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Researcher emotions and positionality in ethnographic research: Reflections from research in primary schools.
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Abstract
This article explores mundane emotion-work in ethnographic research and its impact on researcher positionality. I show how the strained institutional context of a school can have emotional impacts on the researcher, leading to strains in positionality and emotional labour and management (Hochschild, 2012). I consider how school staff can facilitate research or create barriers in several ways. Whilst ethnographic research can be rewarding, it is not always enjoyable and can be emotionally draining. 
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Introduction 
Undertaking ethnographic fieldwork is an intensive undertaking, both physically and emotionally. Yet the importance of recognising and giving space to emotions, even if they are not the object of study itself, is often overlooked (Brecklin 2023). Both our own and our participants’ emotions can be used as tools within research. Down et al (2006) discuss the (in)sincerity when it comes to recognising or writing about emotion and relationships with participants within ethnographic work. Drawing on the concept of ‘identity work’ and ‘emotional labour’ (Hochschild 2012), Down et al discuss how emotions, such as disgust or loathing, within the field can often be buried or ignored (see also Bosco 2021). Drawing on the work of Emmerson and Pollner (2001), Down et al highlight the expectation of the analytical and aloof researcher but the reality can be far different. The tensions that exist between the closeness and distance (Geertz 1968) to the people we work with are apparent when researchers straddle two social worlds. In managing such emotions, Down et al highlight the identity work that goes into fieldwork, from trying to fit in with participants, trying to present oneself in a certain way, and even in how researchers react to participants who make them feel uncomfortable or fearful. This emotional labour is often absent in academic writing, which obscures the inherent relationality of ethnographic work and what this emotional labour might tell us about social life (Bosco 2021). 
Emotional labour has long been discussed within sociological and anthropological work. The term ‘emotional labour’ was coined by Hochschild in her influential study on airline cabin crew and how certain emotions become crucial to the job itself. Emotional labour refers to ‘the management of feeling to create a publicly observable facial and bodily display; emotional labor is sold for a wage and therefore has exchange value’ (Hochschild 2012: 30). In her work, the related terms ‘emotion work’ or ‘emotion management’ refer to the ‘same acts done in a private context where they have use value’ (Hochschild 2012: 30). Relevant here are also Hochschild’s conceptualisations of feeling rules and surface acting. Surface acting, she argues, is deceiving others (but not ourselves) about what we really feel, and feeling rules are how we think we should feel in a given situation versus how we actually feel. Thus there is a notion of certain feelings and emotions as being ‘inappropriate’ in particular contexts – something I argue is often evident in conducting research itself.
Recognising emotions in research is not new and, of course there are instances of where uncomfortable encounters in the field have much higher stakes. There are examples such as Blee’s (1998) research amongst US racist movements which highlighted the real danger and fear that can be present in ethnographic research, and Brecklin’s (2023) piece which described having conducted an interview with a man who admitted to having a weapon with him during their encounter. Less intense but still emotionally demanding aspects of research are less visible in research but are, I suggest, also significant. In this reflection piece, I focus on mundane emotion work and argue that this is, nevertheless, revealing of the emotional labour we do as researchers. 
Ethnographic research is ‘inherently relational and, thus, emotionally laden’ (Koning and Ooi 2013: 17), but this is something that rarely gets reported on – nor are the ‘awkward’ encounters that happen in ethnographic research (Koning and Ooi 2013). Scholars have noted the importance of acknowledging ‘awkward’ or uncomfortable elements of ethnographic research and the emotional labour involved in ethnographic research (e.g. Down et al 2006). However, there is still a tendency to overlook these elements of ethnography and show only the successes and positive encounters, ignoring the emotional labour and management that researchers undertake. This means that ethnographic accounts can end up ignoring the ways that researchers can be emotionally invested in research which can seep into their personal lives in uncomfortable or unwanted ways (Bonet and McWilliams 2019). 
