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ABSTRACT: The article addresses the position of anthropology in new educational 
contexts, considering anthropology in education and the anthropological study of 
education. While some transatlantic comparisons are drawn, the emphasis is on devel-
opments within the U.K. These are treated historically, using the Royal Anthropologi-
cal Institute’s experience in working for an anthropological presence in pre-university 
education from the 1980s to the present as an extended case-study. The work done 
by the RAI’s Education Commi  ee to design and introduce a new GCE A-level in 
anthropology, culminating in its successful accreditation by the national regulator, is 
recounted in the style of ‘rich ethnography’. A case is made for the potential of aca-
demic associations to create the alliances across sectors that are needed in this context; 
and conclusions are tentatively drawn regarding the implications of these initiatives 
for the future of the discipline and its public engagement.

KEYWORDS: education, ethnography, GCE A-level, public engagement, Royal Anthropo-
logical Institute

Introduction

In this article we consider the relationship 
between anthropology and education, concen-
trating on anthropology in education and the 
scope for anthropology to intervene in educa-
tion policy and curricula, as well as becoming 
more visible in the wider public sphere than 
it is at present. Following a brief discussion 
of some theoretical perspectives, we describe 
the Royal Anthropological Institute’s (RAI) 
education programme, as a case study of such 
intervention. We trace some of the connec-
tions between entry routes to formal study of 
anthropology at degree level, the presence of 
anthropology in pre-university education, and 
anthropology as seen from the ‘outside’ by its 
wider audiences. We record the successful de-
velopment, within the education programme, 
of a new GCE A-level qualifi cation in anthro-

pology; and speculate on the extent to which 
the visibility of anthropology in the U.K. 
may be changed in future by its presence as a 
taught subject at pre-university level.

The case study focuses on the U.K. experi-
ence and, in particular, that of negotiating a 
presence for anthropology in pre-university 
curricula. However, comparative experiences 
from outside the U.K., especially the U.S., are 
instructive, and will be drawn on where ap-
propriate. We consider the role of discipline-
based professional associations in helping 
facilitate such developments; and in creating a 
synergy between those teaching the discipline 
in university and those in other institutional 
or occupational se  ings having anthropologi-
cal interests and perspectives. The conclusion 
returns to the broader issue of the need for 
anthropology to engage with education and 
with the public sphere, and brings together 
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the notions of anthropology of education and 
anthropology in education.

Anthropology and Education: 
Theoretical Perspectives

Green and Bloome (1997), writing mainly about 
anthropology and education in the U.S., have 
distinguished between the anthropology of ed-
ucation and anthropology in education, with 
particular reference to the uses of ethnographic 
approaches. We will discuss the wider issues 
associated with anthropology of education to-
wards the end of this chapter, but our major fo-
cus here will be on anthropology in education. 
There has until recently been less emphasis in 
the U.K. than in the U.S. on how the discipline 
might contribute to educational courses, in 
particular with regard to pre-university educa-
tion, despite some early a  empts by the RAI 
Education Commi  ee in the U.K. around the 
time of the Swann Report1 to bring anthropo-
logical perspectives to issues of education pol-
icy and curriculum (see below). More recently, 
however, issues surrounding citizenship, and 
the role of diversity in contemporary social 
orders, have become prominent across schools 
and universities. As we shall see, members 
of the RAI Education Commi  ee have been 
working to bring an anthropological approach 
to courses that address these issues, encourag-
ing students to consider critically their own 
cultural and social assumptions. 

In the U.S. there has been a close link for 
many anthropologists between an interest in 
the ethnography of communication and a con-
cern for practical interventions in educational 
policy, although McCarty and Brayboy (2009) 
point out that there is still a struggle to get an 
anthropological voice heard, notably in the 
context of ‘No Child Le   Behind’ mandates for 
‘scientifi cally based’ quantitative evidence. The 
policy debate, they suggest, still seems to ‘snap 
back to the 1960s, when characterizations of 
students of color were cloaked in the language 

of educational disadvantage and a culture of 
poverty’ (McCarty and Braybon 2009: 14). 
Against this backdrop, the anthropological 
sensitivity to context, bilingual issues and 
moving beyond ‘the fallacy of simplistic nu-
merical solutions to desegregation’, struggles 
to be heard. Nevertheless, there are numerous 
distinctive examples in the U.S. of how an an-
thropological approach can refi ne such policy 
perspectives. Shirley Brice Heath’s (1983) clas-
sic account of the everyday language and 
literacy practices of children, for instance, 
challenged the dominant model of schooling, 
and indicated what students might bring with 
them to school rather than seeing homes as 
‘in defi cit’. For Del Hymes, insights derived 
from anthropological research were part of a 
broader commitment to anthropology’s ‘rel-
evance to wider publics’ (Hymes 1996: 14): an 
issue also signalled in Lassiter’s seminal piece 
on applied anthropology, published in Current 
Anthropology (Lassiter 2005). In the same spirit, 
the work of the Spindlers (Spindler and Spin-
dler 2000) on anthropological approaches to 
learning and education has been classic, both 
in anthropology degree curricula and for those 
teaching in pre-university sites. However, in 
the U.S., as in the U.K., such approaches have 
also come up against strong policy pressures 
that resisted what was seen as objectionable 
relativism, preferring for political reasons to 
advocate universalistic and hegemonic ‘stan-
dards’ in both language and education. A clas-
sic example of anthropology-related educa-
tional initiatives colliding with conservative 
policy was the MACOS (Man, A Course of Study) 
project. This a  empted to provide fi lms and 
curriculum materials for schools, starting with 
examples drawn from outside the mainstream 
U.S. such as Asen Balikci’s celebrated Netsilik 
Eskimo fi lm series. Certain Republican sena-
tors opposed this project on the grounds that 
it featured supposedly ‘primitive’ societies, in 
an educational context where – it was held – 
‘progress’ and ‘modernization’ should be the 
norm. In the face of this Congress-level op-
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position, the series was withdrawn and the 
MACOS program terminated. 

