Observations

	Outline of approach

Observations enable researchers to gather data about activity in settings, and offer understandings about the situation being described.  They look at how participants act and interact. In ethnographic research, the observer may be a participant in the activity being observed; in other situations, the observer may simply be a ‘neutral’ person outside the activity.
Observations can be structured or unstructured; overt or covert. They allow the researcher to see firsthand what happens in a situation.  However, the presence of the observer may shifts the ways that participants behave. They are also time consuming, and demand high levels of alertness from the observer.
If observation data is to be collected, consideration must be given to how it will be analysed. A number of texts are available in the library, Atkinson and Hammersely (2007) is a classic source here. If you are interested in 


	Key concepts

· The observer paradox: the presence of the observer alters the way that participants behave.

· Structured observations are systematic, usually marking the occurrence of an event or phenomenon and providing quantitative data for analysis They make take the form of:
· Event sampling – a tally is kept of a pre-determined list of events.
· Interval recording – events are recorded in pre-determined time slots without a pre-determined list. Excellent note-taking skills are required.
· Rating scales – pre-determined scales are used to rate observed behaviour 
· Unstructured observations are recorded as field notes or reflective logs and may focus on one or more of:

· Aspects of the  physical setting

· Participants in the activity and their actions

· Tools in use in the activity

· What kinds of events take place in the setting and in what order

· Critical incident/event recording
· The Self (auto-ethnography)
· Ethical considerations: The principle of informed consent normally applies.  In covert observation, the ethical issues are more complex as the research may breach human rights.  It is suggested that, in the kind of research likely to be undertaken in educational settings, it is unlikely that covert observation would be undertaken.


	Further reading
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