In response to this, some have stressed the importance for reflexivity (see Bonet and McWilliams 2019) within research to focus on these untold, awkward, and emotional aspects of research as these reflect ‘everyday, felt experiences’ (Koning and Ooi 2013: 17). Koning and Ooi argue that being reflexive about such experiences ‘will allow us to better understand our research communities and further the quality and trustworthiness of our ethnographic work. Untold stories do matter’ (Koning and Ooi 2013: 18). Ethnographic research can never be fully objective, due to the level of involvement in our participants’ everyday lives, thus recognising how the researcher may shape, and be shaped by, the field we work in is central to understanding the data coming out of such work. This reflexive focus, however, has been seen by some as narcissistic navel-gazing (see Bonet and McWilliams 2019) and Behar (1996) argues that reflexivity should have some purpose and be useful. In this reflection, I will explore examples of awkward moments and how whilst paying attention to these moments is reflective of being deeply immersed in school worlds, it is important not to overlook the impacts of these moments on the researcher. What these awkward moments highlight is how institutional issues in neoliberal educational settings intensify emotional labour whilst at the same time they are revealing of organisational environments and dynamics that standard data collection might miss. This has implications for methodological practice and our understanding of the institutional pressures that schools are facing. 
Recognising one’s emotions in the field, how this impacts on us as researchers, how we collect, and analyse data is one way of being reflexive about our research practice (see Burkitt 2012 and Brecklin 2023). Brecklin highlights the role emotions have played in qualitative research but argues that the role of emotion in educational research remains generally overlooked. Brecklin highlights the assumption that researchers should somehow ‘bracket’ emotions whilst in the field – an assumption that often comes from researchers themselves. Brecklin (2023: 376) goes on to argue: ‘while I still understood researchers as positioned within social structures and histories, I also understood them as inherently emotional beings whose emotional responses to research could not be cordoned off from either their work or their lives’. Likewise, Stodulka (2015: 85) calls for the acknowledgement of the role emotions play between ethnographers and their participants as ‘as embodied social communicators’ and that recognition of the expression or suppression of emotions as ‘crucial in communicating one’s positionality within social encounters’ (Stodulka 2015: 86). Acknowledging the researcher’s emotions help make ethnographic data more transparent through the analysis process and failing to do so could distort the data, he argues.
Ethnographic work in educational environments more specifically reveals a catalogue of considerations related to researcher positionality, reflexivity, emotions, and power dynamics – and related moral and ethical dilemmas. When it comes to researcher positionality, Ng (2025) highlights how positionality is often treated as a fixed construct but, she argues, it is in fact ‘with- and in-place’ (Ng 2025: 1), stating: ‘that understanding people living in a place requires recognising our selves as constituted translocationally through that place’ (Ng 2025: 9). Context, meaning, and time are all influential on one’s positionality, rather than treating it as a tix-box exercise or a list of social facts – Ng instead highlights the changing nature of one’s positionality in the field and in relation to others. This is significant for understanding how our role as a researcher in educational settings can shift and change contextually.
Ethical dilemmas related to ethnography in educational institutions are also a significant point of consideration. Wu (2021) argues for the need to see ethnography as ‘moral experiments’ or ‘moral laboratories’, ‘because it is a space of intense social and cultural exchange that puts the possibility of interpretation in the hands of human actors and involves reflection, moral striving, and self-transformation’ (Wu 2021: 107). Understanding research in this way brings with it a certain vulnerability, Wu argues, and sheds light on the moral dilemmas within the field. This may be recognition not only of the wider institutional forces which may impact on our research and our participants, but also the ethical and moral imperative to writing up these encounters into fieldwork as important to avoid sanitising difficult fieldwork encounters. 
Reacting to or confronting ethical dilemmas in the field is something Chandras (2025) grappled with in her research in India, highlighting further how power dynamics are deeply embedded into research. Chandras highlights the moral tension between witnessing physical discipline in a school, yet not wanting to jeopardise her access to the schools she was working with. Chandras reflects on her feelings of powerlessness to challenge not only the corporal punishment she was witnessing on the ground, but also to change the unequal neoliberal education system she was researching. Ultimately, she reveals how her methodological training left her feeling unprepared for the ‘ethical paradox’ (Chandras 2025: 7) she found herself in.  
Feeling unprepared for the realities of fieldwork is discussed by Bonet and McWilliams (2019) who shed light on the tension between being open about difficulties in the field and not wanting to jeopardising careers. They highlight how in their positions as researchers and educators, they often found themselves in situations and relationships of care, support, and advocacy which go beyond the presumed researcher/participant relationship. They reveal the stress of the blurred and undefined role of researcher which meant they would often undertake many additional tasks (e.g. translator, point of contact for families, advocate) due to a lack of adequate funding for helping vulnerable populations which means staff (research and educational staff) carry the emotional and physical burden of such roles. These issues speak to wider issues within neoliberal educational landscapes, which will be discussed in more detail below. 