Nevertheless, the work of anthropologists 
has penetrated areas of education in the U.S. 
This is evidenced by the work of the AAA’s 
Council on Anthropology and Education (CAE) 
which has an extensive website with details of 
materials, covering (for instance) how ethnicity 
and racism might be studied in schools (www
.aaanet.org). At the research level, the journal 
Anthropology and Education Quarterly provides 
institutional forums for debate and refi nement 
of these issues, and for anthropologists’ contri-
bution to educational policy in the U.S. 

Anthropology and Education: 
U.K. Experience before 1990

In the U.K. during the 1980s there was a move-
ment by members of the then Education Com-
mi  ee of the Royal Anthropological Institute 
to support colleagues in schools, who were 
a  empting to draw upon anthropological per-
spectives in their teaching. This strategy ap-
peared especially feasible with respect to what 
were termed ‘Mode 3’ units of work in the then 
General Certifi cate of Education (GCE) O-Lev-
els (i.e. ‘Ordinary’ level qualifi cations), which 
provided teachers and their students with the 
possibility of personal studies, projects and 
report writing that were internally assessed 
and externally moderated. Courses emerged 
in a number of schools that suggested ethno-
graphic routes for students studying their own 
social environments. Teachers would then give 
the wri  en account a grade that would contrib-
ute to the overall GCE score. Anthropologists 
worked with colleagues in education and in 
other social sciences to run conferences; and 
produced special issues of Social Science Teacher, 
the journal of the Association of Teachers in So-
cial Science (ATSS 1978), whilst the RAI Com-
mi  ee produced a teachers’ resource guide.

Later, central regulation of courses and pro-
grammes made it harder to pursue such local 

approaches as those represented by the Mode 
3, and even now the QCA (Qualifi cations and 
Curriculum Authority) only validates ‘personal 
study’ in very few subject areas.2 This is partly 
because of adverse national publicity about 
‘plagiarism’, including a belief that children 
would simply download material from the 
internet; fear of middle-class parents unduly 
supporting their children at a time of high 
competition for places in further and higher 
education; and a move towards a more com-
petence based, external criteria-driven view of 
learning, in which a more refl ective and critical 
approach of the kind encouraged by anthro-
pology might be less valued. It is in the context 
of these pressures – and to some extent against 
their grain – that the development and accredi-
tation of an anthropology A-Level, described 
below, have to be seen. 

But another strand of those earlier a  empts 
to bring anthropology into pre-university edu-
cation can also off er lessons for the present. In 
the mid-1980s, at the time of the Swann Report, 
there was growing concern that schools were 
not well placed to deal with the issues raised 
by cultural and linguistic diversity. Originally 
set up as the Rampton Report (Department of 
Education and Science 1981), this inquiry was 
concerned with the underperformance of eth-
nic minority students – for instance, children 
of migrants who had been encouraged to come 
to Britain in the 1970s from (in this case) the 
Caribbean, to work in employment sites such 
as the National Health Service. Such students 
were entering the school system with diff erent 
language knowledge and diff erent home back-
ground experiences from those of many ‘tradi-
tional’ ‘English’ students, and this was seen to 
disadvantage them in formal schooling. Fol-
lowing Rampton the government widened the 
remit to consider all ethnic minority students, 
not just those from the Caribbean. 

The Swann Report, and indeed subsequent 
government reports on education, were still 
perceived as focusing on ‘problems’ and ‘defi -
cits’ amongst ethnic minority children, whether 
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with language or with learning. Anthropolo-
gists on the RAI Education Commi  ee believed 
that the discipline off ered a more sophisticated 
approach to such issues, eschewing ‘defi cit’ in 
favour of ‘diversity’, and recognising that lan-
guage varieties could be strengths rather than 
‘problems’ (cf. Leung 1999). Building on the 
work that had been going on with colleagues 
in schools using anthropological perspectives 
in students’ own project work, and taking ac-
count of the experience of an anthropology 
course in the International Baccalaureate, the 
Commi  ee proposed to the RAI that it should 
support work directed towards development 
of an A-Level in anthropology. However, there 
were concerns amongst colleagues that anthro-
pology was not really appropriate as a subject 
for pre-university students, who were said to 
lack the maturity and social experience needed 
to handle the complexity of perspectives such 
study required. These concerns are recounted 
in more detail in Street (2010); see also Bal-
zani on the International Baccalaureate and 
Anthropology and Benne   on the transition 
to undergraduate anthropology, in this special 
issue. Moreover, there was concern that an-
thropologists might take a variety of perspec-
tives on the issues raised by the Swann Report 
regarding inward migration to the U.K., and 
some within the RAI did not want the Institute 
to be seen as taking a particular political stand. 
Externally too, as stated above, pressures such 
as the growing tendency for the curriculum 
and teaching in schools to be centrally directed 
made it diffi  cult for the kind of refl exive and 
critical approach associated with anthropol-
ogy to be acceptable in educational and policy 
circles. 

