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1.Introduction 

My name is Josefine Wagner. As I have learnt at this year’s ECER conference in 

Copenhagen, ethnographers should introduce and position themselves first before they present 

their work. Therefore, I will firstly give some insight into my persona and where I am coming 

from within the academic field before I read my paper. I am an Early Stage Researcher at the 

University of Lower Silesia in Wroclaw Poland. I am a Marie Skludowska Curie Research 

Fellow in the European Doctorate in Teacher Education. This is a phd program in which five 

partner universities have joined forces to provide 15 researchers with interinstitutional 

research opportunities within Europe. I am therefore affiliated with the University of Lower 

Silesia and the University of Innsbruck. Together with these two and the University of 

Lisbon, ELTE University in Budapest and Masaryk University in Brno the common 

framework of Transformative Teacher Learning for better Student Learning within an 

Emerging European Context has been developed. My research topic, therefore, has inform all 

three of these ambitious pillars. Professor Hana Cervinkova, the rector of the University of 

Lower Silesia, is my supervisor and has warmly recommended me to apply to this conference 

which I am happy to be now a part of. She sends her well-wishes to the organizers, especially 

prof. Havlicek, prof. Soukup, prof. Luzny and prof. Dopita, and all participants.     

 Before EDiTE, I completed my Referendariat, the German state-certified teaching 

qualification, at a secondary school in Berlin. I am an English and History teacher by 

profession. During my teacher education I was confronted with the political decision of 

implementing the inclusion of children with disabilities in the German mainstream school 

system – a system that builds like all German-speaking educational institutions highly on 

segregating students by performance from an early age. Sadly, Germany and Austria range 

very high in OECD studies that show to which extent parental education determines the 

success of children in school. I approach education systems from a power critical perspective. 

Therefore, I have chosen Critical Disability Studies and the social model of disability to be 

my main source of inspiration from which I observe the different schooling cultures that I 
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have encountered up to this point. Unlike the biological model which regards disability as a 

deviation from the norm that is situated within the individual, the social model focuses on 

barriers that disable the individual on top of his or her impairment. My doctoral project, 

therefore reads: Struggling for Educational Justice in Disabling Societies: A Comparative 

Ethnography of Inclusive Schooling Practices in Poland, Austria, and Germany. Before I 

venture into the main part of my paper which approaches the question of what makes a school 

ethnography ethnographical, I would like to ask you to share with me anything that comes to 

your mind that you see problematic about my work or that you think I need to clarify along 

the way of writing my dissertation. Thank you very much. I am not an experienced 

ethnographer and I hope to be able to draw from your expertise.  

2.Generation AMS  

 In my paper I argue that the ethnographical in school ethnography is the 

interwovenness between schooling practices and schooling context. Pedagogical practices that 

have grown into routines and matter-of-fact explanations for failure or success of students 

visible and perceivable to the participant observer can only be made readable and describable 

with close attention paid to the spatial and historical context in which these practices have 

come to develop and found representation in the observable acts of day-to-day classroom 

interactions, as well as remarks in the hallways among colleagues, the utensils and the 

artifacts that decorate the common spaces. Now, this might not be news to someone like 

Erickson who derived from Malinowski that “most of what happens inside the school is 

somehow related to what happens outside it”
1
. Nonetheless, the following insights into my 

research will serve to emphasize this notion and intends to back it up.   

 Ethnographers are traditionally interested in writing about nations –ethnos and grapho-

but the definition of a “social network forming a corporate identity in which social relations 

are regulated by customs” is very well applicable to what can be encountered in schools.
2
 

There is usually a more or less elaborated pedagogical program or motto that a school has set 

for itself, even if it’s only: “We speak German here”, there are routines that students have 

internalized, school starts at 8am and ends by 2pm, there are rules and regulations that 

coordinate the hierarchy between students, teachers, and other pedagogical and administrative 

members of staff, like: kids sit – teachers stand, all the teachers gather in the staff room – the 

director has an entire office for her-/himself, the pedagogues have no room at all. During my 

field research at an Austrian primary school from March to July 2017, I have repeatedly asked 
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myself what I see with the methods of ethnography, i.e. participant observations, field notes, 

interviews, memos and document analyses that I would not be able to catch with other types 

of qualitative or quantitative research. Now, that I go through the data analysis and struggle 

with writing the actual ethnography, I come to the conclusion that Graham and Farnell quite 

aptly summarize an answer to this question: “We gain information about a context in which a 

piece of language has been used and use this information to form hypotheses about what that 

piece of language means and is doing. In turn, we closely study the piece of language and ask 

ourselves what we can learn about the context in which the language was used and how that 

context was construed (interpreted) by the speaker/ writer and listener(s)/ reader(s)”
3
.  

