
Since the 1920s, significant research has been conducted globally on the culture of education,
including how it is “transmitted, acquired, transformed, and resisted, as well as how culture
creates and sustains both belonging and marginalization.²” Anthropologists recognize that
students absorb sensory input and behave in ways consistent with the cultural worlds around
them. They consider cross-cultural methods of teaching and learning across the globe. They
understand that teaching approaches vary from memorization and repetition to creative and
analytical thinking, while student learning styles and preferences range from independent action
to collaborative activity. 

Why an anthropologist is well suited for careers in school administration

Administrator decisions impact school behavioral expectations,
learning goals, distribution of resources, and safety, among other
features of school and district culture. Understanding the greater
community surrounding a school can help school districts develop
appropriate educational policy, spearhead performance, and
navigate funding. Anthropologists bring expertise including: 

Heightened awareness of demographics and beliefs within the
school community along with the ability to analyze data to
address issues affecting barriers to student achievement and
student outcomes

Why an anthropologist is well suited for teaching careers

Building a Career in K-12
Education and Beyond

Are you one of those special people attracted to teaching and learning? Working as an
educator is an opportunity to help leave an impact on the lives of learners and the
districts in which they live. Pedagogy, defined as how knowledge and skills are
conveyed, is an attractive career for anthropologists due to the variation in student
ages, cultural contexts, and teaching and learning processes.
 
Anthropology allows you to see classrooms and schools as communities through a
unique lens as an educator, whether in the U.S. or abroad.¹ In the U.S., many work in
Kindergarten through 12th grade. Anthropology-trained educators also apply their
knowledge, skills, and experience with teachers and staff, or in school administration.
Some career paths extend beyond primary and secondary schools, especially in the
nonprofit sector.

Anthropologists can highlight cultural similarities and diversity in their teaching and are
positioned to recognize and defuse conflict when it arises. They are also aware of cross-cultural
benchmarking (e.g., Programme for International Student Assessment—PISA) and can evaluate
how well their own students compare with their peers in applying what they have learned to
problem solving. 

https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/pisa-scores-by-country
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Problem diagnosis and problem solving resulting from a review of policies and procedures
that can bring greater uniformity across school districts
Ability to build rapport and partner effectively with fellow adults—school staff, parents,
community members, social service agencies, law enforcement, municipal officials, district
leadership, and policy and academic experts—to address gaps in learning, parental and
community involvement, and resources

Educational Requirements

Teachers, Coaches, and Extracurricular Advisors need at least a Bachelor’s degree in a field
of K-12 education and education classes. In the U.S., credential requirements vary by state,
with some states offering alternative routes into teaching. During their careers, many teachers
take courses to gain specific credentials (e.g., special education) and/or an advanced degree. 
Educational Specialists: Librarians, social workers, counselors, speech therapists, special
education teachers, English-language-learner specialists, and guidance counselors among
others are expected to possess at least a Master’s degree in their field and be certified by the
state in which they work.
Aides/paraprofessionals and IT professionals may have or be working toward a Bachelor’s
degree, though it may not be required for their roles.
Administrators hold an advanced degree in a field of education. Many have a Master’s degree
plus additional credits, while some hold a doctorate—typically an Ed.D. Entry into school
administration usually requires primary or secondary teaching experience. Experts in
educational policy, curriculum specialists, and crisis management experts also hold advanced
degrees.

Interests and Skills Contributing to Success

Desire for the role 
Subject matter expertise 
Interest in students and their development
Interpersonal skills with students, staff, and other interpersonal 
Ability to manage multiple tasks simultaneously
Creativity to identify and implement individualized learning strategies
Adaptive to new conditions and situations (e.g., school and district initiatives, student needs,
technologies) 

Potential Benefits

Educator roles are largely social, with opportunities for direct impact on: 
Students through teaching, coaching, and advising
Parents through one-on-one discussions, meetings, and social media 
Community members through town halls, board meetings, and social media

Teachers and educational specialists manage musical programs, sport teams, competitive
academic teams, and clubs in which meaning can be found, and sometimes extra pay
Administrators have opportunities to meet and interact with area colleagues, educational
experts, and community members.

https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/ACRN-What-can-you-do-with-a-degree-in-anthropology-07.23.2024.pdf
https://teach.com/careers/become-a-teacher/teaching-credential/state-requirements/


If you have or are earning a master’s degree or a doctorate, or are already a teacher, you may
envision yourself working to improve teaching and learning beyond a single classroom or a single
school. Anthropologists are well-suited to be educational researchers working with teachers and
administrators to help schools and school systems work better for learners and their families. This
work also requires understanding the local and global contexts of schools and school systems,
people’s personal and cultural perspectives, and how people interact in networks and small
groups. It also necessitates research skills and/or skills in mobilizing groups of people to make
change.
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There are financial benefits (e.g., salary, health care, retirement), though these benefits and
union protection vary by school district and state 
The school day generally starts early and ends by mid-to-late afternoon, a schedule that can
align with parents’ workdays. 

Potential Drawbacks

Low levels of parental involvement may affect student outcomes, which teachers and
administrators often find frustrating
Language barriers between teachers and their students, and parents, may create challenges
that must be overcome
School initiatives, policies, and practices may change over time along with school
administrators, potentially causing disruption and adjustment by school personnel, students,
and parents
To earn a full pension, teachers and administrators must remain employed in the state
education system for their career, making it challenging to change careers. 

Work Beyond Classroom Teaching and School Administration

Many anthropologists studying schooling have had teaching/research positions in university
schools of education, sociology departments or anthropology departments. However, there are
also opportunities to build an education research career—or a career as an education change
agent—by working for a “school improvement organization”  such as the examples on the next
page. Organizations such as Candid can help you learn more about specific nonprofits linked to
education.
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https://candid.org/?utm_term=candid&utm_campaign=&utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&hsa_kw=candid&hsa_net=adwords&hsa_ad=805335283816&hsa_tgt=kwd-301669635101&hsa_acc=7561599582&hsa_cam=23749661517&hsa_src=g&hsa_ver=3&hsa_mt=e&hsa_grp=198173488689&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=23749661517&gbraid=0AAAAAC9lIFbcqQ7OvlKLpMaQlZwmA-_Z2&gclid=CjwKCAjwmozTBhAeEiwAkEGZzmQYOtWCzDdmCOQ00F9gRxEClS4nVFaID-moR517AfSVxSEQK6LrjRoCAPAQAvD_BwE
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Anthropologists recognize that learning occurs everywhere, not just in schools. In almost every
community, there are nonprofit organizations that work directly with or alongside schools. Some
provide before or after school programs in areas such as sports or music and art, while others
focus on empowering students as leaders and change agents, taking on community projects
such as park cleanup and restoration, community safety, and more. A Google search for “non-
profit organizations, [city, state]” will yield a surprising number of local organizations. 

Anthropologists may also find employment in the private and public sectors. For example,
corporate positions and consulting may be of interest (e.g., leadership training, development of
educational materials, innovation programs for children/teens). Similarly, positions within state
and federal government may value anthropological skills (e.g., ethnographic research, policy,
evaluation).
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