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3

1
Y O U  M U S T  H AV E  D O N E 

S O M E T H I N G  W R O N G

The Right Kind of Wrong

“I never hauled trash with a professor before,” declares Mone. I respond, 
“I’ve been on college campuses for 39 years, and I have never driven around a 
campus in a golf cart hauling trash.”1 Mone, a 58-year-old African American 
man, responds with a smile. He clears the passenger seat of the cart, throwing 
papers in the portable dumpster hitched to it, making room for me. 

It is an unseasonably warm December afternoon on the Compton Uni-
versity (CU) campus. I grin at Mone as I contort my body into the passenger 
seat, quickly concluding that this vehicle was not designed for our two wide 
bodies. I instinctively reach for a seat belt. Not fi nding one, I discretely place 
my right hand on the roof of the cart to stabilize my ride. My fl awed decision 
to wear a wool sweater instead of my coat is obvious to me as winds whip 
through the cart as it bounces along campus roads and sidewalks. 

I ask Mone about the unusual spelling (“Moan”) on the name patch 
sewn on his department-issued parka. He replies, “I got this coat a month 
ago, and it had my name spelled wrong. I just got it back this week, and they 
still spelled it wrong. I just kept it. By the time they fi x it again, it’ll be sum-
mer.” I suspect that Mone’s bright red fl oppy holiday stocking cap, with an 
“Obama” patch stitched on it, probably diverts people’s attention away from 
the misspelled name on his coat. His postelection euphoria has yet to wane 
as he proudly pledges his allegiance to President Obama: “He’s the man.” 

“We’re taking a different route to the north end [a residential commu-
nity]; this way is not as bumpy,” Mone calls out. My innards appreciate 
Mone’s thoughtfulness. Almost every 30 seconds a passerby waves or offers 
a greeting. Mone reciprocates by fl ashing his infectious smile. Mone’s Friday 
afternoon optimism and enthusiasm are noteworthy, especially for a campus 
custodian wrapping up a long workweek.
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4  THE RESEARCH STUDY, RESEARCH SITES, AND RESEARCHER

“Lean in,” Mone yells to me as we navigate a curb cut, moving from the 
street to the sidewalk. Mone’s driving skills are honed; he seldom slows down 
or uses the brakes as he squeezes the cart through tight passageways and nar-
row paths. The noisy motor, city street traffi c, and howling winds inhibit 
sustained conversation. I use our fi rst stop, a residence hall loading dock, to 
learn more about Mone.

I love my job. I like being outside. You meet a lot of people out here. It is bet-
ter than being stuck inside cleaning dorms. It is a physical job, but I love my 
work. . . . It’s no good out here if it’s raining, really cold, or really hot. But, if 
the weather is really bad, I am allowed to go inside for a while. . . . They [the 
housekeepers] know when I am coming. I have to know when they are going 
to fi nish pulling trash. I don’t like to go to a building twice. If I see trash, 
about four or fi ve bags, I assume they are through.

Mone instinctively picks up the bags and tosses them with ease into the 
mobile dumpster as he continues his tutorial. “We’ll separate the bags when 
we unload them. Some [bags] are recycle stuff and some are just trash.” Mone 
verbalizes his look of surprise as I exit the cart and start loading bags into 
the dumpster, when he says, “Oh, I thought you were going to watch, not 
help me.” 

“Glad to help,” I reply. 
Refl ecting aloud, Mone says, “You know, I do have a lot of students who 

work with me; they [campus administrators] call it community service. Com-
munity service? All I know is that if they have to work with me, they must 
have done something wrong.”

We drive to an adjacent residence hall for our second stop. We work in 
tandem to quickly load the trash as Mone informs me that we will soon drop 
the bags in permanent dumpsters. At the drop site Mone reaches into the cart 
and retrieves two or three bags at a time, tossing them into either the trash 
or the recycle container. As I grab each bag Mone points to its appropriate 
destination and instructs me, “This one . . . that one.” We resume our con-
versation as he activates the compactor attached to the dumpster. 

