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Getting Schooled in Student Life

An anthropology professor goes under cover to experience the mysterious life of undergraduates
By ELIZABETH F. FARRELL and ERIC HOOVER
Professors often complain about their students, and Rebekah Nathan used to grumble with the best of them. During lunches with colleagues, the anthropology professor would lament the intellectual malaise she saw among her pupils: how they refused to participate in class discussions, rarely read assigned texts, and seldom came to her during office hours.

Sometimes Ms. Nathan wondered if the generation gap explained why she could not understand students' behavior. After all, the fiftysomething professor had graduated from college during the Nixon administration. "Every year I get older and the students are the same age," says Ms. Nathan. "That's partially why I didn't trust my complaints."

So the cultural anthropologist decided to step outside the classroom and do some fieldwork. In the fall of 2002 Ms. Nathan enrolled as a full-time undergraduate student at the large public university where she teaches, an experience she chronicles in her new book, My Freshman Year: What a Professor Learned by Becoming a Student (Cornell University Press). Rebekah Nathan is a pseudonym; in the book, the professor did not identify the students she interviewed, to protect the privacy of her subjects. Nor did she name her university (which she describes as "non-elite").

Ms. Nathan learned that being a student in the 21st century is tougher than she had imagined. After two semesters of scrambling from class to class, juggling assignments, and cramming for examinations, she had more compassion for time-crunched students, many of whom worked part-time jobs to help pay for their education.

As many in higher education might have predicted, most of the students Ms. Nathan met valued their future careers more than their course work. Ms. Nathan does not so much blame them as attempt to place them in the context of her large, commercialized campus.

Scholars may cringe to see confirmation of their complaints that students are career-obsessed and uninterested in learning. But the author says that educators would better serve students by accepting who they are -- and why.

"A lot of the assumptions that professors and administrators make about student life," Ms. Nathan says, "are just wrong."

Going Native
Students and instructors may share the same campus, but they do not experience it in the same way. That is why Ms. Nathan decided she had to live among students, to work, play, and stand in line for the shower as they did. Approaching them as a professor, with a clipboard and a tape recorder, would not do.

After her university's institutional research board granted her permission to do the project, Ms. Nathan went on sabbatical and applied for admission, using only her high-school transcript. Months later, she paid her tuition, registered for classes, and moved into a dorm.

Ms. Nathan decided she would not volunteer that she was a professor, but also that she would not lie if anyone pressed her (just one student did so). In formal interviews with subjects, she said that she was doing research on student life and that she intended to publish her findings. Several times she revealed her identity to students with whom she had developed close friendships.

Otherwise, she roamed the campus as an anonymous participant-observer in the culture she studied. Most nights she slept in her room, a single, and she went home only occasionally.

The professor had spent many years as a resident and ethnographer of a remote village overseas. Although her own campus was hardly exotic, becoming a student made her feel as if she had arrived in a foreign country. Accustomed as a professor to driving up to university buildings, she got lost traversing the campus on foot. She struggled to understand the dialect of students, who spoke fast, lacing their conversations with the words "like" and "totally."

Ms. Nathan also had to learn a new set of rules. On her second night in the dorm, she opened a beer in the lounge. Before she could finish it, the head resident assistant wrote her up for violating the dorm rules, which allowed of-age residents to drink alcohol, but only behind closed doors. At the time she hoped the incident would win her credibility among her neighbors.

After all, fitting in with younger students was difficult. Several times she was mistaken for someone's mother. Only after proving her football and volleyball skills did she make a few acquaintances.

At night, Ms. Nathan listened for clues that might help her understand her neighbors. Amid the thump of speakers and beeping of video games, the sounds of skateboards zipping down hallways and drunk students vomiting in bathrooms, she discovered the most ubiquitous word in student life: fun.

Students in her dorm cherished nothing as much as the concept of fun, which, she writes in My Freshman Year, "is associated with spontaneity, sociability, laughter, and behavior (including sexuality) that is unconstrained."

'A Question of Circumstance'
That fun is a fundamental law of college life is no revelation to administrators who work closely with students, many of whom expect their college to entertain as well as educate them.

More surprising are Ms. Nathan's observations of the way students' demand for choice complicated the elusive ideal of community. Although students claimed to like the notion of a close-knit campus, their own particular interests led them in too many different directions to make such a campus possible.

At the "over-optioned" university, she writes, the sheer number of extracurricular activities ensured that students were rarely in the same place at once, despite campus efforts to bring them together.