For these and other reasons, the ambition of 
creating an anthropology A-Level and, more 
generally, work to support an anthropologi-
cal dimension in pre-university curricula and 
teaching, were eff ectively put on hold for two 
decades. As we describe below, however, the 
climate has recently changed – both within the 
discipline and externally. There is now strong 

national support for pre-university anthropol-
ogy among university-based anthropologists, 
funding bodies and also former anthropology 
students eager to teach their subject in schools. 
In this altered climate the recently reconsti-
tuted RAI Education Commi  ee has mobilized 
this support and renewed the eff orts of the 
past. In association with the AQA (Assessment 
and Qualifi cation Alliance) awarding body, it 
has developed a specifi cation for an anthropol-
ogy A-Level which has achieved accreditation 
by the regulator. 

In the present climate, the arguments for 
what anthropology might contribute to edu-
cation are rather diff erent from those of that 
earlier period. In an era when global under-
standing and recognition of diverse ways of 
seeing the world are of critical social, political 
and economic importance, anthropology can 
play a central role in broadening the range 
and scope of education in such contexts, and 
is relevant not only for those on university 
courses but also for students at school and in 
Further Education. Themes that anthropol-
ogy brings to bear within education include 
understandings of the relationship between 
local and global processes, unity and diversity 
in human life, personhood, ethnic identity, co-
lonialism and racism, stereotyping, exoticism, 
representations of ‘otherness’, and so forth. 
Themes such as these have been built into the 
A-Level in anthropology that we discuss in 
more detail below.

Renewal of Initiatives since 2000

Between 2001 and 2003 the RAI conducted a 
comprehensive strategic review of its entire 
operation, aiming to analyse and, where nec-
essary, reposition the Institute in relation to its 
traditional commitments and its present and 
future environments. The review identifi ed 
clear priorities, among which were those of 
promoting knowledge of anthropology within 
the pre-university U.K. education system, and 
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strengthening the discipline’s engagement with 
issues in the public sphere. The review’s report, 
adopted by the RAI Council in 2003, recom-
mended inter alia reconstitution of the Institute’s 
Education Commi  ee. This was quickly put in 
place, with a broad mandate and with some 
of the same individuals as members who had 
been active in the initiatives of the 1980s. The 
Commi  ee began its work formally in 2004, 
amid widespread confi dence that the time was 
right for the Institute – and U.K. anthropology 
more generally – to re-engage with the broader 
educational process and with national priori-
ties such as citizenship education.

An early success came in 2005, with the award 
of a one-year support grant by the Higher Edu-
cation Funding Council for England (HEFCE) 
under its ‘AimHigher’ programme, the generic 
purpose of which has been to promote partici-
pation in Higher Education among historically 
under-represented sections of the U.K. school-
age population. The case was successfully made 
that anthropology, through its recognition of 
the specifi cities of cultural experience, can con-
tribute to confi dence-building among disad-
vantaged groups and to the legitimation of 
diverse routes into Higher Education. More 
broadly, the programme’s association with the 
values of AimHigher has helped to counter per-
ceptions of anthropology as a ‘middle-class’ 
and gendered pursuit (unlike sociology, for ex-
ample): a point also addressed by Benne  , and 
Hawkins and Mills (this issue). The HEFCE 
grant made it possible for the RAI to create a 
broadly based programme of educational out-
reach in anthropology, and to establish a staff  
position in support of the programme. The 
education programme developed by the Edu-
cation Commi  ee is organized around three 
principal strands: an information strand, an 
activity strand, and a curricular strand.

The programme’s information strand aims 
to provide clear, good-quality, audience-ap-
propriate materials on anthropology designed 
for pre-university students, teachers, careers 
advisers and parents. Much of the information 

will eventually be web-based, and a dedi-
cated Discover Anthropology website (www
.discoveranthropology.org.uk) was launched 
in 2009. A blogspot, Anthropologist About Town, 
a weekly diary of anthropology-related events 
of interest to those new to the discipline, has 
proved very popular with users. The RAI is 
a partner, with the University of Sussex and 
Brighton Museum and Art Gallery, in an on-
going project, ‘Discovering Anthropology 
through Museum Outreach and Education’, 
to develop schools’ learning resources based 
on museum collections. This has recently been 
published as Culture, Identity, Diff erence by the 
Royal Pavilion and Museums, Brighton and 
Hove (see Basu and Coleman, this issue). The 
activities strand of the education programme 
has included organising the annual London 
Anthropology Day for school students and 
teachers held at the British Museum (Basu 
2008), and contributions to the Economic and 
Social Research Council’s Festivals of Social 
Science (see below) and the British Associa-
tion for the Advancement of Science Festivals 
of Science, in which the Education Offi  cer has 
played a major role. The curricular strand 
seeks to develop a presence for anthropology 
within school and FE curricula. The emphasis 
since 2005 has been on creating a structure and 
content for an A-Level qualifi cation in anthro-
pology; and the RAI’s partnership with the 
awarding body, AQA, to develop the A-Level 
and pilot it through the accreditation process, 
began in January 2008.

The programme as a whole has received 
endorsement from other national players in 
the U.K., including discipline-based organiza-
tions and those with broader national policy 
and funding remits. An International Bench-
marking Review of U.K. social anthropology, 
conducted by the Economic and Social Re-
search Council (the U.K.’s public sector fund-
ing body for the social sciences) in 2006, gave 
special mention to the education programme. 
Since 2007 the programme has been fi nancially 
supported by the ESRC under its ‘Science in 
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Society’ scheme, the purpose of which is to 
promote public understanding of, and engage-
ment with, social science across the board. 
Throughout this period the RAI has partici-
pated in the ESRC’s annual Festival of Social 
Science, as part of the ‘activities’ strand sig-
nalled above, by organizing public events and 
fi lm screenings on topics of widespread in-
terest such as ‘childhood’, ‘communities and 
food’, ‘the social life of plants’ and ‘the mean-
ing of water’. These events have, to date, drawn 
large and growing audiences, many of whom 
have had no previous knowledge of social sci-
ence or anthropology. Amongst the positive 
feedback from one participant in a recent event 
was: ‘Perhaps in several years’ time people will 
no longer look at fellow anthropologists with 
blank faces when they say what they study/
have studied!’ 

