Lecture 23: Notes

Using Observation

Overview

This lecture focuses on the distinctive features of observation as a research process. Observation offers the researcher a distinct way of collecting data. It does not rely on what people say they do, or what they say they think. It is more direct than that. Instead, it draws on the direct evidence of the eye to witness events first hand. It is based on the premise that, for certain purposes, it is best to observe what actually happens. 

Review points:

1. What is observation?

The distinctive feature of observation as a research process is that it offers an investigator the opportunity to gather ‘live’ data from naturally occurring social situations.
2. Three dimensions of observation
· Observation can be of facts, such as: the number of books in a classroom, the number of students in a class,  The number of students who visit the school library in a given period.
·  It can also focus on events as they happen in a classroom, for example, the amount of teacher and student talk,  the amount of off-task conversation and the amount of group collaborative work. 
· Further, it can focus on behaviours or qualities, such as:  the friendliness of the teacher, the degree of aggressive behaviour or  the extent of unsociable behaviour among students.
3. Types of observation
· A highly structured observation will know in advance what  it is looking for and will have its observation categories worked out in advance.
·  A semi-structured observation will have an agenda of issues but will gather data to illuminate these issues in a far less predetermined or systematic manner. 
· An unstructured observation will be far less clear on what it is looking for and will therefore have to go into a situation and observe what is taking place before deciding on its signiﬁcance for the research. 
4. Roles of a researcher in observation: 

· Researcher roles in observation lie on a continuum. At one end is the complete participant, moving to the participant-as-observer, thence to the observer-as-participant, and ﬁnally to the complete observer 
5. A structured observation: this is very systematic and enables the researcher to generate numerical data from the observations. Numerical data, in turn, facilitate the making of comparisons between settings and situations, and frequencies, patterns and trends to be noted or calculated.
6. Structured v/s unstructured observation:

· The structured observation takes much time to prepare but the data analysis is fairly rapid, the categories having already been established, while the less structured approach, is quicker to prepare but the data take much longer to analyse.
·  Structured observation is useful for testing hypotheses, while unstructured observation provides a rich description of a situation which, in turn, can lead to the subsequent generation of hypotheses.
7. Pilot a structured observation schedule 

· The Research need to decide: the foci of the observation (e.g. people as well as events)
· the frequency of the observations (e.g. every thirty seconds, every minute, every two minutes)
· the length of the observation period (e.g. one hour, twenty minutes) what counts as evidence (e.g. how a behaviour is deﬁned and operationalized) the nature of the entry (the coding system).
8. Non-participation observation

a) The preliminary tasks

b) The observational system 

c) The   observational process

9. Entering data: Some cautionary comments
· Selective attention of the observer: what we see is a function of where we look, what we look at, how we look, when we look, what we think we see, whom we look at, what is in our minds at the time of observation; what are our own interests and experiences.
· Reactivity: participants may change their behaviour if they know that they are being observed, e.g. they may try harder in class, they may feel more anxious, they may behave much better or much worse than normal, they may behave in ways in which they think the researcher wishes or in ways for which the researcher tacitly signals approval: ‘demand characteristics’.
· Attention deficit: what if the observer is distracted, or looks away and misses an event?
· Validity of constructs: decisions have to be taken on what counts as valid evidence for a judgement. For example, is a smile,  a relaxed smile, a nervous smile, a friendly smile, a hostile smile? Does looking at a person’s non-verbal gestures count as a valid indicator of interaction? Are the labels and indicators used to describe the behaviour of interest valid indicators of that behaviour?
· Selective data entry: what we record is sometimes affected by our personal judgement rather than the phenomenon itself; we sometimes interpret the situation and then record our interpretation rather than the phenomenon.
·  Selective memory: if we write up our observations after the event our memory neglects and selects data, sometimes overlooking the need to record the contextual details of the observation; notes should be written either during or immediately after the observation.
·  Interpersonal matters and counter-transference: our interpretations are affected by our judgements and preferences – what we like and what we don’t like about people and their behaviour, together with the relationships that we may have developed with those being observed and the context of the situation; researchers have to deliberately distance themselves from the situation and address reflexivity.
· Expectancy effects: the observer knows the hypotheses to be tested, or the findings of similar studies, or has expectations of finding certain behaviours, and these may influence her/his observations.
·  Decisions on how to record: the same person in a group under observation may be demonstrating the behaviour repeatedly, but nobody else in the group may be demonstrating that behaviour: there is a need to record how many different people show the behaviour.
·  Number of observers: different observers of the same situation may be looking in different directions, and so there may be inconsistency in the results. Therefore there is a need for training, for consistency, for clear definition of what constitutes the behaviour, of entry/judgement, and for kinds of recording.
· The problem of inference: observations can record only what happens, and it may be dangerous, without any other evidence, e.g. triangulation to infer the reasons, intentions and causes and purposes that lie behind actors’ behaviours. One cannot always judge intention from observation: for example, a child may intend to be friendly, but it may be construed by an inexperienced observer as selfishness; a teacher may wish to be helpful but the researcher may interpret it as threatening.
10. Reliability: To ensure the researcher’s or researchers’ reliability, it is likely that training is required, so that, for example, researchers

· use the same operational definitions
·  record the same observations in the same way
·  have good concentration
· can focus on detail
·  can be unobtrusive but attentive
· have the necessary experience to make informed judgements from the observational data.
11.  Planning observation:
· In planning observations one has to consider the following:

· When, where, how and what to observe.
·  How much degree of structure is necessary in the observation.
·  The duration of the observation period, which must be suitable for the behaviour to occur and be observed.
·  The timing of the observation period (e.g. morning, afternoon, evening).
· The context of the observation (a meeting, a lesson, a development workshop, a senior management briefing etc.).
·  The nature of the observation (structured, semi-structured, open, molar, molecular etc.).
· The need for there to be an opportunity to observe, for example to ensure that there is the presence of the people to be observed or the behaviour to be observed.