Students moved in small packs. Few events organized by resident assistants drew a crowd. The one exception was a workshop on how to make edible underwear, timed for Valentine's Day.

Even the cozy communal spaces in dorms often went unused. "Hall mates," Ms. Nathan writes in her book, "were like ships that passed in the night."

But where were they going?

Usually not to the library. Instead, many were reporting for work. In a survey of students in her dorm, Ms. Nathan found that more than half worked part-time jobs, with most of them putting in at least 15 hours per week.

The costs of attending college weighed on students, and debt shaped how they thought about their education. Intellectual life, and even hobbies, seemed to matter far less than landing lucrative jobs. Students tended to participate in résumé-enhancing professional clubs and volunteer activities far more often than in organizations that interested them personally.

Not once in the dorms did Ms. Nathan overhear a political or philosophical conversation. Discussions of their bodies, relationships, and experiences with alcohol and drugs were constant; chats about academic work were not.

Most students dined and partied with those from similar backgrounds. Many said they had a close friend from a different racial or ethnic group; but when asked to list their closest friends, they rarely named students from a different group.

Ms. Nathan concluded that the university's efforts to promote diversity failed, in part, because communal activities ran counter to students' free exercise of their individualism. Furthermore, branching out socially required too much time. And nothing was more crucial than time management to students, who tended to guard their hours like pit bulls.

Pragmatism governed many of their decisions. The selection of courses, for instance, often hinged not on their content, but on the convenience of their hours. Asking professors about their weekend was part of an acceptable tactic for securing a good grade. Students sought to limit their workload, not to master their majors.

Cheating, too, was a way to deal with the demands of college for many students. Although Ms. Nathan does not condone the practice, she came to see it as one of many time-saving strategies students use to manage their assignments. It was not, she gleaned, always as simple as a question of morality.

"When you're in a student's shoes," she says, "you realize a lot of their behaviors are more of a question of circumstance than character."

Lessons Learned
Ms. Nathan was surprised by how circumstance changed her own behavior as a student. Struggling to keep up with five classes, she started cutting corners. She ignored all but the most essential reading assignments and studied only the material she would need to know on examinations. She stopped writing multiple drafts of papers -- a sin for a veteran scholar.

Even with the aid of an erasable calendar, she became disorganized. Her classes, including French and introductory business, challenged her.

Her most humbling experience was her computer-science course. When she began to fall behind, she fought the temptation to skip the class. "I thought, 'Why go when I can't understand what they're talking about anyway?'" She managed only a C.

Although some personal friends who knew about her project predicted that Ms. Nathan would earn all A's, she finished the year with a 3.1 grade-point average. She even failed one class because she forgot to complete the necessary form in order to drop it.

After weathering life as a student, Ms. Nathan decided to make some changes as a professor. Since returning to the classroom, she has assigned less reading. It was a practical decision: She knows firsthand that students will not read assignments that are not tied closely to classroom discussions of major themes -- especially when they have four other classes to worry about.

Having learned that students avoid speaking up in classes because they do not want to disturb the norm of "equality" among their peers, Ms. Nathan now asks questions that might elicit responses from the entire group.

While living in the dorm, the professor saw how much students had to scramble to catch up after missing even a few days of classes. So she decided to do more to help students who fall behind for legitimate reasons. Now Ms. Nathan sends e-mail messages to those who flounder, offering them help instead of just threatening to lower their grades. So far, she says, many students have been receptive to her outreach.

"If you give them an opportunity to come forward, and work with them, it can make the difference between them failing or not," says Ms. Nathan.

She also accepts students' excuses for missed classes or late assignments at face value, unless she has reason to suspect they are lies. Once she was offended by students who snoozed in her classes. Having tried to sleep through the night in a noisy dorm, she now knows not to take such behavior personally.

Some professors are likely to wonder whether Ms. Nathan has given in to student sloth. Yet several administrators and professors at other universities who have read advance copies of My Freshman Year found her observations provocative.

The book contains findings college officials "may not want to hear, but should hear," says Deborah A. Freund, the vice chancellor and provost for academic affairs at Syracuse University. The book, she said, helped her "get closer" to the experience of students.

Ms. Nathan does not offer specific recommendations for how universities might build stronger connections among students. But she shows how colleges promote careerism over communal experiences. At a freshman orientation event she attended at her university, for instance, students learned that college was a time to "test- drive" their careers and to build their résumés.