2.1The Spatial   

 During my field research, I am included in a conversation of teachers in the halls of 

the school building. The informal chat among colleagues ends with two teachers, exhausted 

and highly demotivated by the recent class test results. The shattering conclusion regarding 

the fourth grade classroom that I have been observing is that this bunch can only be called 

“Generation AMS” (Generation Unemployment Benefits). I am puzzled. What I have come to 

see in the classroom were motivated students who cried when they received bad marks, who 

punched the walls because they failed at a class test, and who competed against each other for 

success and admiration from their teachers. Moments, such as these in which the inhabitants 

of the field clearly share something that I am not aware of are Malinowski’s “Kula”
4
 which 

means they are key to understanding what those who inhibit the field have created as shared 

knowledge, as their truths. From mere observation, I would not have called the group a bunch 

of future benefit claimers, “Generation AMS”. When making the familiar strange, as Spindler 

recommends, the question arises why the teacher did not choose to focus on qualities, such as 

ambition or emotional and social intelligence when describing her students. Many of them 

speak up to three languages, have siblings that they take care of whilst doing their homework 

and studying hard for the exams. Through the remarks of the teachers, the context in which 

this school and its pupils are situated becomes dominant. The mismatch between students’ 

behavior and teachers’ verdict becomes accessible to me. The school is located in the poorest 

area of the town, outside of the main city, framed by multi-story houses, inhabited by 

migrants and often-times benefit seekers or low-sector workers. A look at the attendance list 

reveals two names that sound German which means quite rightly that the rest of the class, 17 

children, have a migration background that can be located on the Balkans, in Turkey or North 
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Africa. A stroll through the neighborhood one morning in search for a bakery ends in a failed 

attempt. There is no infrastructure, no space-making for communication or exchange in this 

district. Upon asking the teachers where they go for their morning coffees, they shrug their 

shoulders: “We just come here for work. We don’t live here. We live in the villages outside of 

town.” The separation that teachers seek from those that don’t perform, those that don’t fit 

becomes obvious not only by the way they describe the classroom behavior of their students 

as unsuccessful, despicable, violent and hopeless but also by their avoidance of shared spaces 

in and around the school. When the bell rings to end the school day, the kids are on their own. 

I observe moments of struggle that a child with a hearing impairment has to understand the 

tasks. The teacher remains indifferent. Girl, Kurdish, and disabled? She is too different to be 

noticed. The anonymous whole has failed already, in the eyes of the teacher so what does 

another deviant matter to the whole? Despite the fact that some children will even attend the 

academic Gymnasium, the class as a community with all its accumulations of the different, 

the non-Austrian, overshadows any differentiation.         

 The United Nations Convention on the Rights of People with Disability, which urges 

states to grant free, quality primary and secondary education to all children, was ratified by 

Austria in 2009. Recognizing by law that disability has a place in mainstream schools creates 

protection against discrimination and forces accountability upon educators. However, 

grasping the state of inclusive classroom practices and the meaning that is constructed around 

disability within mainstream education requires, I argue, a methodological approach that 

breaks with considering the context in which research takes place as temporally and spatially 

neutral, which allows for narrations and observations to be considered as episteme, and which 

is essentially informed by normative principles. It also acknowledges another component that 

US American legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw and co-founder of the African American 

Policy Forum has repeatedly called attention to in her works on intersectionality. As a Black 

feminist, she calls for addressing: “[…] how structures make certain identities the 

consequence of and the vehicle for vulnerability.” In search of these structures, she 

recommends to ask “What are the policies? What are the institutional structures that play a 

role in contributing to the exclusion of some people and not others?”
5
 In her talk on 

“intersectional erasure”, Crenshaw speaks of the prototype of discrimination that policy 

makers have in their mind when they operate. She warns that often times a failure of 

expanding the prototype to see the “contours of women’s contexts” leads to blindness towards 
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certain issues: “Where the prototype doesn’t fit, the issue doesn’t get included”. Where race 

issues are addressed, particular attention to the vulnerability that women are exposed it may 

not be factored into policy measures. Where we look only for the exclusion of children with a 

diagnosed status of a biological or cognitive impairment, we fail to see the disabling moments 

right in front of our noses. The authors of the National Austrian Education report from 2012 

speak of triple discrimination which disabled women with a migration background face. Non-

