
Students are often drawn to anthropology by discovering its intriguing potential, even if 
they do not see an obvious connection to a job upon graduation. Yet, as graduation 
approaches, the question inevitably arises: What can you do with a degree in 
anthropology? Anthropology instructors can do better than answering this question with 
vaguely encouraging platitudes such as, “Whatever you like!”

One approach that has shown great promise is to assign practitioner work in every 
course, not just courses entitled “applied” or “practicing” anthropology. Starting with 
first-year students, emphasize that much of “anthropology” occurs in workplaces where 
the majority of students will be employed after securing their degrees: industry, 
nonprofits, and government. Those workplaces represent a fieldwork frontier, an 
exploration into the distinctive worlds of organizations, employers, and clients. And, 
students will appreciate that practitioners use various formats (e.g., publications, videos, 
presentations, podcasts) to describe their career paths, experiences, and projects.

Why assign or encourage students to learn about the work 
of practicing anthropologists?

Exposing students to work which involves practical problem solving:

● Allows them to imagine a variety of projects, jobs, or careers they might pursue
● Helps students recognize that organizational leaders seek insights into how their 

workplaces can become more effective, how they can address user/consumer/patient 
concerns as well as supplier issues, and how they can contribute to society generally

● Provides students with knowledge of specific cases when presenting the value of 
anthropological perspectives to others (e.g., hiring managers, colleagues)

● Enables individual study and class discussion on how anthropological perspectives, 
approaches, methods, and insights are applied in a variety of problem-solving contexts 
beyond the classroom

● Encourages students to think critically by considering the many factors that enable and/or 
limit the effectiveness of anthropological approaches to the issues they care about

● Demonstrates to institutions, funders and, most importantly, themselves that 
anthropology’s value includes research but goes beyond it to problem solving and 
implementation of change

● Helps instructors to consider and keep up to date with practitioner work and trends that 
they might otherwise miss

Should the research, evaluation, and work experiences of practitioners be confined to courses 
in “applied” or “practicing anthropology?”

The answer is “No”!

Bringing Anthropological 
Practice into the Classroom
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● Introductory or general education courses:  Instructors might ask students to reflect on how 
anthropology’s foundational concepts and distinctive methods lend themselves to real-world 
applications. Discussion can include examples of case studies that may have affected 
students’ lives without them even knowing it. With this strategy, instructors help a variety of 
students learn about anthropology’s relevance, not just future anthropology majors or minors. 
It has the potential of encouraging all students in the class to incorporate anthropological 
perspectives and insights as they pursue careers in a variety of fields.

● Advanced, topic-specific courses:  In courses such as Medical Anthropology, Museum 
Anthropology, Environmental Anthropology, Cultural Resource Management, Business 
Anthropology and others, students could have assignments to find, read, report on, and 
debate cases in which anthropological methods and findings have addressed specific 
issues—say, pertaining to health, heritage, law and policy, and marketing. With this strategy, 
instructors highlight real-world applications of issues covered in class.

● Independent study or capstone courses:  Instructors might have students select and 
examine cases in which anthropological perspectives, approaches and insights have been 
used in problem solving. Students would follow up by reflecting on how anthropology might 
be used in tackling other problems. They could also be asked to anticipate and try to address 
obstacles they are likely to face along the way. With this strategy, instructors encourage 
students to envision how they would use their anthropological training no matter what career 
path they follow.

Help students plan for their future by:

● Introducing them to practitioner work 
and asking them to write an 
application essay or memo which 
communicates the value of their 
anthropological training in a particular 
domain of work

● Exploring the work of public figures 
(e.g., authors, politicians, activists, 
artists, actors) who have studied 
anthropology, getting them to discuss 
how the careers of these individuals 
may have been informed by 
anthropology’s core lessons

● Assigning selected autoethnographic 
readings and having students attempt 
to understand and write about some of 
their own choices and preferences in 
an anthropological way

How do you encourage the relevance of anthropological thinking and 
approaches for students after graduation? 



3

How might students practice some of the ways in which anthropological 
insights are regularly communicated outside of the classroom?

Formats might include:

● Short, compelling, and accessible articles, posts, graphics, videos, or TED-talk style 
presentations intended to communicate anthropological insights to a broad public

● Well-informed, op-ed articles that make cogent and convincing evidence-based contributions 
to ongoing debates around key public issues

● A competition along the lines of the AAA’s Three-Minute Thesis contest
● Briefing reports intended to explain anthropological insights on a specific topic, dilemma, or 

policy to an audience of non-specialists

Where do you find examples of practitioner research and 
implementation projects?

● Books advocating this approach include Anthro-Vision (Tett), Profiles of Anthropological Praxis 
(Redding and Cheney), Anthropological Praxis (Wulff and Fiske), and Business Anthropology: 
The Basics (de Waal Malefyt)

● Applied journals devoted to this kind of work include Practicing Anthropology, Journal of 
Business Anthropology, Human Organization, and others

● ACRN class projects highlight some cases which students have translated into 
Instagram-ready posts and infographics

● Ask a librarian to help students identify sources and contribute to an open access library of 
anthropology case studies

How do you find practitioners willing to talk about their projects or careers?  