An A-Level Qualifi cation in 
Anthropology

An early decision taken by the Education Com-
mi  ee, as part of the ‘curricular’ strand, was 
to design and lobby for, a GCE A-Level (i.e. 
‘Advanced’ level) qualifi cation in anthropol-
ogy as a key component of the renewed pro-
gramme. There were several reasons for this 
choice. Apart from an optional course within 
the International Baccalaureate, anthropology 
as a named subject is not taught at pre-univer-
sity level in the U.K. This absence has clearly 
contributed to the subject’s lack of visibility in 
both education and the wider public domain. 
An A-Level (the standard qualifying examina-
tion for university entrance in England, Wales 
and Northern Ireland) would, it was felt, by 
its mere presence have a symbolic and infor-
mation value larger than the numbers of stu-
dents who might opt to take it. For university 
departments off ering undergraduate degrees 
in anthropology, the qualifi cation would of-
fer a clear pathway into the subject, although 
the consensus also was that this should not 

place obstacles in the way of those discover-
ing anthropology through more serendipitous 
routes. There was, however, agreement that 
the A-Level should not be allowed to become 
a diluted version of an undergraduate degree, 
but should be designed as a self-contained 
course in its own right. The existence of an 
A-Level was also seen as, in the longer term, 
off ering enhanced career opportunities for 
anthropology graduates wishing to enter the 
teaching profession in their own subject. How-
ever, at least as important as the institutional 
rationales was a belief that anthropology is a 
subject that can and should be available to sec-
ondary-age students alongside other subjects, 
as part of a contemporary liberal education. 
The conviction was and is that while the A-
Level would open up a ‘pathway’ into degree-
level anthropology, it would equally enrich the 
education of those going on to degrees in other 
subjects – or taking diff erent directions in life 
altogether.

From 2005 onwards, the Education Commit-
tee devoted intensive eff orts to constructing a 
specifi cation for the content of the proposed 
A-Level, and piloting it through the various 
steps towards acceptance and accreditation. 
This entailed sustained consultation with the 
University departments, regulators, funding 
bodies and individual schools and teachers. In 
sharp contrast to some of the disagreements of 
the past, the Commi  ee encountered no oppo-
sition of principle from the academic commu-
nity, although there was lively debate on what 
should be included in the specifi cation. A key 
development was the decision at the end of 
2007 by the AQA awarding body to adopt the 
A-Level and work with the RAI on develop-
ing and submi  ing it for accreditation by the 
(then) QCA. This stage culminated in success-
ful accreditation of the A-level in October 2009. 
Below, we record aspects of the experience of 
designing the A-Level, and decisions of prin-
ciple that have been made in the process.

Full details of the course content can be 
found on the RAI’s dedicated education web-
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site at www.discoveranthropology.org.uk; and 
on that of AQA at www.aqa.org.uk. Here we 
indicate some of the key features of the pro-
gramme. The subject can be taken at ‘AS’ (‘Ad-
vanced Subsidiary’) level, consisting of two 
units usually taking one year of study in the 
Sixth Form, and at ‘A2’ level, comprising a 
further two units following on from the AS. At 
AS, the specifi cation off ers students the chance 
‘to grapple with fundamental questions of hu-
man life, and in the process to develop skills of 
critical enquiry, sensitivity and an appreciation 
of topical debates and issues’. The two units 
at AS will cover, respectively: Being Human: 
Unity and Diversity and Becoming a Person: Iden-
tity and Belonging. At A2, the specifi cation gives 
students ‘the opportunity to explore issues in 
a global as well as local context, and also to 
apply their knowledge and understanding of 
anthropological principles to a small-scale in-
vestigation on an anthropological topic of their 
choice’. Within A2, Unit 3 will cover Global and 
Local: Societies, Environments and Globalisation; 
Unit 4 will deal with Practising Anthropology: 
Methods and Investigations. Unit 4 includes both 
study of methodological issues aff ecting an-
thropology across the board, and a small-scale 
individual investigation on an anthropological 
topic of the students’ choice. Thus Unit 4 is 
designed to draw upon the content of Units 1, 
2 and 3 to test students’ ability to apply their 
anthropological concepts and knowledge to 
real life se  ings. It will be externally assessed 
by wri  en examination, in which students will 
answer questions about both the taught con-
tent and their individual investigation. 

Key Issues and Decision Points, 
2005–2009

In drawing up the A-Level specifi cation, cer-
tain key issues have had to be addressed and 
decisions made at the levels of principle, strat-
egy and tactics. The most signifi cant of these 
are the following.

Decisions of Principle

Design of the course content has called for a 
lengthy exercise in academic debate and nego-
tiation leading to agreement within the Educa-
tion Commi  ee on what to include from the 
whole potential range of anthropology teach-
ing; how to accommodate it to the limited 
scope of a two-year, four-unit course of study; 
and how to tailor the material within the pre-
scribed assessment formats of the current A-
Level structure. Of the decisions of principle 
made, perhaps the most signifi cant are the 
choices to address anthropology as a whole, 
and to include provision for a small-scale in-
vestigation on an anthropological topic of the 
student’s own choice. 