Although the project gave Ms. Nathan more compassion for her pupils, she does not let them off the hook completely. "I wish students knew how tough it is to get up there in front of a class and lecture," she says. "When students don't seem to care, it can make the job seem thankless."

If only a student could become a professor for a year, she muses, and write a book about that.

THE ETHICS OF UNDERCOVER RESEARCH
Ethnographies, or detailed descriptions of a culture, require anthropologists to immerse themselves in the day-to-day lives of their subjects. But what if immersion involves a researcher not revealing his or her identity?

The question was important for Rebekah Nathan, who determined that she could not have made a meaningful study of students unless she blended in with them-- by not fully explaining who she was. That, the professor writes in My Freshman Year, required "a delicate balancing act between truth and fiction." (Rebekah Nathan is a pseudonym, and her university is not identified in her book.)

Ms. Nathan says she followed the ethical protocol of "informed consent" when conducting formal interviews with students. She identified herself as a researcher (though not as a professor at the university), explained her study, and obtained written permission to publish the subject's words.

But in day-to-day interactions, Ms. Nathan let students assume she was one of them.

Lois Weis, a professor of sociology of education at the State University at Buffalo who read the book, does not think Ms. Nathan compromised her ethical obligations as a researcher. "It seems to me that she made wise decisions," says Ms. Weis, who has conducted numerous ethnographical studies and is the co-author of Speed Bumps: A Student-Friendly Guide to Qualitative Research (Teachers College Press, 2000).

"Certainly in this kind of research there can be a lot of misunderstandings, miscommunications, and certainly research subjects could end up feeling hurt or used," Ms. Weis says. "But that could happen whether they knew that she was a researcher or not."

But Margaret A. Eisenhart, a professor of educational anthropology and research methodology at the University of Colorado at Boulder, who also read My Freshman Year, disagreed with Ms. Nathan's undercover approach.

Protecting the Subject
"My job as an ethnographer is to protect the people I'm working with in the same way I'd want to be protected if I were in the subject's shoes," says Ms. Eisenhart. "It is just simply unethical to do something which is primarily for your own benefit, to advance your own career."

She rejects the idea that Ms. Nathan would have jeopardized her research if she had been upfront with her subjects. Ms. Eisenhart says that in one of her own studies she was able to gain the trust of students and accompany them on social excursions, even dates, without concealing her identity. That research was the source for the book Educated in Romance: Women, Achievement, and College Culture (University of Chicago Press, 1990), which she wrote with Dorothy C. Holland.

"I don't think it was hard to get people to open up once they relaxed about who we were," Ms. Eisenhart says of their study.

The American Anthropological Association's code of ethics does not explicitly advise against undercover research, though it once did. Some anthropologists believe the practice is unethical in all cases, while others say it depends on the context, says Stacy Lathrop, staff liaison to the association's ethics committee.

"We all play multiple roles in our life, and you have to navigate between those," Ms. Lathrop says. "Participant-observation is like life, dynamic and changing. As in human relationships, sometimes you do keep secrets."

-- Eric Hoover 
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An Anthropologist Goes Under Cover

By REBEKAH NATHAN
Three years ago, while a tenured professor on sabbatical, I conducted research by enrolling as a freshman in my own university. Going "under cover" for two semesters, I, who had graduated from college three decades ago, moved into the dorms and took a full load of courses, living among undergraduates as one of them. Based on that research, I wrote a book about college life, using pseudonyms for both myself and the institution. In the process, I learned a lot about not only higher education but also about ethical issues in research -- and how questions of disclosure can entail a host of unanticipated decisions about what are legitimate data to report and even how to write.

How did the book come about? I am a cultural anthropologist and have spent most of my professional life living overseas in a remote village location, learning the language and customs of another culture, and writing "ethnography" -- or descriptive accounts of the day-to-day life of a people. Anyone who has spent much time overseas knows that such an experience makes you reconsider your own culture. After returning to this country and more than 15 years of university teaching, I found that students had become increasingly confusing to me.

Why don't undergraduates ever drop by for my office hours unless they are in dire trouble in a course? I began to wonder. How could some of my students never take a note during my big lecture class? And what about those students who bring whole meals and eat and drink during class? My colleagues and I continually tried to make sense of what seemed to be bizarre behavior. Were we like that? Are students today different?

In addition, students' attitudes about their education had special significance to me because what they want and how they understand their education are becoming more central to the shape of the modern university. To compete for students and accommodate their tastes and wants, higher-education institutions across the country are changing not only their dormitories and student services but also their course delivery, pedagogy, scheduling, and degree offerings.