Austrian females from the deaf community are disproportionally high affected by sexual 

harassment and abuse.
6
 Special schools exhibit the largest numbers of children with a 

migration background in Austria. Children whose mother tongue is not German run high risks 

of entering special schools very early in their schooling career since they do not pass school 

entry examinations. Special schools are celebrated as a professional trade of a long tradition 

by the teachers’ union in Austria.  

2.2The Historical 

Indeed, the segregation of children that are “different” has been practiced much longer than 

inclusive school projects that courageous parents from the Vienna region have fought for 

since the 1980s. Tyrol’s dark history of segregation and murder of people with disabilities 

during Fascism has not stood warningly over the practice of special schooling that the United 

Nations monitoring report repeatedly criticizes. The T4 Aktion, the systematic killing of  

people with disabilities led to over 800 deaths of children and adults in Tyrol and the castle 

Hartheim near Linz. At Hartheim, 30.000 people with disabilities were deemed unfit for life 

and killed until 1944. The NS euthanasia program was orchestrated and carried out by 

Austrian and German medical officials in Tiergartenstrasse4, in Berlin as well as on the 

grounds of the Austrian state. Up to 400 Tyrolians were considered “hereditary defective” and 

therefore sterilized between 1940 and 1945. Only in 2011, the mass grave of 220 people was 

excavated on Tyrolian hospital grounds of a former psychiatric clinic which proved the thesis 

that also in Tyrol medical institutions euthanasia killings had taken place and not only at 

castle Hartheim by Linz.
7
 These unearthed truths have not been widely acknowledged in 

Austrian society which is why, in my opinion the outspoken discrimination against people 

with disabilities has not found larger critical resonance within the Austrian general public. 

Discourse in education politics is overshadowed by references to an allegedly successful and 

appropriate special pedagogy practice for these kinds of people that should not be disturbed 

by an educational trend, such as inclusion. The primary school that I have visited bears 
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witness to historically-grown notions that are de-facto inhuman and that have not been 

confronted within a larger national consciousness. 

     3. Ethnography and Foucauldian Discourse Anaylsis 

 Returning to the question of ethnography in education, I want to close my paper by 

illuminating the fit that I see between ethnography and Foucauldian discourse analysis for 

reading, analyzing and theoretically grounding the data. The notion of an incongruence 

between the image in my mind and the thing that presents itself to me, as expressed by 

Crenshaw and her example of “intersectional erasure” is reminiscent to some extent of notions 

that can be found in Kantian transcendental realism. In Critique of Pure Reason, Kant writes 

that an object cannot be perceived without making use of the senses.
8
 It is therefore never 

truly perceivable “as it is” but always only recognized through a sort of veil woven by 

concepts and the quality of perception, i.e. the quality of seeing/ reading/ interpreting that one 

has acquired. The idea of the impenetrability of what really is, has been taken up by 

ethnographers, like Paul Willis who has turned the unknowability of the social world into an 

argument in favor of ethnographic work. Through the tools of ethnography, he claims he was 

able to “respond descriptively and theoretically to a real and difficult level of social existence 

whilst resisting tendencies towards empiricism, naturalism and objectification of the 

subject.“
9
 These elaborations on how the social is not always graspable by mere recognition 

of its particular constituents, but rather determined by something else, leads me to 

susceptibility for Foucauldian reasoning. This means to warm to the notion of power relations 

and to pay attention to how power finds its expression through practices. Foucault diverges 

from classical critical theorists in that he does not see power concentrated in the hands of 

specific groups of society, e.g. the bourgeoisie, but entirely context-dependent. He focuses on 

“existing constitutions and their associated institutions […] which appear to be both neutral 

and independent […] and a focus on conflict and on power relations as the most effective 

point of departure for the fight against dominations”. Through Foucauldian discourse analysis, 

attention can be paid to conflict and power relations in apparently neutral and independent 

education institutions, such as schools, on the one hand, and to the context-given 

particularities that are pointed at by micro-level manifestations in the “day-to-day dilemmas”, 

speaking with Thea Abu El-Haj, observable in classroom interactions and school discourses. 
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