the specific contexts of social and cultural sys-
tems”28. The justification for this choice is that it provides a broader view than that be-
hind the traditional definition of other related concepts such as education, socializa-
tion, enculturation, etc. For early Spanish educational anthropologists, the transmission 
and acquisition of culture incorporates aspects traditionally considered part of the pre-
vious concepts and provides a more global alternative. Schematically, the proposed 
definition of the transmission/ acquisition of culture can include a very wide range of 
processes which are describable as ‘educational’ regardless of: a) the type of institu-

                  
26 GARCÍA-CASTAÑO/ PULIDO, 2008 (cf. fn. 25), p. 174. 
27 SERRA, 2004 (cf. fn. 4). 
28 GARCÍA-CASTAÑO/ PULIDO, 1994 (cf. fn. 2), p. 8. 
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tions in which they take place (a school, social services, an NGO, a park, on-line fo-
rums, child service agencies, a party, etc.); b) the presence or absence of educational 
agents; c) who these agents are (e.g. teachers, parents, peers, co-workers, psycholo-
gists, social workers, etc.); d) the explicitness of the educational intentionality behind 
the social processes under analysis; e) the nature of what is transmitted/ acquired 
(norms, behaviors, values, cultural models, practical skills, identities, etc.). 

This notion of ‘transmission/ acquisition of culture’ is aligned with a holistic ap-
proach, which understands education as ”intertwined with the economy, the political 
system, the local social structure and the system of beliefs of the people served by 
schools”29. As OGBU has also pointed out, from this perspective, the analysis of educa-
tion – or schooling – cannot be detached from other social sub-systems without risking 
the capacity to capture the meaning of education in cultural context30. Additionally, as 
a more encompassing concept which can incorporate a wide range of phenomena, it 
invites examining and comparing aspects of social reality that common-sense notions 
of education would often not consider relevant or related – e.g., connections between 
parties, parental programs in adoption agencies or discussions in on-line forums for 
single parents31. Further, this joint analysis of social realities whose interconnections 
are not obvious facilitates raising questions concerning educational processes and in-
stitutions that are not guided by pedagogical concerns. This also makes it easier to in-
corporate theoretical frameworks not usually considered by educators or educational 
authorities. In other words, the ‘transmission/ acquisition of culture’ concept facilitates 
finding ‘the educational’ in spaces, processes and aspects of reality that would often be 
neglected if it were not for the epistemological vigilance that the perspective imposes. 
Additionally, this perspective allows developing a distinct socio-anthropological view 
on educational processes and institutions that differs from the perspectives developed 
and assumed by the social actors who participate in educational institutions. 

However, despite these advantages for the academic agenda of the anthropology of 
education, the notion ‘transmission/ acquisition of culture’ might also generate prob-
lems. As DÍAZ DE RADA and VELASCO have pointed out, it carries a metaphor of cul-
ture as an object32. Expressions such as ‘transmission/ acquisition of culture’, ‘cultural 
patrimony’ or ‘cultural capital’ may contain a transitive and reified notion of culture. 
Within this definition, culture is presented as repertory of tangible or intangible 
‘things’ (museum pieces, musical scores, images, behavior patterns, norms, know-
ledge, etc.), which can be classified, inventoried, preserved, copied, transmitted, ac-

                  
29 GARCÍA-CASTAÑO/ PULIDO, 1994 (cf. fn. 2), p. 13. 
30 OGBU, JOHN: Etnografía escolar. Una aproximación a nivel múltiple. In: VELASCO, HONO-

RIO/ GARCÍA-CASTAÑO, JAVIER/ DÍAZ DE RADA, ÁNGEL (eds.): Lecturas de antropología 
para educadores. El ámbito de la antropología de la educación y de la etnografía escolar. 
Madrid 1993, pp. 145-174. 

31 POVEDA, DAVID/ JOCILES, MARÍA ISABEL/ RIVAS, ANA MARÍA: Monoparentalidad por 
elección: procesos de socialización de los hijos/as en un modelo familiar no convencional. In: 
Athenea Digital: Revista de pensamiento e investigación social 11/2 (2011), pp. 133-154. 