A final impetus for my research came when I sat in on a couple of colleagues' courses that I wanted to audit. I came to class regularly, took notes, and did the readings, although I skipped the papers, tests, and other evaluative measures. To my surprise, I became privy to a world that my students hadn't shared with me before:

"Psst ... psst ... , excuse me ... were you in class on Friday? Listen, I cut out and went skiing. Can I borrow your notes?"

"Hey, do you know what he said was going to be on the test? I was zoned out while he was telling us."

It dawned on me that I had gone through the looking glass, so to speak. I heard about weekend parties, and how someone wrote a paper between 3 and 4:30 in the morning while drunk, and how unfair the grading was. I found myself writing down little snippets in my course notebook to remind myself after class of the conversation topics. "I mean, when are you ever gonna use Nietzsche at a cocktail party?" was one of my first notations from someone who obviously didn't feel that a philosophy course was worth the time.

It was then that the idea of becoming a student occurred to me, an approach that I thought might give me unusual insight into questions like: What is the current culture at AnyU (my pseudonym for my university)? How do students negotiate university life? What does college really teach?

So in the spring of 2002 I applied to my own university as a student with an undeclared major, using only my high-school transcripts as evidence of my education, and was accepted shortly afterward. I did not discuss the project with university officials in advance or design it in tandem with their interests. However, as a matter of ethical science, I sought and received approval from the Institutional Research Board at the university to do research on human subjects as one does for any research project.

I decided to try to be as much like a typical student as I could. I opted, as most freshmen do, for a campus meal plan and on-campus housing. I signed up for a centrally located coed dormitory, consisting mostly of 19- and 20-year-olds, although I requested and received a single room on my floor. I hesitantly peeled my faculty parking sticker off my car, shelved my faculty ID, and began my new life.

Early on, I realized my approach had potential ethical dangers. It was clear to me that if I entered student life announcing that I was a professor, I would compromise some of my purpose in doing the project. But my commitment as an anthropologist is to refrain from misrepresenting myself to the people within the culture that I am studying. Issues of honesty and trust underlie any research relationship, and I wrestled with how I could honor those qualities without fully disclosing my identity.

Somewhat suprisingly to me, in daily conversations with students almost no one ever asked me directly about my life. (Two student friends confided to me later that they thought it was a little sad for an older woman like myself to be living in the dorms and didn't want to ask me questions for fear that there was a horrific divorce story attached.) At the same time, I never had any doubt that I would follow basic ethical protocol whenever I formally interviewed people or recorded anyone's words: I would explain that I was a researcher, that I was doing a study of undergraduate culture, that my research was not for a class or independent study, and that I intended to publish the results. The Institutional Research Board at my university and I concurred that it was not necessary to identify my job as that of a professor at the university.

That is, I had decided, unless people asked. One commitment I made was not actively to lie or otherwise fabricate the details of my life. If pressed about what else I did, I would say that I was, "among other things," a writer and that writing about college life was one of the reasons why I was living in the dorms. If doubly pressed, I would say that I was a professor. That happened only once -- and the questioner was a journalism student and friend whose shower of personal queries seemed to warrant a more complete answer than I at first had given. I asked her to keep my confidence, and she did. Most people, however, just weren't interested.

Being an experienced researcher, I also understood that I should try to protect the source of any information that might be revealed. I anticipated that, as a student, I'd be likely to witness or hear about activities that are either illegal or against university policy -- pets in the dorm, affirmative-action violations, cheating, drinking, using drugs. Although I intended to act as any student would, to try to give good advice when asked and to avert impending disasters that crossed my personal path, I did not want to be or behave in any official role as a representative of the university. Nor did I want my work to be viewed as public property that could be solicited by the administration for investigative, policy, or planning purposes.

Thus, while the administration did not approve my research plan or know specifically where I was and what I was doing on the campus, it was aware that I was conducting internal research. I gave formal notice that I would "relinquish my role as an officer of the university" (faculty members are such officers) and submitted advance letters indicating that I would neither record names nor report any violation of university policy or public law. I also decided to pay for my tuition, room and board, course fees, and books myself rather than apply for internal or external grants because I was uncertain what rights to my notes or other data financial supporters might then be able to claim. It was my most expensive year of fieldwork.

I thought that I had covered all the ethical bases. But once we are living and working with people -- making friends, sharing confidences -- the sensibilities that guide us in our lives, as opposed to the rules that apply in our statements of professional ethics, come to bear. Such particulars changed my rules somewhat.

