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These are written down headnotes = records of observations written as soon as possible
after an observed event that was impossible to record in writing while in process. They
are analogous to cases where journalists observe an event taking place, make rough
notes where possible, and return to the office as soon as they can to write up the event.
Some researchers refer to post facto notes as journalistic notes (Carspecken 1996). The
more closely in time to the ahserved event that headnotes can be used to produce post
facto notes, the more detailed the post facto notes are likely to be.

Fieldnotes

Fieldnotes comprise finely detailed written accounts of what was observed. James
Clifford (in LeCompte and Schensul 1999: 3) describes good fieldnotes as having a
‘you are there’ quality. They are mainly written in the heat of the moment as events
unfold before the researcher’s eyes and tend to be the primary data collection tool
during observation. We personally make a practice of keeping detailed fieldnotes even
when we are video- or audio-recording events, in case of equipment malfunction.

Key components of fieldnotes include:

Writing legibly: sometimes the teacher researcher may not revisit their fieldnotes for
some weeks. They need to ensure that they are able to read them even after a lapse
of time since the notes were first produced.

Regular records of time that don’t just mark the start and end of lessons, for
example, but that actas a guide to the length of observed activity or behaviour. We
make it a practice to mark down the time every ten minutes (or less) when writing
fieldnotes.

Descriptions of what is taking place as well as direct quotations of what is said
wherever possible.

Writing notes in such a way that should study participants ask to see them there
would be no hesitation in handing the notes over to them.

Using codes (e.g. pseudonyms, alphabet letters) for people’s names, SO that if the
fieldnote book gets lost or misplaced it will not reveal the identity of study parti-
cipants if the notes are read by others. We generally use the first letter of key
participants’ names to identify them in our notes.

Developing a shorthand language that will help speed up the often laborious task of
writing fieldnotes. For example, ‘teacher’ could become ‘Ter’, ‘students’ could
become ‘Sts’. In our own fieldnotes of classroom observations we use numbers and
gender codes to distinguish different students, especially during the initial days of
observation when we do not yet know students’ names.

Drawing maps and classroom layout diagrams to show where action is taking place
during an observed lesson or event. For example, one might pay particular attention
1o student desk layout and whether or not this layout changes in different lessons, or
whether students move to different desks for different lessons and so on.

Many researchers recommend writing fieldnotes up in more detail after observations
have been completed (LeCompte and Schensul 1999). We certainly find that it helps to
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Bigum 1993; Papert 1993
Figure 11.3 Sample fieldnote page layour

fancy dress party or a movie set and was far from being poor and dishevelled n their
everyday life.}

Rescarchers often emphasize usity verbs when writing fieldnotes and minimizing the
use of adjectives. This way fielduotes will follow the action, rather than get caughr up
in describing surface feature Schensul ef al. (1999: 115) advocate describing beha-
viours bebaviourally rather than trying to attribute motivations to them: ‘Fidgering
with a pencil and keeping eyes downcast i a meeting may mean several things:

boredom, disagreement, lack of understanding, angry, frustration, or preoccupation
with another matter’.

Hence, rather than writing X was absorbed’, the researchier will describe the specihe
actions taking, place. It is almost impossible to attribute states of being to others during,
observations where we only have external indicutars ra go on. Any interpretations of
states of being should be couched in a cautious manner, like *X appeared to be listening,
avidly’, and followed up with a description of behaviours supporung this inferpreta-
tion [e.g. ‘The student’s cyes followed the teacher’s every move as he filled the test
wbes with water. The student did not speak to classmates when they spoke to him
during the teacher’s demonstiration’.).