I see everyone—all different people. I speak, wave, and smile. This radio 
is my trademark. They see me with the radio. I know some are scratching 
their heads saying, “What’s that old man doing driving around on that golf 
cart?” That’s what keeps me going. I have to work.

My rough days are every other Thursday. I have to make paper deliv-
eries. Those days are the worst. In the morning, I have to go to about 10 
buildings and put cartons of toilet paper in closets. . . . The hardest build-
ings are the ones that have steps. Going up those steps with heavy boxes 
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YOU MUST HAVE DONE SOMETHING WRONG  5

is hard. Sometimes I drive up on the lawn. I’m not supposed to, but at my 
age, you gotta do what you gotta do.

Mone provides a brief life history as the compactor continues to grind. 
I learn that, before working at CU, he worked as a short-order cook for over 
20 years at several local restaurants. Mone liked restaurant work but disliked 
the long hours and minimal contact with people. When he started  working 
in the residence halls at CU in 2000, he worked the graveyard shift for 18 
months and then cleaned a residence hall during the day shift. Mone laughs 
as he explains how he got his current job.

One guy was driving the cart and a scrubbing machine fell off. Big mistake. 
Next thing I know, I got his job. That was a few years ago. . . . I like helping 
out around campus. I take shower curtains up to the buildings for every-
one. They ask me to help and I say, “Sure.” I have no problems with that. 
I do a lot of little stuff for them. One year we had a Christmas party. They 
all pitched in and bought me a snowsuit. It was fun. It had me in tears, 
because I didn’t know they were going to do that.

Mone likes working the day shift as well as the option of working week-
ends. He explains his daily routines:

I get home about 5:45 p.m. and eat. Around 7:00, I am asleep. I wake up 
about 8:30 or 9:00. I do some things, then eat again and go back to my 
room and sit down and fall asleep. I get up at 5:00. My commute is about 
30 minutes. I catch two buses and a train. One bus is from my house to the 
Civic Center downtown. I get on the train and come out here. Then I catch 
a bus that takes me to the job. I get here around 7:15 or 7:30 each morning. 
When you catch a bus, you can’t cut it too close. 

He is even “okay” with his fi ve supervisors. As he explains, “When they 
call, I do what they say.” Happiness and pride in the simplicity of his job 
constitute his work philosophy. 

Mone explains that his fi nal task of the week is to replace trash bags in the 
containers located outside several residence halls. He parks near a residence 
hall, retrieves a box of industrial-strength trash bags tucked away behind 
the seat, selects a few bags, and jumps out of the cart. I study his swapping 
technique. During our second stop I again shift my role from observer to 
participant. We agree on a division of labor. Mone handles trash cans while I 
manage recycling containers. He instructs me how to tie knots on the lips of 
the bags to ensure that they do not fall into the can. As I quickly master these 
tricks of the trade, Mone jokes, “You got it. . . . You got a future in trash.” 
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6  THE RESEARCH STUDY, RESEARCH SITES, AND RESEARCHER

En route to our fi nal stop, Mone abruptly yells, “Damn!” Initially per-
plexed, I notice that an SUV is blocking the curb cut, making it impossible 
to maneuver the cart onto the sidewalk. If the cart were not carrying such a 
heavy load (the dumpster and the two of us), I suspect Mone would jump the 
curb. Recognizing the dilemma, I hop out of the cart, grab a handful of bags, 
and head toward the cans located on a nearby plaza. Mone nods his head 
approvingly as he watches me execute my fi rst solo assignment. Returning 
with four full bags of garbage in hand, I toss them into the cart’s dumpster 
and plop down in my seat. Mone smirks and says, “Did you see the look she 
gave you?” as he nudges his head in the direction of a woman sitting in the 
SUV. Silence conveys my confusion. Mone continues, “Oh, I’ve seen that 
look. You must have seen that look. You know, they see you with trash bags 
and they give you that look—you know, you must have done something 
wrong if you got this job.”

What’s Wrong?

Later that evening during my seven-hour drive to Oxford, Ohio, I dictate 
notes about the trash run. Mone’s repeated comment that someone “must 
have done something wrong,” intrigues and troubles me. I concur with his 
premise that most people have preconceived negative perceptions about peo-
ple hauling trash or dragging a mop and bucket around. 