The study and fieldwork context
The data discussed in this reflection piece emerged from a larger study conducted in four primary schools exploring children’s ideas around citizenship and notions of belonging in their school in England, Scotland, and Wales (e.g. see Malone et al 2025 and Strhan et al 2025). I was the postdoctoral researcher on the project, supported by a principal investigator and two co-investigators. I spent one term (11 weeks) in each school where I volunteered as a classroom assistant for three days a week. Data collection involved participant observation, child-friendly activities, and semi-structured interviews with children, parents, and staff. Informed consent was gained from children and their parents as well as from the headteacher of the school and the class teachers I was working with. Institutional ethical approval was obtained. All names are pseudonyms. 
I am an early career, white British woman from a middle-class background. Given the nature of the school in terms of its class and ethnic makeup, I recognise that I ‘fitted in’ more easily than someone from a different background may have done. I do not come from a teaching background but am conscious that being highly educated and working within a university setting will have impacted how people perceived and interacted with me.
As with much ethnographic fieldwork, data collection was vast, time consuming, and tiring with my days often early and finishing late. During these times, it was, for me, important to remain friendly and professional to the staff I was working with, the children, and the parents. Emotional labour was very much apparent during the fieldwork – even in the face of some frustrations and difficulties. 
The focus of this reflection piece will be on one school called St Jude’s (where I undertook fieldwork from January-April 2023), where the uncomfortable and testing atmosphere in the school were challenging for my role of ‘researcher’ in various ways. The institutional issues apparent in the school, tension between staff, and behavioural matters relating to children brought about a tense and ‘awkward’ environment to work in – making emotion management a tricky task. 
St Jude’s was a Church of England primary school in a rural village in an affluent area of the South of England and from an outsider’s perspective the school seemed to be the picture of an idyllic rural life. St Jude’s was the third school in the fieldwork, and perhaps naïvely, I thought this school would be the ‘easiest’ and less physically draining than the other schools due to it being a small, one form entry rural school. The school was also closest to my home at the time, meaning I commuted, rather than staying in hotels and being away from home for large amounts of time. Yet this school turned out to be the most emotionally and physically draining schools during the fieldwork. 
Differing expectations 
On my first day in St Jude’s, I was greeted by the headteacher who showed me around, she then informed me I would be with one class for two days a week, and another class for one day and took me to meet the teacher who I would be with that day. After introductions the headteacher informed me that the children were to call me Dr Malone, to try and build up an increased respect towards adults (something which, as time went on, became clear was a significant problem). I told the headteacher I normally allowed children to call me by my first name to ensure they feel comfortable chatting to me and do not see me as a teacher in a position of authority. However, due to behavioural issues, she insisted they called me Dr Malone. Of course, compromises such as these must be respected, especially when a school has been kind enough to host you to conduct extensive research with them. Yet, from the beginning I felt this put me in an uncomfortable position and led to expectations of me playing a more authoritative and ‘teacher-like’ role with children than I wanted. This was also reflected in the fact that many children in this school asked me if I was a teacher, which undermined the least ‘teacher-like’ approach that I had hoped to take. The title also seemed a little confusing for the children and some thought I was a medical doctor and would ask me about medical issues – to which I had to explain I was not and that they would have to speak to their parent(s) about it.
From the first day, it was clear that there were significant behavioural issues in St Jude’s which I had not witnessed to the same extent in other schools. Of course, in primary schools there will always be elements of challenging behaviour, and no school is perfect, but the more challenging nature of the behavioural issues in St Jude’s contributed to an uneasy atmosphere for the children, staff, and parents alike with several parents questioning how safe they or their children felt in the school. 
Mr Smith, one of the class teachers I was working with, was a newly qualified teacher and only started teaching that September with his first post in St Jude’s. Mr Smith was a committed and hardworking teacher but struggled to command respect from the children in class. Several ‘disruptive’ children would constantly undermine him, leading to an overall environment in the class of disrespect – something that I found hard to watch. From day one, Mrs Rogers, the teaching assistant in the class, would ask me my opinion and what I thought could change and would make known her dislike for the approach taken by Mr Smith in regard to managing behavioural issues in the class. I had to explain that I was not an expert, or a teacher, and could not comment, even though I did share some of her concerns. 
