
PART 3
METHODS

In Part 2 we learned that there are a variety of strategies or approaches that can be used
to structure research; we discussed surveys, ethnography, case studies and action
research. This part of the book looks at the data gathering instruments or methods that
might be employed in research.

Although some research studies will only use one method to collect data, it is
common for more than one method to be used. Sometimes this is a pragmatic
decision; for example, if you wanted to investigate the understanding of parents and
practitioners about role play, it may be practical to interview all the staff but
impractical to interview all the parents, so a questionnaire may be used. Using more
than one method can also be used to enhance the validity of a study by looking at a
topic from a variety of different perspectives (a form of triangulation).

You may recall from Chapter 2 that there is some debate as to whether one should
mix methods that ‘belong’ to different methodologies, in the same research study. For
instance, highly structured questionnaires lie within quantitative methodology,
underpinned by the positivist paradigm, whereas informal interviews lie within
qualitative methodology and the interpretivist or post-structuralist paradigms; some
researchers would consider that combining methods in this way is inadvisable
(Denzin and Lincoln, 2005).

In this part we begin by looking at three methods with which you may already be
quite familiar: observations, interviews and questionnaires. We look at theoretical and
practical issues to do with these methods as well and give examples of how these
methods have been applied in early childhood research. In Chapters 12 and 13 we
look at using documents and other visual texts, and journaling as a research tool.
Using documents as a method of obtaining data has a long tradition, especially in
disciplines such as history, but are also useful in early childhood research. In the
chapter on journaling we introduce you to the idea that ‘you’ as the researcher, are a
legitimate source of information. For example, reflections recorded immediately after
conducting an interview can add powerful contextual information and insights. In
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ethnographic studies, the interactions between the researcher and the individual, or
group being studied, may reveal additional and salient levels of understanding.

Finally, in Chapter 14 we look at creative ways of involving children in research. These
include ways of giving children ‘voice’, by giving them cameras, looking at their draw-
ings, listening to their narratives and stories and sharing in their play. This chapter is the
practical application of one of the principles outlined in Part 1 – listening to children –
although we recognise that interviewing and observation, in particular, continue to be
important methods in early childhood research.
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OBSERVATION

One of the characteristics of early childhood care and education is the emphasis that is
placed on the role of child observation as a tool to help practitioners understand the chil-
dren they care for, so they can provide appropriate experiences that will promote the
children’s learning and development. When used in this way, observations can supply
information about a particular child or group of children, which can be used for planning
and assessment. You may have used observations of children as part of a course, to help
you learn more about child development.

In early childhood research, observations are used as a way of gathering primary data as
part of both qualitative and quantitative methodologies. The decision about which obser-
vational method to choose will depend upon the research question that is being
investigated and the use to which the findings will be put. In this chapter we will look at a
variety of observational methods that are available and their possibilities and limitations.

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

Human survival depends upon individuals being able to observe the world around them
accurately. At its most basic level, accurate observational skills help us to avoid dangers
and keep us safe. As social beings, much of our learning depends on us observing what
others are doing; the actions and reactions of people around us. As Rolfe (2001: 224)
comments, ‘Observation is something we do’.

Children became a focus of systematic observation in the eighteenth century when
Rousseau suggested that children’s behaviour was worthy of study in an attempt to promote
their ‘natural development’ (Fawcett, 1996: 10). Of course people were observing children
prior to this, as parents commonly made anecdotal records of what their children were
doing and how they were developing. Following Rousseau’s lead, there was a succession of
publications by educationalists, such as Pestalozzi, who recorded their children’s early

Chapter objectives

• To consider how observations have been used as a classic method in early childhood research
• To discuss the different types of observational methods available and their uses in research
• To look at the possibilities and limitations of using observations in early childhood

research
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development, leading to what may be considered one of the most important forerunners of
child study: the observations undertaken by Charles Darwin of his son (Darwin, 1877).

The child study came to be seen as a legitimate tool for the study of child psychology
and Fawcett (1996) describes how, at the beginning of the twentieth century, universities in
the USA opened up child study centres where parents were encouraged to bring their chil-
dren so that they could be observed under ‘controlled’ laboratory conditions. Some
psychologists, however, expressed concern that behaviour observed under controlled lab-
oratory conditions may not be a true reflection of how children behave in their natural
environment. As a response to this there was a move to undertake observations of children
in their normal, everyday settings. Fawcett describes this as the ‘Ecological approach’ as it
takes account of ‘the child’s real habitat: the location, other people present, and the expec-
tations and rules under which the child is operating’ (Fawcett, 1996: 13).

In Europe, psychoanalysts such as Freud, psychologists such as Piaget and educa-
tionalists such as Susan Isaacs all used observations on children to further their
knowledge (Fawcett, 1996). Observations and measurements of children continue to
inform the work of developmental psychologists. Without systematic child observation:

• Piaget (Wadsworth, 1996) and Bruner (2006) would not have been able to formulate their theories
on cognitive development 

• Bowlby (1969) and Ainsworth (Ainsworth et al., 1978) would not have been able to recognise the
importance of human attachment

• Athey (1990) would not have developed her ideas about children’s schemas.

Child observations have also contributed to the compilation of schedules of development
or developmental norms (descriptions of sequential steps, or milestones, that most chil-
dren pass through as they mature). Perhaps one of the most well known of these
schedules of development was devised by Mary Sheridan. Originally published in the
1960s, the most recent version was published in 2008 (Sheridan et al., 2008). The devel-
opmental norm approach has been the subject of much criticism for advocating a ‘one
size fits all’ approach to child development and because it can fail to take into account the
wide variety of factors that might impact upon the development of children around the
world, including culture and economic disadvantage. These variations can mean that
using checklists or a milestone approach may be unhelpful as ‘the unique individuality
of every growing person can easily be devalued by over concentration on measurement
and the achievement of norms’ (Fawcett,1996: 17).