Paules (1991) argued that the media portrays service workers as “igno-
rant, incompetent, apathetic, lazy, and slow” (p. 9). Harris (1981) devoted 
an entire chapter to service workers titled, “Why the Help Won’t Help You.” 
He described service workers as impolite, apathetic, inept, and untrustwor-
thy. These stereotypical perceptions about custodians are pervasive on college 
campuses. 

“We defer to others according to their position; we may ignore, expect 
deference from, even act in an insulting way to those who are in lower posi-
tions than our own” (Charon, 2002, p. 64). Mone’s comment, “I never 
hauled trash with a professor before,” is his humorous way of deferring to 
a professor, someone he perceives as having more power. The SUV driver’s 
facial expression of disgust is a reminder of the academy’s omnipresent caste 
system. Custodians are acutely aware of and generally accept the ways that 
some individuals ignore or subtly accuse them of having done something 
wrong. 

Mone recognized but did not accept the look or the belief that doing 
custodial work is an admission of “doing something wrong.” His subtle and 
subversive actions symbolically communicated ways for universities to “do 
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YOU MUST HAVE DONE SOMETHING WRONG  7

things right.” Mone conveyed pride in his work as he crossed borders and 
regularly interacted with faculty, students, and staff—even those who gave 
him the look. He conceptualized his work as cleaning and so much more, 
such as making people smile and educating them.

Mone joked about a student whose disciplinary sanction for violating 
a university policy was to accompany him on trash runs. The implicit mes-
sage is that when collegians really screw up, custodial work is the ultimate 
punishment. Despite the proliferation of university mission statements that 
proclaim institutional core values such as community, inclusion, respect, 
civic engagement, and equity, Mone’s stories and the look are reminders that 
higher education remains hierarchical; segregated; elitist; and, at times, hard-
hearted.

Nixon (2011) noted, “Field observations enable researchers to gain 
a deep understanding of the ways in which individuals locate themselves 
relative to other individuals in society” (p. 135). Working side by side with 
campus custodians enlightened me about them and their interactions with 
others. During this particular four-day campus visit I interviewed more than 
a dozen custodians and worked three separate four-hour shifts. I collected 
custodians’ life stories, inquired about their perceptions about higher edu-
cation and campus subcultures, and solicited suggestions to improve their 
jobs and higher education. Most housekeepers, like Mone, had done most 
things right. The custodians with whom I interacted were the antithesis of 
ignorant, incompetent, apathetic, and slow. They were hardworking and 
dedicated staff with an acute understanding and acceptance of the ways that 
they are people positioned as “less than” when compared to other campus 
community members. 

The custodians I met constituted a caring community whose moral val-
ues debunk stereotypes about service workers. I interviewed refugees, resil-
ient individuals who did nothing wrong. The civil war in their Yugoslavian 
homeland dramatically altered their lives and limited career options after 
relocating to the United States. In fact, they did countless things right. They 
remained optimistic about their upended lives and did whatever was necessary 
to support their families. They spent hours talking with me about positive 
aspects of their lives, such as caring families, job security, friends, and faith. 
When I asked, they reluctantly revealed their hardships, such as low salaries 
or skyrocketing health care costs. Even interviewees who confessed that they 
had made some poor life choices, such as a teenage pregnancy or dropping 
out of high school, accepted responsibility for those choices. Ellison (1965) 
wrote, “I am invisible, understand, simply because people refuse to see me” 
(p. 7). Campus custodians, like Mone, are an invisible, marginalized, and 
powerless campus subculture—“a collective of persons differentiated from 
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8  THE RESEARCH STUDY, RESEARCH SITES, AND RESEARCHER

at least one other group by cultural forms, practices, or way of life” (Young, 
1990, p. 43). Sweet (2001) discussed the dangers of insular and invisible 
campus subcultures:

As a consequence of limited experience, privileged students at Ivy League 
colleges will likely have little insight into what life is like for the rural poor, 
and the rural poor have little idea of what life is like at an Ivy League col-
lege. Lacking this information, both groups will tend to rely on stereotypes, 
unrefi ned and often uninformed depictions of groups different from their 
own. Once a stereotype is accepted the tendency is to pay attention only to 
observations that fi t this defi nition of reality and ignore observations that 
run counter to it. (p. 121) 

Mone’s comments provoke me to think differently and refl ect on what 
I had “done wrong” in the past. As a former assistant dean of students in 
the 1980s, I was one of those administrators who mandated that judicial 
offenders pick up trash as a form of community service. My intention was to 
provide violators with a teachable moment. Mone helped me to realize the 
problems with my actions. What did custodians learn about administra-
tors and judicial affairs offi cers? What did students learn about community 
service and custodians because of my mandate? In retrospect, I fear that I 
showed students that they needed to shape up or the university would punish 
them in the worst way possible: doing custodial work. I fear that I reaffi rmed 
for custodians the stereotype of the clueless administrator. These ugly realiza-
tions made my journey home a long one. 

Writing Wrongs

“When you think of the wisdom to be found on campus, you’re likely to 
think of professors sharing the fruits of their decades of research on chemis-
try, classics, or quantum mechanics. You almost certainly won’t think of the 
folks cleaning the bathrooms, washing the fl oors, and changing the trash 
bags” (Golden, 2009, para. 1). Golden’s fi lm review of Patrick Shen’s (2009) 
The Philosopher Kings documentary, which is about eight campus custodians 
working at elite American universities, reminded readers that in the acad-
emy, learning occurs inside and outside of the classrooms, and faculty are 
not the only wise individuals capable of educating. Higher education must 
continually challenge stereotypical and debilitating misperceptions about 
custodians. 

Shen’s agenda infl uences the six overarching research aims of this study, 
which offer a unique organizational view and critique of the academy by
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YOU MUST HAVE DONE SOMETHING WRONG  9

1. collecting, analyzing, and disseminating custodians’ life stories; 
2. documenting custodians’ interactions with and insights about other cam-

pus subcultures and vice versa; 
3. revealing how macro campus policies infl uence segregation, inequities, 

civic disengagement, and the quality of custodians’ work lives; 
4. providing a unique bottom-up organizational view of the academy; 
5. illuminating how the gravitational pull toward corporatized universities 

infl uences organizational structures and administrative procedures; and 
6. discussing ways for universities to initiate equitable and moral change.

Ethnographic fi eldwork, such as my trash run, allowed me to learn 
about the Other and me. Fieldwork also provided me a unique vantage point 
to reexperience and reinterpret aspects about American higher education. 
When mopping a hallway in a campus gymnasium a few months earlier, 
I  experienced a variation of the look—or what I call the nonlook. A faculty 
member walking to a racquetball court tiptoed around me without saying a 
word or even nodding in my direction. He acted as though he did not see 
me. For readers unfamiliar with my physique, discretely slithering around me 
with my mop and bucket in tow is a formidable task. Admittedly, he irritated 
me. Yet I knew these feelings would end when my fi eldwork concluded. Cus-
todians who experience the look are not as fortunate.

I not only experienced the look while both observing custodians and 
assuming custodial duties, but also frequently became the recipient of the look 
when I explained this research study to others. After a nonacademic friend 
learned that while on my yearlong sabbatical I would spend a few days clean-
ing with campus custodians to document their life stories and solicit their 
impressions of higher education and then write about the experience, he 
mocked my  project: “Okay. You get a year off from work. You can do whatever 
you want. . . . You volunteer to clean toilets and then write about it. Really?” 