Due to the tense atmosphere of the class, and the lack of control the teacher seemed to have, over time, I began to feel that Mr Smith did not necessarily want me in his classroom, even though this was never something he explicitly articulated. He would make what I experienced as snide comments about the research and my presence there. Ethical issues can arise such as this in research, especially where a gatekeeper (in this case the headteacher) may agree to research on behalf of an institution (such as a school), and others (i.e. teachers) may feel compelled to take part. That said, individual participant information sheets were given to class teachers, and the research was explained prior to seeking their consent, and I emphasised to the headteacher that if a class teacher did not want to partake, they did not have to, and informed consent was gained for all class teachers involved. I tried to get to know Mr Smith, explain the research to him and explain that I was not a teacher and was not there to assess or judge his teaching ability in any way. I also emphasised to him that due to volunteering as a classroom assistant, he could ask me to help in any way he thought would be appropriate. At the same time, I also set out clearly what needed to be done in relation to the research spread over the whole term, explaining that all the activities would be conducted at the least disruptive time. 
However, when it came to trying to undertake the research activities, I faced several obstructions from Mr Smith, and other staff in the school, at various times throughout my time at St Jude’s. This contrasted sharply with my experience in the other three schools, where staff were extremely accommodating and supportive of the research with many going out their way to ensure I could undertake the research. Of course, this is not to say that every school or person must like your research or go out their way to help – but it did seem at times that unnecessary barriers were sometimes present in St Jude’s which had not been apparent in the other schools. When I was conducting interviews with staff, children, and parents in the school, I would often ‘book out’ an empty room with the reception staff, and on several occasions the interviews were disrupted by other staff members who said they needed the room – despite me being halfway through an interview. This example also highlights some of the barriers faced to conducting research in St Jude’s, and is, perhaps, a reflection of the importance given to social research in general (Lewis et al 2023).
During my time at St Jude’s, I would often be seconded by other staff members to help out, often not being asked, but told I was ‘needed’ to help with something elsewhere. As mentioned above, it is important to be flexible when working in schools, and I was happy to do this. Indeed in the other schools, I was often asked to help with things in times of staff shortages. However, in St Jude’s, this would often mean I would have to re-arrange planned interviews with children or re-arrange a planned class activity. It was at times like these where I would engage in an element of ‘surface acting’ (Hochschild 2012) – I felt frustrated, but this was not something I felt I could express at the time but rather wrote about it in my fieldnotes and shared my frustrations with my colleagues on the project. 
In St Jude’s I also worked with another class and their teacher Mr Barker. Towards the end of the term Mr Barker’s class were baking as part of their Design and Technology lesson on a Monday afternoon. After school one day, Mr Barker asked if I could be an extra pair of hands and swap my days with Mr Smith’s class so I could help with the baking. I agreed and mentioned this to Mr Smith who was walking past at the time, and I explained that I would still be in his class on the other days. Mr Smith reacted with uncertainty and commented that I would ‘owe him time’ with his class. Being flexible, understanding, and grateful for those giving up their time are important, and heartfelt as social researchers. However, I found Mr Smith’s comment hard to deal with since I had already sacrificed many parts of the research to help out when asked. Emotion management and surface acting (Hochschild 2012) play an important role in instances such as these – where the importance of maintaining a professional position can be met with intense emotions of internal frustration or annoyance. Whilst I did not express these feelings outwardly, these cumulative events led to emotions slowly building up during my time in the school, leading to feelings of apathy, irritation, and at times, exasperation. Thus while my fieldwork at the other schools was interwoven with emotions of enjoyment and fun, this was not the case during my time at St Jude’s. That is not to say that I did not build a good rapport with other staff members, in fact I got on with them very well, but it is important to feel one has a positive working relationship with those class teachers you are working with closely. Moreover, these feelings of frustration and irritation, were something I experienced as ‘inappropriate emotion’ (Hochschild 2012) paired with guilt for feeling this way, whilst at the same time recognising the immense pressure teachers and other education workers are under, especially in an environment which was as uncomfortable as St Jude’s. 