32 DÍAZ DE RADA, ÁNGEL/ VELASCO, HONORIO: La cultura como objeto. In: Signos. Teoría y 
práctica de la educación 17 (1996), pp. 6-12. 
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quired and reproduced. For DÍAZ DE RADA and VELASCO, this metaphor hampers the 
potentials of a notion of culture aimed at denaturalizing social phenomena, not as 
something ‘given’ but as something that unfolds in social practice, for at least four rea-
sons: (1) it does not allow seriously understanding cultural agents as constructive 
agents; (2) it is paralyzing if we attempt to understand culture as practice while it, sur-
reptitiously, reinforces the classic ‘schooled’ dissociation between theory and action; 
(3) it pushes us to separate agent and culture (action and content), blinding us to their 
mutually constitutive character; (4) finally, it traps us in a socio-centric vision in which 
those who have been educated in schools put into action an intellectualized worldview 
product of our schooling, of our relationship with repositories of knowledge and, espe-
cially, through the academically proclaimed identification between culture and literate 
knowledge33. 

Yet, another trait of Spanish educational anthropology is that this guiding frame-
work, until very recently, has only been presented in programmatic terms, as a state-
ment of what the discipline should do. In practice, until very recently Spanish educa-
tional anthropologists have focused their attention on particular socio-educational pro-
cesses (segregation, racism, school failure, multilingualism and the management of di-
versity, etc.), all of which are intimately tied to the incorporation of immigrant and 
ethnic minority students in schools. It is only very recently that Spanish educational 
anthropologists – and, in particular, work stemming from Madrid universities – have 
taken up the call of this program and have moved their analytical lens to contexts be-
yond schools, to processes throughout the life-span, and have diversified their research 
questions. Particularly the selection of studies we review here, although they draw 
from different research traditions, have often re-defined educational processes as the 
construction of subjects or of particular subjectivities and, explicitly or implicitly, 
work with a situated view of learning34. 

For example, POVEDA has shown how child peer-group interactions during walks 
through their neighborhood can be a site for the production of children’s social 
knowledge and the development of their own cultural identities35. Other studies have 
focused on family socialization processes and have shown how children’s subjectivi-
ties are configured for particular family models, such as single-parent-by-choice fami-
lies36. Turning to parents, JOCILES and CHARRO have examined how procedures and ac-
tivities within the process of international adoption in Spain are configured as educa-
tional spaces in which candidate parents are taught and expected to act, feel and think 

                  
33 DÍAZ DE RADA/ VELASCO, 1996 (cf. fn. 32). 
34 Cf., e.g., FOUCAULT, MICHEL: El sujeto y el poder. In: Revista mexicana de sociología 50/3 

(1988), pp. 3-20. – MCLAREN, PETER: La vida en las escuelas: una introducción a la 
pedagogía crítica en los fundamentos de la educación. Buenos Aires 2005. – LAVE, JEAN/ 
WENGER, ETIENNE: Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation. Cambridge 1991. 

35 POVEDA, DAVID: Discurso, conocimiento social e identidad en un grupo de iguales gitano. In: 
Revista de antropología social 16 (2007), pp. 297-323. 

36 POVEDA ET AL., 2011 (cf. fn. 31). – JIMÉNEZ, LIVIA: La importancia de la socialización 
musical y de danza en contextos domésticos para la construcción de pertenencias étnicas en la 
infancia In: MOSCOSO, MARÍA FERNANDA (ed.): Etnografía de la socialización familiar. 
Madrid 2014, pp. 56-62. 
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as adoptive parents within the parameters that are defined as appropriate and legitimate 
by child protection authorities and professionals37. 

Continuing this work within social institutions and programs, AYALA has examined 
how programs developed by social services aimed at Gitano women also promote gen-
der models and representations of womanhood that are not always compatible with 
their particular ideological, social and economic conditions38. GARCÍA, working in an 
out-patient service for psychiatric patients, shows how the program and institution, 
through diverse micro-practices, socializes users into an idealized model of a ‘mental 
patient’, which may also be resisted by mental out-patients39. 

Finally, turning to grass-root organizations and NGOs, VAQUERIZO examines the 
practices that take place in an association for male transsexuals, in which ‘veterans’ 
and ‘novices’ engage in socialization processes aimed at configuring particular trans-
sexual experiences40. Additionally, CONTRERAS has examined the implications of par-
ticipation in local movements against foreclosures – which in the current context of 
economic crisis in Spain have gained much social relevance – showing how victims of 
evictions and foreclosures reconfigure their identities and their interpretation of the so-
cial and economic processes involved in their experience through participation in these 
social movements41. 