‘Anthropology as a whole’. The RAI, alone 
among U.K.-based associations, is insti-
tutionally tied to an inclusive concep-
tion of anthropology embracing both its 
biological and socio-cultural arms. It has 
therefore been logical to build the course 
content around the inclusive model, tak-
ing account also of material culture (in 
harmony with the inclusion of museum 
materials as indicated above). However, 
within academic anthropology there are 
divergent views about the extent to which 
what is sometimes termed the ‘great 
divide’ between biological and socio-
cultural traditions can be successfully 
transcended in pedagogy and research. 
Within the wider disciplinary community 
in the U.K., views were sought via Heads 
of Departments, through members of the 
Education Commi  ee reporting back to 
their own institutions, the annual An-
thropology Day in London and through 
regular reporting to the RAI Council 
Meetings. Through these contacts and in 
personal exchanges, some anxieties have 
been expressed over the representation 
of ‘anthropology as a whole’ within the 
A-Level. These have been to some extent 
resolved by a decision not to base the 

•
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course content on direct presentation of 
the sub-disciplines per se, but rather to 
build it around broad themes encom-
passing topics to which insights from 
the component traditions of ‘anthropol-
ogy as a whole’ can be brought to bear 
in the classroom and in students’ read-
ing. Within the course specifi cation, the 
themes comprising the four units address 
key issues across anthropology that the 
Commi  ee anticipate being most salient 
and inclusive. Only experience in teach-
ing will show how successful this ap-
proach proves to be in facilitating the 
teacher’s task and conveying ‘anthropol-
ogy as a whole’ to A-Level students.

Personal research. The fi nal unit of the spec-
ifi cation, Practising Anthropology: Methods 
and Investigations, provides for the student 
to design and carry out a small-scale in-
vestigation on an anthropological topic of 
his/her choice guided by the school and 
teacher; and to answer questions on it in 
an externally marked conventional wri  en 
examination. In arriving at this formula-
tion, issues concerning ethics, supervision 
and safety, authenticity and the risks of 
plagiarism, have had to be confronted and 
addressed. In making the case for the fea-
sibility of a personal investigation carried 
out by students of this age-group, a long 
illustrative list was compiled of potential 
topics that would be within the students’ 
capacity and meet the above concerns, as 
well as drawing on taught material from 
across the specifi cation. The rationale for 
students’ own engagement in anthropo-
logical activity has been clearly articulated 
by the RAI, and is supported by the award-
ing body (AQA). It has now been accepted 
by the regulator as an ‘investigation’ about 
which the student will be asked questions 
in the external examination, rather than 
through an internally assessed ‘personal 
study’. In summary, it was successfully 

•

argued that a ‘taster’ of the conditions and 
diffi  culties of actual research is central to 
students’ understanding of the empiri-
cal foundations of anthropology and the 
issues of refl exivity, objectivity, framing 
and representation encountered in all re-
search in the subject. Whether based on 
a social, physical or museum-based topic, 
engagement by students in doing anthro-
pology, as well as reading about it from 
sources and textbooks, is central to what is 
o  en termed the ‘epistemological shi  ’ in 
which the discipline is grounded. Through 
even a small-scale study of this kind, 
such a shi   entails stepping back from 
taken-for-granted experiences and look-
ing at them in new ways. The argument 
made is that taking this step is of deep 
educational benefi t, and forms one of 
anthropology’s distinctive potential con-
tributions to 16–19 provision. 

Strategic and Tactical Issues 

The most important of these have involved:

Positioning the qualifi cation as diff erenti-
ated from other (adjacent) subjects while 
showing that the anthropology A-Level 
will complement them. This has been 
less problematic than might have been 
expected. For example, the AQA’s Chief 
Examiner for sociology has been very 
positive about the introduction of an an-
thropology course alongside sociology, 
seeing the two subjects as complemen-
tary. It was deemed likely that teachers 
in schools where students already chose 
sociology would see anthropology as 
combining well with it, off ering a more 
international and ethnographically based 
perspective on the study of social life. 
A large number of teachers of sociology 
at A-Level have also endorsed this view. 
Likewise, both school teachers and Post-
Graduate Certifi cate in Education (PGCE) 

•
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tutors in English have responded posi-
tively to the introduction of an anthro-
pology programme, seeing (for instance) 
the complementary interest of ethnogra-
phers and of novelists in issues of repre-
sentation, cultural diversity and identity 
(Street forthcoming). Many of the themes 
in Units 1 and 2 (AS) are prominent in 
contemporary fi ctional writing also. This 
complementarity has been especially rec -
ognized in the provision within the anthro-
pology A-Level for students to ‘read texts 
and view fi lms/videos, both anthropolog-
ical and non-anthropological (including 
fi ctional materials) which off er represen-
tations of their own and other cultures 
and societies; and to learn how to identify 
and apply criteria for critical evaluation of 
visual or wri  en representations’. 

Future-proofi ng the design. While future 
government-driven shi  s in the structure 
of 16–19 provision cannot be predicted 
with any accuracy, the Commi  ee has 
worked to ensure that the thematic con-
tent of the A-Level will lend itself as 
smoothly as possible to successor formats, 
such as the possible advent of academic 
diplomas in succession to A-Levels.