Due to the behavioural issues in the school, I often ended up having to take on a role beyond what would normally be expected of a researcher, and this also led to feelings of discomfort. For instance, there were a handful of occasions where I had to physically restrain children from fighting or had to ask children to stop something which was putting their safety at risk. Whilst as an adult in the school it was important I was aware of safety issues, as one of three adults in the class, it was not something I expected I would have to deal with quite so frequently. On one occasion, I was left with a girl who was refusing to go back into class after hurting another boy and was slipping round and covering herself with mud on the playground. I had been standing with the headteacher when she asked if I could stay there ‘for a minute’ and left and failed to return. It was not until another member of staff came by over 20 minutes later that they managed to convince the girl to go inside and clean herself up.
This brought about issues around my positionality as a researcher and how children might perceive me as I was both having to take on an authoritative role, whilst also trying to build rapport for them to feel comfortable with me during interviews. Luckily, overall, this did not seem to have much of an impact on the children feeling happy to engage with the research. Indeed, it seemed that some of the children who were less disruptive in class actually seemed to ‘let loose’ in the interview situation and I would have to try to control the situation in various ways, for instance asking the children not to be unkind to each other, and to stop doing things (e.g. jumping around) which meant they might hurt themselves. 
Relationships with research participants.
Blee (1998), Down et al (2006), and Brecklin (2023) discuss issues that come with not particularly liking the people we work with. At times, I found it hard to ‘like’ some members of staff and some children who were regularly unkind to their peers, disrespectful, and disruptive. This links to Hochschild’s (2012) idea of ‘inappropriate emotion’. As a researcher, it felt wrong to me to feel dislike for some of the pupils. Yet I found it very difficult to get on with a handful of children at St Jude’s. Throughout the fieldwork I had good rapport with the children (and with most of the children at St Jude’s), they felt comfortable to talk to me, and I was interested in what they had to say. I enjoyed listening to children’s ideas and experiences, as within schools there is very little time for this to happen on a regular occasion. In the other schools, I enjoyed going in and working with the children, be it on the research project, or with their schoolwork. However, I would often feel a sense of dread before going to St Jude’s, and when preparing to admit the children to the classroom each morning, I often felt my emotions were ‘forced’ – e.g. a forced smile when they entered the classroom and greeting them – things that normally came very naturally for me suddenly felt unnatural and fake. This would often culminate in further feelings of guilt at ‘pretending’ to be enjoying my time in the school and finding it difficult to like certain pupils. When I spoke to these children one-on-one, it often became clear they were struggling with their own issues, e.g. issues at home. Moreover, in these one-on-one situations, their challenging behaviour would often subside, making me feel further guilt for taking a dislike to children who were obviously having a tough time in one way or another. 
The complex feelings I had towards the participants did have methodological implications. When speaking with the PI of the project about my dislike for the school environment and the negative things I was witnessing, it became apparent that this was coming through viscerally in the fieldnotes. Most of what I was writing about was negative, as such, the PI questioned whether it was all bad and suggested I also try to make a conscious effort to notice whether there were more positive things apparent in the school. In doing so, and shedding light on the ‘nice’ elements of the school, it became clear that the emotional drain I was experiencing was impacting on what I was picking up on through observations. Some of the more positive interactions may well have been missed completely had I not had the discussion with the PI – and it is likely that there were other instances that I did overlook.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  These examples of acts of kindness from the children also highlighted the children’s agency within a negative school environment. One thing I am aware of in this reflection is the absence of children’s voices and children being primarily as behavioural problems (see Strhan et al 2025 and Hemming et al 2025 for more explicit discussion of children’s perspectives). But the children were not passive to what was going on around them. Indeed, in the interviews, children were critical of what they perceived as ‘bad behaviour’ or disrespect to teachers. The following excerpt from the fieldnotes also reflects how children navigated some of the issues within Mr Smith’s class specifically ‘In the afternoon […] there was a bit of a scuffle between one boy and girl in the class, I asked what was going on and the girl told me that the boy was calling her a hippo, calling her fat, and saying things about her family. I asked if she’d spoken to Mr Smith about this, and she said “no, because he won’t end up doing anything”, I asked if she wanted me to mention it to him after school, to which she said yes, and I did – and to be perfectly honest, I don’t think he will do anything!’ (Field note, March 2023).] 