In short, a number of recent studies by Spanish anthropologists have engaged with a 
broadened view of education, moving their research outside schools and uncovering 
educational processes in a wide variety of contexts and through practices often previ-
ously unsuspected of having an educational component. This work has also attempted 
to empirically engage and draw from theoretical concepts within anthropology that al-
low for this extended view of educational issues but that until recently had not been 
part of the actual empirical research agenda. 

                  
37 JOCILES, MARÍA ISABEL/ CHARRO, CRISTINA: Construcción de los roles paternos en los 

procesos de adopción internacional. El papel de las instituciones intermediarias. In: Política y 
sociedad 45/2 (2008), pp. 105-130. 

38 AYALA, ARIADNA: Las políticas sociales en perspectiva socio-antropológica: estudio de la 
gestión y aplicación de la renta mínima de inserción de la Comunidad de Madrid con el 
colectivo gitano. Madrid 2012. (Ph.D. dissertation.) 

39 GARCÍA, ERIKA: Los procesos de socialización en la “enfermedad mental”. In: FRANZÉ, 
ADELA/ POVEDA, DAVID (eds.): Miradas y voces etnográficas en educación. Madrid 2014, 
pp. 23-29. 

40 VAQUERIZO, ELENA: Procesos de socialización en la transexualidad masculina: una 
aproximación etnográfica en un espacio asociativo. In: Política y sociedad (2013, in press). 

41 CONTRERAS, ENCARNACIÓN: El deshaucio de viviendas y su incidencia sobre el sujeto. Una 
perspectiva antropológica. In: ETNIA-E: Cuadernos de investigación etnográfica sobre 
infancia, adolescencia y educación del IMA/ FMEE 5 (2013), pp. 1-20. http://e-revis 
tas.ima.org.es. 
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Ethnography and action research in education 

The previous section presented work primarily conducted by researchers with strong 
institutional and academic ties to social anthropology in Spain. In this section we turn 
to work that does not necessarily take place within departments of anthropology but 
that has contributed to the visibility of educational anthropology by turning to ethno-
graphic methodologies (or, more precisely, ethnographic techniques) to conduct their 
work42. The recent and on-going studies we discuss here are conducted by researchers 
in education, psychology or media and have established a connection to educational 
anthropological work through methodological concerns with ethnographic and, more 
broadly, qualitative research on educational issues. At first glance, this appropriation 
of ethnography would seem problematic from a strong socio-anthropological perspec-
tive, since it often involves more the use of particular qualitative research strategies 
(i.e. participant observation or interviews) rather than the holistic and de-naturalized 
analysis of educational processes which, as we outlined in previous sections, is a part 
of the foundational concern of Spanish educational anthropologists. However, this as-
sessment would not capture the full picture. The projects we discuss are also aligned 
with action and participatory research approaches and work to transform and critique 
conventional pedagogical practices and discourses in schools43. Additionally, through 
this commitment to collaborative and participatory research, the dialogue with anthro-
pology is established with particular and emergent forms of collaborative and partici-
pative anthropological work44. In other words, from our perspective, studies conducted 
in Spain which explicitly connect action research and educational ethnographic re-
search open up the issues and topics addressed in previous school ethnographies and 
seek to transform the terms of the dialogue between educational and anthropological 
research45 – something that generates debates among Spanish educational ethnog-
raphers and anthropologists (e.g. the 2013 round-table between GIL, CRUZ, DÍAZ DE 

RADA and POVEDA46). 
Participatory ethnographic educational research in Spain has addressed a variety of 

topics. Cultural diversity/ immigration has a very visible role but is not the only educa-

                  
42 HAMMERSLEY/ ATKINSON, 1994 (cf. fn. 3). – WILSON, STEPHEN: The Use of Ethnographic 

Techniques in Educational Research. Review of Educational Research 47/1 (1977), pp. 245-
265. 

43 These research approaches have been defined in a variety of ways, cf. MOSCOSO, MARÍA 
FERNANDA/ POVEDA, DAVID: Investigación participativa con infancia y adolescencia en con-
textos educativos: algunas conclusiones del workshop infancia_c #2. In: Papers infancia_c 5 
(2013), pp. 1-6. 

