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Paul Willis’ Learning to Labour (1977) is one of the most famous examples of
ethnographic research in sociology. Rather than collecting large-scale statistical data,
Willis chose to spend time with a small group of working-class boys in a Midlands
secondary school. His aim was to understand their attitudes, behaviours, and culture
from their own point of view. This approach, known as ethnography, relies on methods
such as participant observation, interviews, and detailed field notes.

Sampling and Generalisability

Willis’ research focused on a very small sample: just 12 boys, whom he called “the
lads,” from one school. He spent time with them both inside and outside of school,
observing their behaviour in classrooms, corridors, and leisure spaces. While this
allowed Willis to build a very detailed picture of the lads’ culture, it also meant that
his findings are difficult to generalise. A group of 12 boys cannot be said to represent
all working-class youth in Britain at the time, let alone today. This small sample raises
questions about how far his conclusions can be applied beyond this one group.

Researcher Bias

A key issue in ethnographic research is that the researcher’s own values can influence
their interpretation of what they see. Many critics have suggested that Willis
sympathised with the lads and was drawn to their humour and rebellion. His account
sometimes reads as if he admired their creativity in resisting authority, which may
have led him to present their actions in a more positive light than they deserved. This
highlights the problem of subjectivity in qualitative research: the researcher is never a
neutral observer but brings their own perspective into the study.

Gender and Representation

Another limitation of Willis’ methodology is his decision to focus exclusively on boys.
By choosing only male participants, he ignored the experiences of girls, whose
subcultures and relationships with school may have been very different. Feminist
researchers such as Angela McRobbie and Jenny Garber later criticised Willis for this
omission, pointing out that girls were largely invisible in early subcultural studies.
Including female participants could have given a more balanced picture of how
working-class youth experienced education and culture.

Ethics

Ethical questions also arise in Willis” methodology. While he built trust with the lads, it
is unclear how much they understood about how their words and behaviour would
later be published. Ethnography often involves close relationships and informal
conversations, which can blur the lines of informed consent. Furthermore, by
publishing an account that portrayed the lads as disruptive and anti-school, Willis may
have shaped how others (including teachers, policymakers, or the wider public)
viewed them. This raises concerns about whether his research protected the dignity
and privacy of participants.
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Resistance or Reproduction?

Although this relates partly to findings, it also connects to Willis’ interpretation of the
lads’ culture. His methodology emphasised close observation of their everyday
interactions, which he read as forms of resistance to school authority. However,
critics argue that his focus on resistance may have overshadowed the ways in which
the lads’ actions reinforced their working-class position rather than challenging it.
This again links back to the issue of researcher bias: was Willis too eager to interpret
what he saw as resistance because he admired it, rather than fully acknowledging its
consequences?

Comparisons with Other Ethnographies

Compared with other ethnographic studies, Willis’ work shows both strengths and
weaknesses. For example, Phil Cohen (1972) also studied working-class youth but paid
more attention to the wider social and economic context of urban change. Sarah
Thornton (1995), in contrast, examined rave and dance cultures, introducing concepts
like “subcultural capital” to explain status and identity. By comparison, Willis’ study is
narrower and more localised, but also richer in detail about the lived experiences of a
single group. This shows how ethnography can produce very different insights
depending on the group studied and the researcher’s focus.

Modern Relevance

If Willis conducted the same research today, the experiences of working-class youth
would likely be very different. Changes in the labour market, such as the decline of
traditional manual jobs, would affect how young people viewed school and work.
Social media and digital culture would also play a huge role in shaping identity and
resistance. Ethnography might still be one of the best ways to capture these
experiences, as it allows for deep engagement with young people’s everyday lives, but
it would need to adapt to new contexts and ethical expectations.

Conclusion

Willis’ Learning to Labour is as much a study of methodology as it is of working-class
culture. His use of ethnography provided a vivid account of school life, but it also
raised important questions about sampling, bias, representation, and ethics. For
sociology students, the study illustrates both the power and the limitations of
ethnographic research. By critically examining how Willis conducted his research, we
can better understand not only the lads’ culture but also the challenges faced by any
sociologist who attempts to study youth subcultures in depth.
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COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS

Sampling and Generalisability

How does the fact that Willis studied only 12 boys in one Midlands school affect the
validity and generalisability of his findings?

Researcher Bias

Willis seemed sympathetic to the lads. How might his own values and attitudes have
influenced the way he interpreted their behaviour?

Gender and Representation

Why is it significant that Willis focused only on boys? How might the findings have
been different if girls had been included?

Ethics

Do you think the lads fully understood how their actions and attitudes would be
written about?

Was it ethical for Willis to publish critical findings that might affect how they were
seen by others?
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COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS

Resistance or Reproduction?

Did Willis overemphasise the lads’ culture as a form of resistance?

To what extent were their actions simply reproducing inequality rather than
challenging it?

Comparisons

How does Willis’ ethnography compare with other ethnographic studies of youth
subcultures, such as Cohen (1972) or Thornton (1995)?

What strengths and weaknesses emerge when you compare them?

Modern Relevance

If a researcher conducted a similar study today, how might the experiences of
working-class youth be different?

Would ethnography still be the best method to capture these experiences?
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