The methodological impact of feelings of frustration and discomfort was also evident in some interviews I conducted with children. Whilst this was not the case for most, there were some instances when interviews were kept shorter. In my interview with Christian and Nicholas, Christian, one of the more disruptive pupils in class, was constantly belittling, talking over, and being rude to Nicholas in the interview, despite claiming he was a friend. I felt sympathy for Nicholas, who was bearing the brunt of his rudeness. As such I wanted to end the interview sooner than I normally would to save myself from witnessing this strained interaction and to save Nicholas from quite obviously trying to keep Christian on his side. Sometimes other interviews would be shorter because I was wary that comments may be made by the teacher about the time the children were away from the classroom, something that I wished to avoid.
Wider Institutional Problems
The uneasy atmosphere in the school was also linked to wider institutional issues. The headteacher was also new to the school, having started in the September and seemed to be having teething problems in getting settled, something several parents mentioned in interviews. This was also mentioned to me by Mr Barker, who made a comment about the headteacher’s sick absence being linked to stress. There was a high turnover of staff more generally. In the one term I was there, four staff members resigned: two from the Senior Leadership Team, a stalwart member of the office staff, and a class teacher. Two teaching assistants I worked with closely also expressed their desire to leave the school. These teaching assistants often vented their frustrations to me about the children and about the class teachers they worked with. Mrs Rogers, introduced earlier, found working with Mr Smith difficult and was critical about his lack of control over the classroom. Children were also frequently disrespectful to her, and her anger was directed towards Mr Smith’s lack of ability to reprimand the children when this occurred in plain sight. She would often leave the classroom visibly distressed and on one occasion confided in me that she had gone to the headteacher to ask for help but was told Mr Smith had to find his way, and no help was given. Mrs Rogers would often come over to me in the classroom and complain quietly about everything that was going on. Moments such as these certainly brought with them ‘awkward’ encounters within the field (Koning and Ooi 2013), and it was clear that issues were entrenched within the school. My role there felt even more awkward, especially when witnessing these things happening but feeling powerless, as a researcher, to intervene to change anything. 
The staffroom was often a place where staff would vent about issues in their classrooms, or wider issues with the Senior Leadership Team. But the staffroom was also a place of awkward encounters with various instances of staff complaining about one another, or on one occasion a bust-up between a teacher and a lunchtime worker which ended in the teacher swearing and abruptly leaving the staff room and taking the rest of the week off as sick leave. 
The problems in St Jude’s are part of a wider systemic issue of neoliberal educational contexts within Britain and elsewhere. In Britain, policy changes in the 1980s and 1990s under Conservative Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, as well as under the New Labour Government, had significant impacts upon the educational landscape. The increase in choice and the centrality of the neoliberal markets in Thatcher’s time fed into the education sector too. The Education Reform Act 1988 meant parents, in theory, were given more choice regarding what schools they sent their children to and the development of league tables indicated a school’s ‘performance’ (Regan 2007). This time also saw the introduction of Ofsted (Office for Standards in Education, Children's Services and Skills) and SATs (Standardised Assessment Tasks) leading to schools becoming increasingly judged based on their performance and ratings. 
In 2023, the death of headteacher Ruth Perry made headlines when a UK Government Enquiry reached the conclusion that the Ofsted inspectorate had contributed to her death. Bradbury et al (2025: 858) highlight the highly pressurised environments of Ofsted inspections, describing them as a ‘panoptic regime’, which feed into the neoliberal markets in which schools operate under and how this notion of parent choice is significant – schools with low Ofsted ratings can be less appealing for parents choosing schools for their children, and less children means less funding. 
Constant policy changes in relation to education in general mean teachers are continually having to adapt to competing and contradictory demands, yet teachers remain seen as solely responsible for student outcomes related to educational achievement (Skinner, Leavy, and Rothi 2021). The impact that this has on school staff is shown by various studies which report on the low mental wellbeing of teachers who feel under constant surveillance and scrutiny to perform well, to be productive, and to demonstrate their value (Bradbury et al 2025; Skinner, Leavy, and Rothi 2021; Troman 2000). This constant feeling of surveillance may well be reflective of my impression that Mr Smith did not always want me in his class. At the same time, there is an increase in short-term and part-time contracts for teachers leading many to feel undervalued within the profession (Troman 2000). All these issues can erode the confidence of teachers, their feelings of autonomy, and their professional identity (Skinner, Leavy, and Rothi 2021). As a result of such highly pressurised environments poor mental health, including stress, burn out, anxiety, and depression is common amongst the teaching workforce (Troman 2000).