44 Cf., e.g., CAMMAROTA, JULIO: A Sociohistorical Perspective for Participatory Action Re-
search and Youth Ethnography in Social Justice Education. In: LEVINSON, BRADLEY/ POL-
LOCK, MICA (eds.): A Companion to the Anthropology of Education. Oxford 2011, pp. 517-
529. – Cf. also the Anthropology News focus on collaboration, October 2013. 

45 Cf., e.g., ABARCA, GLORIA/ ESCOBEDO, PAULA/ SALES, AUXILIADORA: El diálogo entre 
etnografía e investigación-acción: una mirada compartida. In: CÁRCAMO, HÉCTOR (ed.): 
Making of... Construcciones etnográficas de la educación. Madrid 2014, pp. 9-13. 

46 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8vrWpyXyvqc. 
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tional ‘issue’ addressed. One way of organizing this literature is by considering the 
broader goals of the research project. From this perspective, there seem to be two (in-
terconnected) lines of work: on one hand, projects that focus on collaborating, which 
can be articulated along a broad continuum of involvement, to promote global trans-
formations in educational practices and discourses in schools; on the other hand, pro-
jects which focus on collaboration as a methodological principle that allows parti-
cipants (e.g. teachers, children and youth) to become active agents in the research pro-
cess – which, additionally, often includes the use of various visual methodologies47. 

Among studies aimed at fostering educational change, MACÍAS, SÁNCHEZ and CA-

BILLAS use ethnographic methods to identify exemplary practices and develop analyti-
cal models in relation to how cultural diversity is addressed in primary schools in An-
dalusia48. From a much more engaged perspective, ESCOBEDO, SALES and TRAVER use 
ethnographic techniques and grounded theoretical analysis as part of an action project 
aimed at transforming a Valencian school with close to 90% Gitano students into an 
intercultural inclusive school49. The inclusive education paradigm has been a major 
force behind several of these participatory ethnographic educational change projects in 
Spain50. The focus may be on cultural diversity in urban contexts, as above, or, as in 
VIGO and SORIANO’s work, on the various educational needs of students in dispersed 
rural schools in Northern Spain51. Here, often, participatory intervention projects are 
articulated in various stages, and ethnography is singled out as playing a major role in 
the first phases of the project aimed at understanding and assessing educational prac-
tices in context. 

While the focus of these studies centers on issues of social and cultural diversity in 
schools, other research has used participatory approaches and ethnographic techniques 
to foster educational innovations in scenarios not necessarily associated with ‘chal-
lenging’ social conditions. GONZÁLEZ-PATIÑO uses participatory methods to imple-
ment educational innovations based on the use of digital media and communication 
technologies in a middle-class Spanish school with little ethnic diversity52 – although 
this ongoing study has extended to a comparison with a working-class culturally di-
verse school. LACASA and her collaborators used ethnographic techniques and forms of 

                  
47 Cf., e.g., THOMSON, PAT: Doing Visual Research with Children. London 2008. 
48 MACÍAS, BEATRIZ/ SÁNCHEZ, JOSÉ ANTONIO/ CABILLAS, MARÍA: Etnografía de la 

interculturalidad: analizando buenas prácticas en escuelas multiculturales andaluzas. In: 
GARCÍA-CASTAÑO, FRANCISCO JAVIER/ KRESSOVA, NINA (eds.): Actas del I Congreso 
Internacional sobre Migraciones en Andalucía. Granada 2011, pp. 639-648. 

49 ESCOBEDO, PAULA/ SALES, AUXILIADORA/ TRAVER, JOAN: El cambio educativo y la mejora 
escolar. In: Fòrum de Recerca 16 (2011), pp. 1-14. 

50 AINSCOW, MEL: Desarrollo de escuelas inclusivas. Madrid 2001. – ECHEITA, GERARDO: 
Educación para la inclusión. Educación sin exclusiones. Madrid 2006. 

51 VIGO, BEGOÑA/ SORIANO, JUANA: Creative Teaching and Learning for All in Small Rural 
School in Spain: Children’s Voice. Paper presented at the Oxford Ethnography Conference. 
Oxford 2013. 