Predictably, faculty colleagues had mixed reviews. The majority offered 
sincere affi rmation for the study, conveying the urgent need for scholars to 
examine this invisible campus enclave. Some proponents acknowledged the 
merits of participant-observation studies and then joked that they were glad 
that someone else was doing this particular research study. Some colleagues 
couched their tepid feedback by sharing polite and analytic musings—mak-
ing certain I recognized that they had my best interests in mind when con-
veying their criticisms: “I wonder if there is a more effi cient, rigorous, and 
clean way (no pun intended) to learn about this subculture, like a survey, 
that wouldn’t require you to do such extensive fi eldwork.” My interpreta-
tion is that they thought that neither the research topic nor the process was 
worthwhile and that I must have done something wrong to get to this point. 
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10  THE RESEARCH STUDY, RESEARCH SITES, AND RESEARCHER

The custodians who participated in this research also expressed initial 
doubt about the study’s merits. Their views gradually evolved, evident in 
the following seven stages of acceptance, a schema I devised:

Stage 1: Disbelief—“You’re doing what?” 
Stage 2: Enthusiasm—“Great idea.” 
Stage 3:  Dumb Idea—“What can you possibly learn from talking to 

me? . . . You need to talk to . . .” 
Stage 4:  Appreciation—“Why don’t people around here listen and ask me 

these kinds of questions?” 
Stage 5: Relief—“This wasn’t as painful as I imagined.” 
Stage 6:  Skepticism—“Who would publish this book, and who would read 

it?” 
Stage 7:  Reciprocity—“If you actually get this book published, can I get a 

free copy?”

Fortunately, most research participants’ rationales for participating mir-
rored Troman’s (2001) fi ndings: 

The motivations for respondents to become involved in the research were 
various. Some wanted their ‘stories’ to be told. Some wanted me to publish 
“fi ndings” to alert policy makers about the “reality” of what was happening 
to teachers and schools; while some wanted to see their stories documented 
and, through reading, relate their experiences to others in similar circum-
stances. (p. 257)

Despite the varied reactions to and motivation for participating in this 
study, the overabundance of opportunities allowed to me to re-view and rein-
terpret American higher education through a custodial lens (as my custodial 
friends would joke, from the bottom up), which trumped the skepticism of 
colleagues.

My interactions with and observations of custodians led to a self-
realization  that occasionally I express a “You must have done something 
wrong” sentiment. When a colleague tosses a paper towel toward the trash 
can in a public bathroom, misses the can, and then jokes, “No problem, the 
janitor will get it,” I am certain I invoke my version of the look, which con-
veys disappointment, disapproval, and disgust. When my research associates 
and I compare independent online library searches and all conclude that the 
educational research community has essentially ignored campus custodians, 
I am certain these colleagues were privy to my version of the look. 

Self-analysis of my look exposes the ideology upon which this research 
agenda rests. Studying custodians is not simply a technical or rational task of 
researching an unexamined topic to fi ll a research void; it is a moral impera-
tive rooted in social justice. Custodians are an invisible university subculture 
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YOU MUST HAVE DONE SOMETHING WRONG  11

that should be seen. Similarly, universities’ ideologies are also invisible. I want 
to reveal these hidden ideologies. 

My interest in this topic stems from my belief that neither decision mak-
ers nor campus community members know very much about custodians or 
why they do what they do. Scholars occasionally reference custodians’ mea-
ger salaries when conducting economic studies about living wages on college 
campuses (Epstein, 2005; Marks & Nermon, 2013; Van Der Werf, 2001). 
Frequently, university presidents explicitly praise custodians when delivering 
“It takes a village” speeches to ensure student success. Media feel-good sto-
ries about custodians who, for example, earn a college degree while  working 
full-time are common (Ng, 2012). I also appreciate scholars who study 
 campus culture and acknowledge service workers in their published works. 
For  example, Kuh, Schuh, Whitt, and Associates (1991) reminded readers,

People who play other roles in colleges and universities also make impor-
tant contributions to creating an environment conducive to student learn-
ing and personal development. The work of librarians, trustees, secretaries, 
custodial staff, and buildings and grounds workers is important to mak-
ing students feel welcome and comfortable and challenging students to do 
their best. (p. 181) 

Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, and Whitt (2005) devoted a paragraph to describ-
ing Ms. Rita, a service provider who goes above and beyond her duties run-
ning a campus coffee shop. 