Navigating the project through the mul-
tiple levels and sometimes confl icting 
agendas of the various national-level bod-
ies whose approval is needed. This has 
entailed dealing with the organizational 
and bureaucratic dimensions of the bod-
ies responsible for curriculum develop-
ment in the U.K., in our case the AQA 
(the awarding body), QCA (subsequently 
QCDA) and, in the fi nal stages of the 
process, the newly created Offi  ce of the 
Qualifi cations and Examinations Regula-
tor (Ofqual). Within the AQA we have 
had three diff erent Subject Managers, all 
of whom have been extremely commi  ed 
and helpful, but whose departures le   hi-
atuses in the way the Education Commit-

•

•

tee could link with the QCA. A positive 
continuity in this organizational complex 
has been the presence of the aforemen-
tioned AQA Chief Examiner for sociol-
ogy, whose awareness of common issues, 
such as those associated with personal 
study in cognate disciplines, has been es-
pecially helpful. The QCDA tends to keep 
itself at arm’s length from the awarding 
bodies and subject proposers such as the 
RAI, and we have encountered it mainly 
through its wri  en responses to our dra   
programmes. In particular, the debate 
over students engaging in an anthropo-
logical investigation has been lengthy and 
complex, especially so when conducted 
through wri  en documents themselves 
designed to fi t wider bureaucratic require-
ments concerning equivalence, ethics and 
the like.

These issues and decisions, culminating in the 
successful accreditation of the A-Level, have 
brought the Education Commi  ee and col-
leagues on the RAI’s Film and Publications 
Commi  ees to a point where we are now 
working with colleagues in schools, as well as 
in the AQA awarding body, to implement the 
curriculum and pedagogy now approved. We 
will all be monitoring closely the outcome of 
this activity, and can anticipate both problems 
and changes that will be of signifi cance for 
the discipline as a whole and not just those 
working in this particular sector. We round off  
this article, then, by considering the broader 
implications for the discipline and for the as-
sociations concerned with its visibility and role 
in the wider public sphere.

Some Implications for the Visibility 
of Anthropology, and the Role of 
Anthropological Associations

One implication of the move towards an anthro-
pological presence in pre-university courses 
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might be that the overall visibility of the dis-
cipline will change. A previous publication by 
one of us (Callan 2006) drew a  ention to a 
peculiar opacity, or impaired visibility, which 
seems to characterize contemporary anthropol-
ogy within the U.K. For a number of reasons, it 
was argued, anthropology as perceived in this 
country has a blurred and indeterminate iden-
tity rather than a clear one. This opacity can 
be traced to a variety of causes, which include 
anthropology’s virtual absence from the for-
mal pre-university curriculum combined with 
biases and distortions that are widespread in 
representations of the subject throughout the 
public sphere. It is not the same thing as mar-
ginality, in the sense of a fi eld a  racting minor-
ity interest, or of which few people have heard. 
On the contrary, ‘anthropology’ as a term of 
reference (o  en, sadly, a term of dismissal) is 
in prominent and widespread general use; but 
the uses to which it is put in common Anglo-
phone discourse relate more to deep-seated 
stereotypes of the ‘exotic’, the ‘primitive’ or 
the ‘natural’ than to the work anthropologists 
actually do. In the face of such stubborn fi l-
ters to perception, anthropologists themselves 
have had remarkably li  le success in convey-
ing their interests accurately or convincingly 
to the broader public. The discipline, it seems, 
faces endemic barriers in ‘explaining itself 
outside itself’ – an issue signalled in Eriksen’s 
frequently referenced concern regarding ‘en-
gaging anthropology’ (Eriksen 2006). As well 
as publicly held stereotypes, these barriers re-
fl ect long-standing tensions within the subject 
itself, some of which are historically rooted in 
arguments between ‘mandarin’ and ‘mission-
ary’ camps (Mills 1999) over whether anthro-
pologists should direct their work primarily 
to other anthropologists, or should take part 
in wider public conversations and educational 
agendas. 

One consequence of the subject’s impaired 
visibility in the U.K. has been the absence of 
clear routes and signposts for prospective stu-
dents into undergraduate study of anthropol-

ogy. Until recently, the paths through which 
those on undergraduate degree courses have 
found their way into the discipline have been 
an under-researched topic, but at an anecdotal 
level some pa  erns have been discernible: a 
book recommended, a TV programme seen, an 
interest caught from a parent or teacher, per-
sonal change through gap-year travel or vol-
untary work, university prospectuses trawled 
for subject ideas outside a student’s prior ex-
perience, anthropology seen as an extension 
or recombination of other subjects studied at 
school, or a change of degree course to anthro-
pology resulting from a ‘taster’ of the subject 
within another programme (Basu and Cole-
man, this issue; see also Benne  , this issue). 
Research associated with the development of 
the A-Level has identifi ed many anthropol-
ogy graduates who say that they wish they 
had heard of the discipline earlier and that 
they would certainly have taken such a course 
before their university degree if one had been 
available. While actual uptake of the A-level 
may be modest – at least initially – its presence 
off ers a signpost into the subject that may have 
an infl uence disproportionate to the numbers 
actually taking the course. An expanding pres-
ence of the subject in pre-university education, 
of which the A-level will be a marker even if on 
a small scale, can be expected to bring about 
more general shi  s in the public ground on 
which anthropology stands in the U.K. How 
these shi  s will be received within and outside 
the discipline, and what longer-range transfor-
mations may come about, only time will tell. 

