Assess the strengths and limitations of participant observation for the study of labelling in schools.







(20 marks)
Participant Observation (PO) is a method favoured and used by Interpretivists researchers.  Interpretivists believe it is inappropriate to study people in a scientific way.  Their aim is to recognise humans have feelings and emotions which can influence their actual behaviour, believing there is no such thing as an ‘objective reality’.  Interpretivists try to explore the depth of different social groups through PO as they believe it is an accurate means of understanding the meaning behind the behaviour.  PO can be done either through overt or covert.  Labelling theory is the analysis of the social processes involved in the social attribution of negative characteristics to individuals or groups of people.  
One example of PO in education is the study conducted by Mac an Ghail.  It was found that male teachers showed a propensity to look girls up and down in a sexual way.  This was termed the ‘male gaze’.  This was used as a form of male surveillance which reinforced heterosexual masculinity and turns the girls from pupils into sex objects.  What’s more, the study showed that teachers often told boys off for ‘behaving like girls’, teasing them when they gained lower marks than girls, reinforcing the gender domains which exist within the hidden curriculum; that is the set of values and attitudes which are embodied in the organization of schools, being implicitly conveyed to pupils.  Given that the school is a main institution of socialisation, the fact that the teachers were behaving like this meant that these behaviours could likely be transmitted to the pupils.
Another example is Wright, who observed the classroom interactions of over 1000 pupils and teachers.  This enabled her to see how teachers actually behaved towards their pupils – rather than how they claimed they behaved.  As a result, she witnessed how teachers sometimes labelled Asian pupils negatively.  This could be exhibited through teachers expressing disapproval, be it of their customs or through mispronunciation of their names. She found that despite the school’s apparent commitment to equal opportunities, they held ‘ethnocentric views’; that is they took for granted English culture and used language superior to that of the Asian students.  
However, with this method Wright cannot hide her presence in the classroom.  Therefore, her overt method may have influenced the teacher’s behaviour; this is known as the Hawthorne Effect.  If this occurred, Wright would not be seeing the ‘real’ behaviour, reducing the validity that she sought with the selection of this method.  

Another example would be covert observation, done by Ronald King.  Ronald King felt that children were too gullible to be interviewed and so therefore tried to avoid as much contact with them to get as much normal behaviour of them as possible.  In his study, he hid in the Wendy House that was in the classroom to try and observe them as discretely as possible.  Given that he was anxious to avoid the aforementioned Hawthorne Effect, he avoided eye contact and therefore perhaps raised validity.  However, PO can sometimes create ethical considerations.  For instance, the consent of those being observed can be considered not ethical.  Given that children are considered ‘gullible’ how do you observe them covertly?  Even if the aim is to gain insight, the possible lack of consent by the pupil’s parents undermines the integrity of the study given its highly unethical nature.  
In conclusion, Labelling can be criticized for the fact that it presents an over-deterministic account of the effects of labelling while ignoring the element of moral choice by the actors, in this case the students.  An example of this is Fuller, where it was researched that black girls reject negative labels and do much better than black boys; so labelling doesn’t always lead to failure.  Also, the person who is doing the observation will always have an impact given their race, age, and gender.  This part of the Hawthorne effect cannot be avoided, and when the aim is to gain insight into these social characteristics, it undermines overall validity.  
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