These wider strains and stressors were visible in St Judes in many ways and it important we recognise the wider institutional demands placed on educational staff and how this shapes our experiences within the field. As such I recognise the intense pressure the staff at St Jude’s were under – and yet, at the same time, I also acknowledge the importance of recognising my own emotions in the field and how my role as a researcher was ignored and sometimes undermined. These institutional issues are apparent in every school: tensions, demands for time, and resources were evident in all four schools on some occasions whilst I was there. Yet this did not impact on me emotionally, or the research, to the same level as in St Jude’s. 
The tense atmosphere at the school was picked up on by children and parents alike. In interviews parents often voiced concerns about the quality of teaching staff, their children’s safety, bullying, or their general lack of enthusiasm for how the school community was functioning. Having been privy to some of these issues first hand, I felt awkward in these situations about how to react. I shared many of parents’ concerns but felt obliged to manage this in the interview space, since it was not my place to criticise the school, whilst balancing this with acknowledging the concerns that were voiced. At the end of the fieldwork, we wrote bespoke reports for each school summarising our findings and offered general suggestions. We decided to include some of the parental concerns in these reports. But it was a fine balance between not being over critical of the school while also feeling that it was important that we made known significant issues that were identified – especially when it came to issues of safety. 
As mentioned earlier, my experiences did not bring with them danger or threat to life – but the emotions I experienced were visceral, draining, and long lasting. When revisiting the data from St Jude’s during analysis, and when I and the PI revisited the school to share the project findings, feelings of dread, frustration, and anxiety returned. Such emotions were fleeting, but the point I wish to stress is the very real nature of such emotional engagements that come with doing and being invested in research. Being an early career researcher on precarious fixed employment contracts, I, like many others, find myself feeling very invested in the research I conduct. This investment and the emotional states that come with it do not stop when you go home for the day or when the research is finished but often stay with you and resurface as you engage with the work during the analysis period. These issues are not necessarily discussed in methodological training classes, where there is often the assumption that research is compartmentalised from your ‘everyday’ life. Whilst there were elements of emotion management and surface acting (Hochschild 2012) that came with conducting such research, these experiences were still ‘me’ and the relationships I had with people were real. It was not something I could simply separate myself from.
Conclusion
This reflection piece has highlighted the importance of recognising the role of emotions within ethnographic fieldwork and how institutional issues can amplify the emotional labour undertaken by researchers, the methodological impact this can have and how we understand and work in schools which are under extreme pressure. This piece moves beyond previous attention in methodological literature to high-stakes tensions/conflicts to explore the impact of mundane emotional labour. The ‘awkward encounters’ (Koning and Ooi 2013) and ‘inappropriate emotions’ (Hochschild 2012) I experienced at St Judes are reflective of the emotional labour and burden that can be apparent in ethnographic fieldwork. Such emotions can have methodological impact and should not be written out of ethnographic accounts but should be given due attention because their presence can impact how we approach data, including certain participants and events. 
Understanding educational research in broader contexts may help in understanding why certain emotional registers are more apparent than others. St Jude’s, like many other schools, is operating under neoliberal market pressures where schools, and individual teachers, are constantly surveilled and pressurised to uphold and maintain extremely high standards. The institutional dysfunction at the school is reflective of the demanding environment teachers work in day in and day out. The stress from teachers was palpable, as such it is not surprising that the school could be an unpleasant atmosphere. As researchers in education, we should recognise that examples such as St Jude’s are not failures – but are examples of people working in extremely taxing environments. Wu (2021) describes ethnography in educational establishments as ‘moral laboratories’ and we must be mindful of how we represent the schools we work with. There are important ethical considerations in how we represent the professionals and institutions which are struggling and my unease in writing this reflection is reflective of this. What may be perceived as overt criticism for Mr Smith is in fact a reflection that he was given little support, having to ‘find his own way’ – something that had notable impacts in the atmosphere in the classroom. 
Whilst there has been a shift towards more reflexive practices in ethnographic research, and the importance of recognising the emotional elements of research, there is still a continued sense of unease about writing about these experiences – and indeed, I am conscious of this feeling in exploring these emotions in this piece of writing. Guiltily admitting my dislike for some participants feels like a ‘failure’ on my part. Yet I hope this will highlight the difficult emotional registers and feeling of failure which are part of a wider ‘successful’ project rather than them being ‘written out’ and obscuring the realities of conducting ethnographic research.  
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