52 GONZÁLEZ-PATIÑO, JAVIER/ POVEDA, DAVID/ MORGADE, MARTA: Constructing Parental In-
volvement in School: Examples from an Action Research Project Using Web-Based Tools. 
In: Papers infancia_c 1 (2012), pp. 1-9. 
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qualitative analysis to document the implementation of digital media and video-games 
in an after-school program they collaboratively designed53. Finally, MARTÍN DEL CAM-

PO et al. draw on micro-ethnographic approaches and conversation analysis to examine 
the effect of the pedagogical changes in reading instruction they collaboratively im-
plemented in a special-needs school54. 

Turning to studies that stress collaborative research as something that methodologi-
cally empowers participants (which might foster transformations, but in unforeseen di-
rections), we encounter studies articulated both as basic social research projects and as 
part of professional training initiatives. Starting with the latter, MACÍAS, MARTÍNEZ-
LOZANO and MATEOS have developed an adaptation of La Clase Mágica program in 
Sevilla, which involves the active participation of undergraduate social education stu-
dents55. In this project, ethnographic forms of documentation play a very important role 
in university student’s self-reflection processes and the development of intellectual and 
professional skills. Turning to the involvement of youth in the research process, DO-

MINGO, SÁNCHEZ and SANCHO conducted a series of ethnographic studies in five dif-
ferent secondary schools, through which students became active researchers of their 
learning processes through the use of visual and digital media data collection ap-
proaches56. SÁNCHEZ-DE SERDIO and VIDIELLA have presented a project focused on the 
educational experiences of immigrant female secondary school students from India 
and Pakistan in Barcelona, which also draws on visual methods and the collaborative 
construction of audio-visual narratives57. Interestingly, in their study they discuss is-
sues of resistance to collaboration and the tensions behind simplistic notions of ‘giving 
voice’ to students58. 

A common thread of participatory projects with youth is that they often exploit or 
create ‘workshop-like’ spaces in schools, after-school programs or extra-curricular ac-
tivities as their research site. It is in these spaces and dynamics where collaborative 
strategies and training in visual/ ethnographic techniques takes place and, consequent-
ly, the institutional dynamics and expectations that regulate relationships between 
adults and youth, learning and activity in the context under study often permeate the 

                  
53 LACASA, PILAR (ed.): Aprendiendo periodismo digital: historias de pequeñas escritoras. Ma-

drid 2006. 
54 MARTÍN DEL CAMPO, BEATRIZ/ RODRÍGUEZ, LIDIA/ MARTÍNEZ, MANUELA/ DE LAS HERAS, 

GEMA/ DÍAZ, MARÍA DEL ROSARIO: When the Old is Stronger than the New: Introduction of 
Constructivist Methodology in a Special Education School. In: Linguistics and Education 
21/3 (2010), pp.143-170. 

55 MACÍAS, BEATRIZ/ MARTÍNEZ-LOZANO, VIRGINIA/ MATEOS, CRISTINA: Usos de la 
etnografía en un proyecto de aprendizaje-servicio en el contexto universitario. In: MATA, 
PATRICIA/ BALLESTEROS, BELÉN/ GIL, INÉS (eds.): Aprendizaje de la ciudadanía y la 
participación. Madrid 2014, pp. 115-123.  

56 DOMINGO, MARÍA/ SÁNCHEZ, JOAN-ANTÓN/ SANCHO, JUANA: Investigar con y sobre los 
jóvenes colaborando y educando. In: Comunicar 42/21 (2014), pp. 157-164. 

57 SÁNCHEZ-DE SERDIO, AÍDA/ VIDIELLA, AIDA: Visiones de éxito: las negociaciones de género 
en la escolarización y los proyectos de futuro de las estudiantes de India y Pakistán en 
Barcelona. In: PUCHE, LUIS/ ALAMILLO, LAURA (eds.): Educación y género: la incorporación 
de la desigualdad en múltiples contextos de socialización. Madrid 2014, pp. 11-18. 