In most circumstances and for most relationships I encountered, it was comfortable and easy for me to withhold the facts of my nonstudent life. Because few people actively asked me for personal information, I felt no moral or social pressure to volunteer details about my life that would very likely jeopardize my research. It did not seem to be dissimilar from earlier fieldwork decisions to make no mention of my Jewish heritage, for instance, in an overseas Christian community that was largely anti-Semitic. But several situations arose in which I felt that I had to disclose my identity.

For instance, one night, a study mate with whom I was fairly close talked with me about an academic-scholarship application he was writing that required reference letters from three faculty members. He said that he couldn't think of a third one and asked me whether he should ask a teacher who'd given him an A in a big lecture class but probably didn't really know who he was. "I don't think he'll give you a strong and personal enough letter," I told him honestly. In my heart, I knew that the right faculty "character reference" was me. A few days later, I let him know I had something surprising to tell him. It wasn't easy to explain that I was really a faculty member -- at first he thought I was joking -- but I did end up providing his third reference.

The second case involved my sexuality class, in which small, intimate discussion groups were bound by strict confidentiality agreements not to reveal the information that people divulged during the course. More than halfway into the semester, we were given the assignment of interviewing one another about intimate sexual issues and beliefs in our lives. The people I interviewed were very forthcoming about their personal histories and attitudes, as was I.

Of course, I had no intention of using any of this material for my book. Yet I began to feel that if the other students learned later that I was a professor writing a book, it could trigger alarm and betrayal. I therefore "came out" to my small group, explaining that our class agreement of confidentiality would remain rock solid and that nothing about their lives or the details of our discussions would ever appear in my book. The fact that I had confided my own personal information eased the situation, and the others reciprocally assured me that they would not share aspects of my sexual life with my future students!

A third situation involved the resident assistant in charge of the corridor on which I lived. In my second semester, I dropped some courses to allow time to conduct my formal interviews. The RA became worried that I might be having academic problems and approached me with an offer of help and advice. Because of her genuine concern, I took her aside and told her that, while I'd give her the full story at the end of the year, she ought to know that my situation was not what it appeared. I was a person with advanced degrees, who had come back to college for reasons to do with my writing interests.

New questions also emerged about what constituted legitimate research data, of which mine took many forms. There were formal interviews, accompanied by signed consent documents, as well as observations of public spaces (like cafeterias) and public discourse (like graffiti). Those seemed relatively unproblematic. Yet I also overheard many dialogues through the thin walls of my dorm room. Almost every night I went to sleep to chatter and laughter from the adjacent rooms and was privy to informative waves of gossip and drama. While I learned plenty from such conversations, it was clear to me that I should not take notes or otherwise record what I heard.

But what about public conversations in the halls, in my classes, and in my study groups when the information was shared with me on the assumption that I was a student, and only a student? The questions regarding my data seemed to grow more numerous as time went on. I realized that my level of comfort and certainty was shifting with the depth and quality of my relationships and with seeing the data in their human context -- as incidents, stories, and conversations attached to real people. When the writing process began, push came to shove, and choices had to be made.

As I wrote, I tried to keep in mind the students with whom I'd gone to college. Would I be comfortable saying what I was writing that moment, in that chapter, if I were saying it to them? I tried projecting, too: Would I be comfortable if I were a student and recognized in a book, written by a professor at my own university, an informal conversation that I thought I was having privately with a classmate? Those considerations radically changed how I wrote, and new "rules" of a sort emerged.

For instance, I had had some fascinating and spontaneous discussions with students about the idea of cheating and recorded the conversations without mentioning names in my daily field notes. The students' words and stories would bolster and complement the points I wished to make. But I began to feel uncomfortable about relating the details of those anecdotes or directly quoting from student conversations, because I had partially obtained that knowledge as a result of being regarded as a fellow student. It became clear that I couldn't repeat those stories or precise words.

That happened many times, and involved a plethora of topics -- and not just those like cheating that were "edgy." For instance, I participated in several student groups in which we critiqued our classes or discussed social life, campus issues, and more. But when I went to record such data, I felt as if I were literally telling tales out of school. The material was not controversial, but it was based, again, on the assumption that our interactions were taking place among friends, peers, and nothing more. Thus I found myself consciously and significantly narrowing the field of information and experience from which I was willing to draw for my book. I have, in my notes and my memory, rich and more intimate knowledge that informed my writing but does not always appear as it occurred.