● ACRN Speaker’s Bureau includes the names of scores of practitioners, their contact 
information, relevant areas of expertise, and bios

● sNAPAshots are brief career videos of practicing anthropologists which are produced by the 
National Association for the Practice of Anthropology

● Your program’s alumni can be contacted and invited to discuss how anthropology remains 
relevant to them:

○ Reach out through your university’s LinkedIn page and search for anthropology
○ Create a LinkedIn anthropology group for your department and invite alumni to link to 

it
○ Ask your campus Career Planning Office to help you connect with anthropology 

alumni
● Podcasts such as Adam Gamwell’s This Anthro Life, Anthropology in Business with Matt Artz, 

and others invite anthropologists to speak on a variety of issues including careers

https://americananthro.org/learn-teach/three-minute-thesis-competition/
https://www.amazon.com/Anthro-Vision-New-Way-Business-Life/dp/1982140976/ref=sr_1_1?crid=2H1AFNXX2CPN1&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.P9NtPbJfzf_aHDdvSA6fVrCJa8uH0D2eP0Mz-SMQ5OuGjUWOaxFJB0Fg6GBsFo815PFdQQvP0ObjWW6L6FKucjtiId8GHb9cHnjUg6-QsUY-Oq8AMZByP5ZBpC2rsHA4.nsluWCbE5cgAkuKrv4CRQXq-rMV7PToFE-VDhWKKsrs&dib_tag=se&keywords=Anthro+Vision&qid=1736989683&sprefix=anthro+vision%2Caps%2C144&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/Profiles-Anthropological-Praxis-International-Casebook/dp/1805391410/ref=sr_1_1?crid=6ET6TZZV14L0&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.BDr3O2Vyn-DKHWBI15bV2XulULUkzPJnWAYGBKpJ-q_GjHj071QN20LucGBJIEps.AE4Kg4Z8vq6JOISzF3yuDvJALg_7SuBSl3vsLE-u48k&dib_tag=se&keywords=profiles+of+anthropological+praxis&qid=1736989756&sprefix=Profiles+of+Anthropological%2Caps%2C125&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/Anthropological-Praxis-Translating-Knowledge-Action/dp/0367013762/ref=sr_1_1?crid=E72ND4WLWTIJ&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.YSl1q3zpLP6LBn6vLNnf37CLJ_iZMkL2EXh2z70FNmU.2vnU5SNUuVw5uInUDdIXi3QaazBcIUCbQXilICj-SPc&dib_tag=se&keywords=Shirley+fiske+and+Robert+Wulff&qid=1736989829&sprefix=shirley+fiske+and+robert+wulff%2Caps%2C120&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/Business-Anthropology-Timothy-Waal-Malefyt/dp/1032416084/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1ZMDJZGASXVBZ&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.qUKxxvlTZmtzPBUEJKrHBu9ZJQoZBXYgLFtqeqnmHw2k-cTOGKIpP0ZILH_XrRmehesoFfXznzB8hlZYCI__fHBfnPRTPCASCgSWteoxN_KgA2lTefLgwfelZ1la7MqVwEUrA56V65H7wz2QBhbbH4BGKU3V4a0Veoz8cXIj5p_VZaJrwPglOR_hMhd_4-JVYdcKjaf2mS_AvmCPA1SrTfq16raOY-GFDV0hCvpijdE.RoP7gNzb3RZOGUP3e2siPHlAvYIHL7AMh01wAMDWQc4&dib_tag=se&keywords=business+anthropology+the+basics&qid=1737043010&sprefix=Business+Anthropolo%2Caps%2C83&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/Business-Anthropology-Timothy-Waal-Malefyt/dp/1032416084/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1ZMDJZGASXVBZ&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.qUKxxvlTZmtzPBUEJKrHBu9ZJQoZBXYgLFtqeqnmHw2k-cTOGKIpP0ZILH_XrRmehesoFfXznzB8hlZYCI__fHBfnPRTPCASCgSWteoxN_KgA2lTefLgwfelZ1la7MqVwEUrA56V65H7wz2QBhbbH4BGKU3V4a0Veoz8cXIj5p_VZaJrwPglOR_hMhd_4-JVYdcKjaf2mS_AvmCPA1SrTfq16raOY-GFDV0hCvpijdE.RoP7gNzb3RZOGUP3e2siPHlAvYIHL7AMh01wAMDWQc4&dib_tag=se&keywords=business+anthropology+the+basics&qid=1737043010&sprefix=Business+Anthropolo%2Caps%2C83&sr=8-1
https://anthrocareerready.net/for-instructors/class-projects/
https://anthrocareerready.net/for-instructors/class-projects/
https://anthrocareerready.net/speakers-bureau/find-a-speaker/
https://practicinganthropology.org/blog/snapashots-conversations-with-professional-practicing-and-applied-anthropologists/
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/ACRN-Fostering-Alumni-Student-Connections-on-LinkedIn-3122024.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/@AnthroLife
https://www.mattartz.me/podcasts/anthropology-in-business-with-matt-artz/