58 Cf. MOSCOSO/ POVEDA, 2013 (cf. fn. 43). 
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research process – despite explicit efforts made by researchers to distance themselves 
from ‘typical’ teacher roles and adult-student relational dynamics. Also, several of 
these studies, while they incorporate innovative methodological approaches in educa-
tional research, they also address issues that are of major concern to current education-
al policy and practice, such as the incorporation of digital media in education or rates 
of educational failure in secondary education (especially in immigrant and minority 
communities). However, other studies develop participatory ethnographic projects and 
focus on issues and questions which might be central in children and adolescents’ so-
cialization and lives, but that occupy a minor role in the Spanish curriculum. For ex-
ample, MORGADE, in an on-going project, is developing multimodal workshops with 
students in secondary schools during music lessons (a marginalized subject in the 
Spanish curriculum) to explore adolescents’ musical socialization and out-of-school 
experiences with music and sound59. 

In summary, various recent educational research projects in Spain, developed out-
side anthropology, have claimed explicit connections with ethnographic methodologies 
and debates. However, the epistemological assumptions and research goals behind 
these projects do not align them with mainstream educational research, nor can they be 
situated easily within earlier critiques of school ethnographies formulated by Spanish 
educational anthropologists60. 

Conclusions 

This review of the anthropology/ethnography of education in Spain takes as its chrono-
logical starting point the mid-2000s, a time by which the anthropology of education in 
Spain had accomplished its academic and professional institutionalization. Yet, as ex-
plained in the introduction, this consolidation was also characterized by the practically 
monographic empirical interest of Spanish educational anthropologists and ethnog-
raphers on issues relating to ethnic minority and immigrant students and communities. 
Indeed, this topical focus continues to be important in the research and policy agenda 
of Spanish education, Spanish educational anthropologists continue to contribute ac-
tively to this knowledge base61, and monographs or edited volumes are produced on the 
topic62. Additionally, a number of foreign anthropologists, mostly from the United 

                  
59 MORGADE, MARTA: Músicas desclasificadas y docentes a la deriva buscando nuevos 

escenarios. In: Blog Fuera de clase. Periódico Diagonal. 7 October 2013, https://www. 
diagonalperiodico.net/blogs/fuera-clase/musicas-desclasificadas-y-docentes-la-deriva-uscand  
o-nuevos-escenarios.html. 

60 SERRA, 2004 (cf. fn. 4). – DIETZ, 2003 (cf. fn. 5). 
61 Well reviewed in the following publications: JOCILES, 2007 (cf. fn. 1). – GARCÍA-CASTAÑO/ 

PULIDO, 2008 (cf. fn. 25). – GIBSON, MARGARET/ CARRASCO, SILVIA: The Education of 
Immigrant Youth: Some Lessons from the US and Spain. Theory into Practice 28/4 (2009), 
pp. 249-257. 

62 Cf., e.g., CUCALÓN, PILAR (ed.): Etnografía de la escuela y la interseccionalidad. Madrid 
2014. – GARCÍA-CASTAÑO, FRANCISCO JAVIER/ OLMOS, ANTONIA (eds.): Segregaciones y 
construcción de la diferencia en la escuela. Madrid 2012. 
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States, have conducted fieldwork in Spain, focusing on immigration and education to 
build comparative cases in relation to the discourses and findings on similar issues in 
their own countries63. 

Given this better-charted terrain, in this review we have made an effort to present 
and contextualize recent work that attempts to diversify the topics and contexts under 
study in Spanish educational anthropology. We have also discussed ways in which 
ethnography is being appropriated by educational researchers outside anthropology. 
We claim that, given the alternative preoccupations of this action and participatory re-
search, debates about the interdisciplinary incorporation of ethnographic methods and 
techniques outside anthropology might also need to be revised. 

We acknowledge that we are providing our own interpretation of what issues are 
relevant and how these can be framed. We have chosen to single out particular studies 
and necessarily have left out others (and apologize for any relevant omissions). We are 
also actors in the narrative we have presented, engaged in anthropological and ethno-
graphic research of a variety of educational processes in Spain and situated within the 
geography of research groups and work traditions we presented in the introduction. 
Consequently, it would be difficult, if not impossible, for us to present a neutral or ob-
jective account of the situation of Spanish educational anthropology/ ethnography – 
unless we chose not to examine substantial issues and limited ourselves to a biblio-
graphical account. In any case, we hope to have shown how Spanish anthropologists 
and ethnographers of education are engaging with current debates about the nature, lo-
cation and scope of educational processes in contemporary societies. Also, we hope to 
have shown how Spanish educational ethnography is involved in revising the role of 
social research in the transformation of social and educational processes. 
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