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CIFAS Field School in Ethnographic Research Methods 

July 20 to 31, 2026 – Teachers College, Columbia University, New York 

This report is submitted as part of the PIANOFORTE Travel Grant for Early Career Researchers. 
PIANOFORTE supported my attendance at the CIFAS Field School of Ethnographic Methods offered 
by the COMITAS Institute at Teachers College, Columbia University. The CIFAS Field School consisted 
of 10 lectures totaling 30 hours of training, with one field trip on Saturday 25th July and 3 practicals 
exercises. Each lecture includes required readings or films. In addition, and before the training 
began, participants were asked to read The mushroom at the end of the World, by Anna Tsing. The 
Field School is provided by Renzo Taddei (Field School Director) and Allison Kendra (Field School 
executive). Both instructors are researchers in social and cultural anthropology that have carried 
extended ethnographies throughout their careers. The Field School brought together 12 
international mid-career professionals and researchers. 

The first week’s lectures focused on the foundations and history of the ethnographic method. The 
instructors took a critical approach to study canonical ethnographic works, e.i. Malinowski, Mead, 
Freeman, Neale Hurtson, Taussing. In this way, they highlighted the purpose of ethnographic 
methods and, above all, the aspects of these methods that have evolved on the one hand to meet 
current standards in academic research and on the other hand to face ethical criticisms. Participants 
were asked to do two observations and one note-taking exercises at their place of choice and on 
their free time. The exercises were followed by a time of sharing between the participants which led 
to compelling discussions around our experiences, tools and techniques.  

On Saturday 25th July we took a field trip and attended the Thunderbird American Indian Powwow at 
the Queens County Farm museum. This event was the occasion for participants to be immersed in an 
unfamiliar cultural setting. We were asked to take field notes and collect different kinds of data 
(notes, pictures, videos, objects, etc.) with the objective of sharing them during the next lecture.  

The second week’s lectures focused on hands-on techniques of conducting ethnographies and 
contemporary methods. As part of the lectures and supported by mandatory readings we were 
introduced to digital and visual ethnography among others. Renzo Taddei and Allison Kendra shared 
their personal research methods by presenting their research documents. They explained how they 
collected, indexed, classified and analyzed their data. They emphasized both efficient and inefficient 
practices and how they perfected their techniques.  

Main takeaways  

- Ethnography is an iterative process between theory building and data collection. The 
researcher must go into the field with questions, not answered to be confirmed. 

- Observation methods are useful and relevant for studying economic practices 
- Classifying and indexing of data is a crucial step in ethnographic research 
- Ethnography is a method that is relevant in many fields and disciplines 