In general, the way I presented information related to the way I obtained it. For instance, in seeking international students to interview, I sent a bulk e-mail notice through the auspices of the international-student office. It was one thing for students to assume that I was a student because I was in their class behaving like one; it was quite another to present myself via an e-mail message as a student to people whom I did not know. So I didn't, which meant that international students spoke with me knowing that I was a professor. For that reason, I felt empowered to use their words verbatim. I also used more direct quotations when the source of my data was focus groups, which I solicited through a similar public process.

Although I took greater license with those whom I formally interviewed and from whom I had obtained consent forms, even those interviews proceeded on the assumption that I was a student. As a result, the text may have some unusual features for an ethnography. I often used public, rather than private, information. For instance, my discussion of cheating is presented less through students' personal stories than through their anonymous graffiti, public Web sites, and national studies. Similarly, I was more likely to repeat a comment made aloud in class and other public utterances than I was to relate a similar remark spoken privately.

I also decided to aggregate data, with the intent of masking personal comments, and to "translate" scenes, either by paraphrasing conversations or by modifying my descriptions to minimize their voyeurism. That meant, for instance, that I occasionally substituted my view of my sexuality class for student dialogue because of the delicate subject matter and the need for privacy. It meant, too, that I regularly walked the reader by the hand through my own perceptions of situations, sharing what I heard and saw rather than what other people said and did. There is occasionally only a fine line between the two approaches, but that became my way of dealing with the problem of appropriating other students' conversations and lives for my book.

In the final analysis, did my willingness to cross over a great divide and "see how it really is as a student" bear fruit? Certainly I learned a lot about campus culture, which I describe at some length in my book. Moreover, after completing the project, I see more clearly in hindsight that my journey into student life was also a way of combating my own alienation as a professor, and, in that sense, my quest was largely successful. I wish that more teachers could see students and student culture from "the other side." They would be privy to more of the hopes and trials, dreams and tribulations, bravery and kindness that call on our own humanity. Teachers would come to know that when a student invents a story about why the paper hasn't been written on time or snoozes in class, that is the small stuff, the workings of a culture. As hard as it may be to realize sometimes, it is really not personal.

For their part, I wish that students could more readily see that classroom bureaucracy arises from the recurrent behavior of the thousands of students who have gone before them, that their silence in class can make an enthusiastic professor lose her energy and a new teacher doubt his abilities, and that finding a student cheating is not a triumphant moment, as one student suggested to me, but an upsetting one. Teachers, after all, are human, too, but perhaps it will take a student-turned-teacher to credibly tell those tales.

As for my method of research, I cannot be certain that my internal sense of appropriateness and trust will satisfy every person whose words and stories I used, or who might imagine that I used their words and stories. I cannot be sure that students reading a book about a university, a class, or a conversation that they might recognize would not feel betrayed.

The semester after I finished my research, I was walking out of a building just as a student from one of my freshman task groups was walking in. We exchanged warm "how you doin'?" small talk. Then my friend asked where I was headed, and I told her that I was going to class.

"What is it?" she asked.

"Oh, an anthropology class ... actually I'm teaching it."

"No kidding!" she exclaimed. "How did you get to do that? I want to take it!"

"Well," I answered sheepishly, "it's 'cause I'm actually a professor, too. I was a student last year to do some research, but now I'm back to being a professor."

"I can't believe that," she responded and then paused. "I feel fooled."

We have talked since that time about what I did and why, and I believe that her feelings have evolved. But her initial reaction moved me. I imagine that a few other fellow students, with whom I won't have the opportunity to speak, may feel the same way.

My insurance in such inevitable cases of unanticipated student reactions, on the one hand, and misjudgments in my writing decisions, on the other, was to make not only the university but also myself as anonymous as I could. Using my real name would automatically identify my university and, by inference, the field of people whom I am writing about.

I would have preferred to put my real name on my work, and I am not terribly worried about the possibility that, in time, that information will come to light. But for now, while student friends are still in college, while dorm mates may recognize what they wrote on graffiti boards, or while classmates may spot familiar conversations, I want to offer another level of ambiguity and privacy. Under the circumstances, a book about a university with an alias, written by an author with a pseudonym -- however strange that may appear -- seems a reasonable offering to the gods of propriety.

Rebekah Nathan is the pseudonym of a professor of anthropology at a large public university. This essay is adapted from My Freshman Year: What a Professor Learned by Becoming a Student, to be published next month by Cornell University Press. Copyright © by Rebekah Nathan.
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