
Anthro 340: Living in a Pluralistic World 
First paper: Initial impressions of your Service Learning experience 

 
Purposes: To experience not only the practical side of participant observation as you do 
your service learning work, but also the intellectual aspect of intentional observation, 
noting interesting patterns, creating hypotheses, and testing them against further 
observations. To record your first impressions for comparison with your more 
experienced views by the end of the semester. To begin to experience another culture, 
even if it is just a subtly different one based on class, age, or ethnicity. 
 

What you do: Do your Service Learning training and one or two sessions of the practical 
work. Observe attentively, paying particular attention to matters that might be related to 
the cultures of the people who run the program. Think about why things are as they are 
(that is, how you might explain them), and what you might do in future sessions to check 
your hypotheses and to improve the situation if it is less than perfect. 
 

Write a 3-4 page (double-spaced) paper describing your experience, initial impressions, 
hypotheses, and plans for future observations and actions. There are more details about 
these themes  below. Identify the program you are in, but use pseudonyms (false names) 
for individuals, to reduce any possible embarrassment or concerns about privacy. Keep 
track of your pseudonyms, so you can use the same ones in future papers if necessary. 
 

Due date: Monday, October 17. This supercedes the earlier date in the syllabus. 
 

How to submit the paper: The paper must be submitted BOTH on paper, AND as a 
computer file, either attached to an email to me (there is an "email me" button on the 
class website) or on a floppy disk, CD, or ZIP disk. I will return the paper copy with 
comments and a grade, along with your disk, if any. The paper copy is due in class. The 
computer file OF THE IDENTICAL PAPER is due by midnight of that day. I must have 
BOTH versions to give you credit. If you email the file, I will reply. If you do not get a 
reply within 48 hours, I have probably not received it. Try again. While I will be 
forgiving about the deadline for the file, it is your responsibility to ensure that it reaches 
me. Please name the file in this format: 

340-05f-FirstPaper-(lastname)(firstname) 
Your word processor may add a 3-letter file extension. Example: 

340-05f-FirstPaper-SmithJohn.doc 
If you send me a preliminary draft to comment on, use the same format but add -draft 
after your name. 
 

Overlap with other courses: It is OK to use bits of the journal or other assignments you 
have written for the other two courses in this thematic block. In order to cover the issues 
below, however, you will have to write a mostly original paper. 
 

Subjects to cover in the paper: 
 

• Briefly describe the Service Learning program you are participating in. 
• Briefly characterize the cultures (or micro-cultures) of the people who run the 

program, and of the people who receive the services. Do they differ from each other, 
or from your own culture? How do they differ - by ethnicity, age, class, education, 
dialect, etc.? What effect, if any, does this seem to have on interactions between 
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people? If cultural differences do not immediately seem important, what might you 
look for to check more closely? 

• Note anything that seems surprising, strange, different, confusing, senseless, difficult, 
or uncomfortable for you or someone else. These may be clues to differences in 
culture; can you explain any of them in this way? These initial observations will be 
interesting to revisit later in the semester, when you have become more familiar with 
the situation and have a clearer understanding of what is going on. 

• Note the things that seem to work smoothly, and those that do not. Why? 
• Note any problems in communication, differing values, or other issues that could stem 

from differences in the cultures of people involved in the program. How might you 
explain these problems? What might you do in future sessions to check your 
hypotheses? What might you do in future sessions to make the situation work better if 
it is less than perfect? 

• Formulate some questions about what is going on, and propose some hypotheses that 
might explain some of what you observe. Middleton's three approaches to 
understanding culture may provide some guidance for formulating your hypothetical 
explanations, or you could choose other approaches. 

• Suggest some specific things you will watch for to try to answer these questions and/or 
evaluate whether or not your hypotheses are correct. For checking hypotheses, one 
useful approach is to consider propositions like "If this explanation is correct, then I 
should expect to see x, y, or z other things that would also result from it" and "if this 
explanation is not correct, then I might see x, y, or z that would contradict it." Another 
approach is to specify particular kinds of interactions that you will observe in order to 
see how the subject plays out, like "Since I hypothesize that x cultural difference 
between Mr. A and Ms. B causes y effect, it will be interesting to see if the same 
difference between Mr. A. and Ms. C has a similar result, or if the different 
combination of cultures among Mr. D and Ms. E has the same or a different result." 
There are many other possible variations and approaches that can work, too. 

• Suggest some specific things that you will try doing in future sessions in order to see if 
they improve your interactions or effectiveness. 

 
These points may overlap, and there are many ways that you might present them. 
Different people will have more to say about some than others. In any case, please don't 
just describe your experiences. Instead, try to interpret or explain your observations, and 
suggest ways that you will check your interpretations in future sessions.  
 
Good luck! 