The visible presence of anthropology in 
pre-university education may thus have impli-
cations for the ways in which the discipline is 
seen from the ‘outside’ by the wider audiences 
with which it fi nds itself engaging by choice 
or default. Discipline-based associations have 
a particular role in making these connections 
possible. As noted above, the RAI as a U.K.-
centred academic body played a key part in 
the education initiatives of the 1980s and earlier. 
In the altered conditions of the 2000s, it contin-
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ues to do so and the fundamental aims remain 
constant. One of the lessons to be drawn, in our 
view, from older and current eff orts and their 
outcome is the important contribution that dis-
cipline-based learned associations can make to 
anthropology’s engagement with education at 
all levels of analysis. Such associations are of 
many kinds and purposes, and they include 
not only the RAI and other discipline-specifi c 
bodies such as the Association of Social An-
thropologists (ASA) but also those like the As-
sociation for Teachers of Social Science, which 
played a signifi cant role in the earlier moves to 
include anthropology in the school curriculum 
(cf. Dufour 1982; Breslin and Dufour 2006). 
One characteristic they have in common is that 
they can bring together individual scholars 
and teachers whose normal work environment 
is the university, into forms of belonging and 
solidarity located outside the university insti-
tutional structure – at the same time bringing 
pre-university teachers into the discussion and 
broadening the base for what counts as ‘teach-
ing anthropology’. Such liaisons can also cre-
ate the conditions for research and practitioner 
constituencies to fi nd common ground. By 
bringing academic specialists into professional 
contact with practitioners and policy-makers, 
non-university and trans-university associa-
tions can help to transcend the traditional bar-
riers between theory and practice; and foster 
the emergence of new forms of professional-
ism and professional allegiance. 

From a U.K. perspective, then, there are 
many ways in which academic associations 
can complement the traditional role of uni-
versities in supporting anthropology’s eff orts 
to achieve a visible public identity. They can 
mobilize the solidarity of a disciplinary com-
munity, intervene politically on occasion, and 
speak ‘for’ the discipline in the public sphere 
in ways that universities sometimes cannot. 
They can be quick on their feet, creating ‘trad-
ing zones’ for knowledge and practice (Mills 
and Huber 2005) in a more agile way than is 
sometimes possible for universities, burdened 

as the la  er are by their regulatory framework 
and their heavier investment in the infrastruc-
ture of courses and programmes. Such associa-
tions can also be very good at inclusiveness. 
By enabling those trained in a discipline but 
working outside it, or who have become insti-
tutionally marginalized in other ways, or are 
formally unqualifi ed in an area but fascinated 
by it, to have a connection with their subject, 
associations can function as a clearing-house 
of knowledge, and can enrich the total intel-
lectual capital of the fi elds in which they oper-
ate. In many ways this is what has happened 
in the creation of the anthropology A-Level, 
as members of the Education Commi  ee have 
been drawn from both practising university 
teachers of anthropology – across social and 
biological fi elds, and material culture as indi-
cated above – and those working in other areas 
of education such as FE, schools, the Interna-
tional Baccalaureate and the national institu-
tions concerned with curriculum development 
and assessment. 

As this experience has demonstrated, such 
associations can foster the unconventional at 
an early stage of change in what counts as the 
mainstream of a fi eld of study. They can nur-
ture the proverbial ‘green shoots’ of growth at 
the boundaries of traditional knowledge sys-
tems by giving a home to informal networks 
and ad-hoc interest groups, where knowl-
edge is created that may later travel into the 
academic mainstream and reach beyond it. In 
these ways, academic associations can com-
pensate to some degree for something which 
the university sector is progressively losing in 
many national Higher Education structures: 
namely the capacity to take intellectual risks 
at the boundaries between knowledge systems 
and between knowledge, policy and practice. 
We therefore argue that, as measured by expe-
rience in the U.K. and refl exively by the ‘thick 
ethnography’ of the Education Commi  ee’s 
own work, non-university or trans-university 
associations have a key role to play in engag-
ing anthropology with education and with 
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public spheres more broadly. Our case study of 
pathways to anthropology is also a case study 
of the critical brokerage and connection-mak-
ing function of a discipline-based association. 
With the challenges that lie ahead to consoli-
date the anthropology A-Level and establish 
it on a sustained footing, this role will surely 
take new forms and bring in new players.

Conclusion: Anthropology in and 
Anthropology of Education

We have discussed in this chapter the role of 
anthropology in new educational contexts, be-
yond its traditional place in the university, 
with particular reference to the development 
of an A-Level programme for U.K. schools. 
And we have considered the implications of 
this for the place of anthropology in the wider 
public sphere. We conclude by considering 
also the implications of such moves for an an-
thropology of education. 

We referred briefl y at the beginning of this 
article to Green and Bloome’s (1997) distinc-
tion in the U.S. context between anthropology 
of and anthropology in education. With respect 
to anthropology of education, they suggest, 
anthropologists tend to take a cross-cultural 
and international perspective, making use of 
ethnographic methods to consider what it 
means to learn in diff erent kinds of social in-
stitutions and contexts; and thereby locating 
our own cultural assumptions about educa-
tion in a broader frame. Green and Bloome 
have proposed that educationalists and oth-
ers could learn from this anthropological ap-
proach without themselves having to become 
anthropologists. Researchers could adopt an 
ethnographic perspective, by which they mean 
that it is possible to take a more focused ap-
proach (i.e. do less than a comprehensive eth-
nography) to study particular aspects of 
everyday life and the cultural practices of a 
social group. ‘Central to an ethnographic per-
spective is the use of theories of culture and 

inquiry practices derived from anthropology 
or sociology to guide the research’. Whilst 
such a perspective has not been particularly 
prominent in U.K. anthropology, it has in-
formed the work of both anthropologists and 
educationalists in the U.S., whilst in the U.K. it 
has mostly been associated with sociologists, 
educationalists and cultural studies special-
ists. For instance, the annual Ethnography and 
Education Conference at Oxford has tended to 
be organized by sociologists from the Depart-
ment of Education there, whilst the journal 
Ethnography and Education is run by similar 
teams. A recent book by Geoff rey Walford, 
also based in Oxford, How to do Education Eth-
nography (2008), provides a classic view of the 
uses of ‘ethnographic perspectives’ that do not 
necessarily involve anthropologists. A recent 
paper by Jeff rey and Troman (2004), ‘Time for 
Ethnography’, claims that educationalists and 
sociologists can move beyond the time frames 
that constrained anthropologists in their uses 
of ethnography in traditional fi eldwork where 
the annual agricultural cycle required in-depth 
continuous ethnography. The ethnographer of 
education, instead, uses a more selective ‘eth-
nographic perspective’, calculating which time 
frame is appropriate for the particular ques-
tions regarding learning and education that 
s/he is researching.