She seems to know everyone on campus—by name! As we observed her for 
one 45-minute stretch, she had a personal greeting for almost everyone—
encouraging some, cajoling others, and freely dispensing her own fl avor of 
advice about students’ academic performance and social life. She directed 
one student who reported that he had performed poorly on a recent test to 
“go and see the faculty member. . . . [He’s a] good person [and] he’ll be glad 
to speak with you.” (pp. 170–171) 

Sadly, these references are fl eeting; the exception, not the rule. Bearman 
(2005) noted that in sociology and in everyday life, there is a “general distaste 
for the ordinary. Most people would indeed fi nd it more interesting to study 
heroin addicts, gangsters, petty crooks, denizens of the subways, or prosti-
tutes—the ‘stuff ’ of much ethnographic work” (p. xii). Adapting Bearman’s 
argument to the higher education research community, researchers are quick 
to study hookup cultures (Bogle, 2008), campus life in an age of disconnect 
and excess (Seaman, 2005), fraternity gang rape (Sanday, 1990), violence in 
Black Greek-letter fraternities (R. L. Jones, 2004), and race and gender wars 
(G. V. L. Kreuter, 1996). The dearth of scholarship on campus custodians 
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12  THE RESEARCH STUDY, RESEARCH SITES, AND RESEARCHER

leads me to believe that educational researchers perceive campus custodians 
as unremarkable and thus unworthy of study. 

Anthropologically diverse tribes make up higher education, yet funded 
research about custodians is about as probable as a spotless public bathroom 
on an all-male residence hall fl oor on a Monday morning. During my fi eld-
work, custodians regularly shared extraordinary life stories and insights about 
higher education. These individual and potent stories are anything but ordi-
nary, yet recounting and interpreting these stories is complicated. Rebekah 
Nathan (2005), when talking about what it was like for a professor to con-
duct covert research while pretending to be an undergraduate, discusses the 
challenges of studying and recounting research participants’ stories:

My personal experiences as a middle-aged woman cannot say anything 
directly about the “undergraduate experience.” I am not 18 years old, not 
subject to the same pushes and pulls of that age group nor privy to their 
social interactions. As anthropologists learn in their overseas experience, 
one can never really “go native” or expect that one’s own experience is 
indicative of the experience of others born in the culture. At the same time, 
it is the experience of living village life that offers the insight and vantage 
point needed to ask relevant questions and understand the context of the 
answers given. It is this that I hope to accomplish by becoming a freshman. 
(p. 15) 

It would be foolish for me to try to convince readers that I “know” what 
it is like to be a custodian. I don’t. I am not a custodian, although I am an 
intellectually curious visitor to their world and a grateful recipient of their 
labor. Gaining limited access to their social and work interactions was a privi-
lege. As a result, I have a deeper appreciation of their joys and tribulations, 
a deeper understanding of my values, and a multifaceted understanding of 
the academy. 

Duneier (1994) spent years studying a group of African American men 
who occupied a table at a cafeteria in Chicago. He challenged essentialized 
media-fueled stereotypes of Black men, illuminating an honest and decent 
citizenry, too often ignored and misunderstood. As with Duneier, fi eldwork 
experiences afforded me opportunities to observe custodians, ask questions, 
and better understand the context of the answers they provide. A result is 
to challenge conventional wisdom and stereotypes about custodians. Perry 
(1978), when talking about society’s disinterest in garbage collectors, noted, 
“Yet, if we primitively protectively try to shut ourselves off from this very 
fundamental, integral, and complicated part of society and its work, we lose 
the chance to learn something very important about our own way of life in 
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this country. . . . I wanted to present the work of garbage men as real and 
signifi cant” (p. ix). Perry’s goal mirrors my own.

I resist the urge to overstate the importance of studying campus  custodians 
and offer grand prescriptions for innovation or structural  reorganization to 
systemically reform higher education. That said, readers could easily draw 
implications from this book that have a bearing on these topics. Ultimately, 
I hope the stories and analyses do not evoke from readers a “You must have 
done something wrong” look.

Note

1.  In compliance with the American Anthropological Association’s commit-
ment to protecting the privacy of research participants, I use pseudonyms for all 
participants, except Dolores, who appears in Chapter 11. I also changed the names 
of the two research sites and altered information about them to make it more dif-
fi cult for readers to identify these institutions.
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