There has recently been a move by U.K. 
anthropologists towards a more comprehen-
sively anthropological view of education. Re-
cent conferences are testimony to the growing 
interest in education as a subject of inquiry 
amongst anthropologists: for example, ‘A  er 
Ethnography: Anthropology, Education and 
the Knowledge Economy’, organized by Rich-
ard Ratcliff e and David Mills at the Depart-
ment of Education, Oxford, in 2006; ‘Teaching 
Anthropology Today’, organized by David 
Mills and Dimitrina Spencer at Keble College, 
Oxford, in 2008; ‘Pathways to Anthropology’, 
organized by Paul Basu and Simon Coleman 
at Sussex University in 2007; and ‘Learning, 
Livelihoods and Social Mobility: Anthropo-
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logical Perspectives on Formal and Informal 
Education’, organized by Peggy Froerer at 
Brunel in 2009.

How the theoretical account briefl y summa-
rized here and developed more extensively at 
those conferences (some of which we hope to 
see published) links with the work described 
earlier regarding anthropology in education, 
particularly the advent of the A-Level in the 
U.K., remains to be worked through. But it 
is evident that this process has both been in-
formed by, and has in turn aff ected, the ways 
in which anthropology of education is now be-
ing addressed in the U.K. The process of devel-
oping the A-level, for instance, emerged out of 
theoretical discussion about the role of an an-
thropological perspective in ‘educating’ young 
people about the world they are growing up 
into – notably regarding questions of diversity, 
personhood, representation, refl exivity, global 
and local issues – that are addressed in the 
course units in ways that might help students 
move beyond the somewhat cruder perspec-
tives and stereotypes evident in much popular 
journalism. 

In our view, the discussions that have cul-
minated in adoption of the A-Level pose ques-
tions that extend theoretical debates in the 
fi eld of anthropology of education, and will 
certainly help to reinforce the signifi cance of 
education as a subject of inquiry in the dis-
cipline as anthropologists fi nd themselves ad-
dressing more closely issues regarding the 
relationship between knowledge and learning 
that these debates raise. For instance, the is-
sue signalled above regarding the role of pro-
fessional associations in developing common 
ground for research and practitioner constitu-
encies in the fi eld of education and anthropol-
ogy will play out further here, as educational 
ma  ers take a more prominent role. At the 
same time, the debates about what counts as 
anthropology and the relationship between 
‘doing ethnography’ and adopting an ‘eth-
nographic perspective’, raised by Green and 
Bloome above, will be to some extent re-framed 

in terms of their implications for what it is ap-
propriate for pre-university students to learn. 
The individual investigation included in Unit 
4 of the A-Level has already raised questions 
for diff erent members of the Education Com-
mi  ee as to what it is appropriate for ‘non 
anthropologists’ to learn about the discipline 
and its methods. These debates will fi lter in 
turn into the teaching and examining teams 
concerned with the A-Level, and fi nd their way 
also into university anthropology departments. 
And the relationship anthropology wants to 
have to the wider public, including how to 
overcome its ‘impaired visibility’ or the ste-
reotypes it would wish to challenge, will also 
raise questions of an educational kind. The 
questions asked by Eriksen (2006) regarding 
how anthropologists might ‘engage’ with the 
wider public will demand a more focused 
discussion on how the ‘public’ have ‘learned’ 
about anthropological issues, and how a more 
professional input might help to challenge 
dominant and distorted perceptions. An an-
thropology of education will have a signifi cant 
role to play here, and this role will in fact have 
to be closely linked with the work of anthro-
pology in education that has been the main 
subject of this article. 

The account here, then, provides a classic 
example of the ‘case study’ approach whereby 
anthropologists a  empt to provide rich descrip-
tion of key features of cultural activity in order 
to draw out more general principles (Mitchell 
1984). We are, however, acutely aware that we 
have cut across one moment in an ongoing pro-
cess, and that we have raised more questions 
than we have answered. Our case study has 
led into a complex of questions surrounding 
anthropology in and of education; the capac-
ity of anthropology to intervene in education 
policy and curricula and in the public sphere; 
and the role of professional associations in bro-
kering connections and conversations across 
the various boundaries. Issues such as these 
will surely require us to consider, over a longer 
timescale and in greater depth, the implications 
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for the discipline as a whole of the initiatives 
described here, as they develop and spread. 
Along the way – as with all anthropological re-
search – yet more questions will be raised and 
new concepts need to be fashioned to make 
sense of the experience of locating anthropol-
ogy in pre-university sites, as it emerges in the 
next few years.
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Notes

1. The ‘Swann Report’ (Department of Education 
and Science 1985) was the fi nal report of the Com-
mi  ee of Enquiry into the Education of Children 
from Ethnic Minority Groups. The report advo-
cated a multicultural education system for all 
schools, regardless of institutions, location, age-
range or ethnicity of staff /students.

2. In August 2009, the QCA was replaced by the 
Qualifi cations and Curriculum Development 
Agency (QCDA), the role of which is to ‘develop 
the curriculum, improve and deliver assessments, 
and review and reform qualifi cations’ (www.qcda
.gov.uk/aboutus.aspx). In England, QCA’s regu-
latory role has been taken over by the Offi  ce of 
the Qualifi cations and Examinations Regulator 
(Ofqual).
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