Reflection point

Charles Darwin’s work can be viewed online: http://darwin-online.org.uk/content/frame-
set?itemID=F1779&viewtype=text&pageseq=1 (accessed 24 August 2008).

Read ‘A biographical sketch of an infant’. What similarities can you find between this
observational study and observations about children you may have read or conducted
yourself?
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WHEN IS IT APPROPRIATE TO USE OBSERVATION IN RESEARCH?

Before we investigate when it is appropriate to use observations in research we need to
look a little closer into what we mean by the term ‘observation’. When we observe some-
thing we use all of our senses, as this is the way that we take in information about the
world around us. 

You may reflect that Joe is using his eyes and ears, his sense of touch, taste and smell.
In fact Joe is using all his senses.

We use the same processes whether we are interviewing, administering a question-
naire or making a direct observation, and Rolfe (2001: 226) suggests that ‘if we define
observation broadly as one person’s perception’ then we could say that all research is
based on observation. However, in this chapter, we will be focusing on direct observation
of participants’ behaviour, be they children, parents, early years practitioners or other
individuals relevant to a piece of research. 

Coolican (2004) makes the distinction between observation being used as a method
of data collection within the overall research design, or as the overall research design.
When observations are used as the overall design of a piece of research, the study is
often known as an ‘observational study’ to make it clear to the reader that they are not
looking at experimental research. You will find information on research design in
Chapter 15.

• An example of observations being used as a method of data collection is the structured observations
focusing on the ‘quality’ of pre-school settings as part of the EPPE project (Sylva et al., 2003). Within
this longitudinal study there were a variety of methods of data collection used, including structured
observations.

• Another example of observations being used as the overall research design is the work conducted
by Plowman and Stephen (2003) where in-depth observations of pre-school children’s use of infor-
mation and communications technology (ICT) were conducted in seven pre-school settings. 

Rolfe (2001) considers that observations are useful when researchers want to understand
or explain everyday behaviours, or examine the effect of something on everyday behav-
iour. Often, with very young children and babies, it may be the only way of obtaining
information because they may lack the communication skills needed to give an interview
or fill in a questionnaire.

Reflection point

It is lunch time at a nursery. Joe is sitting with his key children around the table, interact-
ing with the children as they eat their pasta and sauce. Fumi, a girl aged 18 months, is
eating with obvious enthusiasm and, at the same time, is experimenting with the food on
her plate. She is laughing and tries to feed him with her spoon.

What senses might Joe be using to take in and process (perceive) this information?

105
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TYPES OF OBSERVATION

Observations can vary across a number of dimensions. Already in this chapter we have
made the distinction between observations undertaken within a laboratory and those under-
taken in a naturalistic environment. We will now look at a few of these types of observation.

Laboratory or naturalistic?

• Laboratory observations. These are carried out in a controlled environment that has been set up by
the researcher in an effort to make the situation as similar as possible for all participants. When
studying children, a laboratory may be a room set up like a nursery, with a one-way mirror on one
wall, through which a researcher can observe what is going on in the room, but with the partici-
pants unable to see the researcher. The advantage of laboratory observations is that all participants
are observed in conditions that are, as near as possible, the same, reducing the effect of confound-
ing variables. This is the ‘scientific’ or experimental approach and you can read more about this in
Chapter 1. The disadvantage is that researchers may not be seeing ‘normal’ behaviour, as the par-
ticipant is not in their everyday environment (Hayes, 2001). 

• Naturalistic observations. These are undertaken in the everyday setting of the participant, which in
young children’s case might be their home or nursery setting. These are the type of observations that
most practitioners are familiar with and are not without limitations.

The kinds of variables that might have an effect on the child’s behaviour could include
the physical environment, the people with whom the child is interacting and the presence
or not of the observer. In experimental research this would be considered problematic,
because it is difficult to control variables in a naturalistic situation. However, as you may
recall from Chapter 2, it could also be argued that researchers should try to observe chil-
dren in a naturalistic environment in recognition that children grow and develop in
complex social worlds – not worlds that can be easily controlled. Thus, researchers should
try to observe children in the context of their everyday lives (Dunn, 2005).

Quantitative or qualitative?

Observations can either be quantitative in nature or qualitative. We have looked at this
classification several times already in this book as it is one of the main methodological
distinctions in planning research.

• Quantitative observations, sometimes known as structured observations, are designed to give stan-
dardised, numerical data, in an effort to reduce the number of variables and improve reliability of

Reflection point

In a naturalistic observation it is impossible to ensure that all the participants are observed
under the same conditions. If a child is being observed in their own home, or in a nursery,
what sort of variables might have an effect on the child’s behaviour? Does this matter? 
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the findings. Johnson and Christensen (2008: 211) suggest that the following variables could be
standardised in quantitative observations: who is observed, what is observed, when observations
are to take place, where the observations are to be carried out, and how the observations are to be
done. Very often, in large studies involving several observers, training is given before hand to
increase the reliability of the observations. 

• Qualitative observations are often undertaken for exploratory purposes and exactly what will be
observed is not specified beforehand. Qualitative observations are usually undertaken in naturalis-
tic situations, with what the researcher records being guided by the overall aim of the research and
interesting things that they see at the time. In the Froebel Blockplay Research Project, for instance,
many observations of children playing with blocks were carried out over time (Gura, 1992).

Participant or non participant observation? 

Another dimension to the type of observation being used is the degree to which the
researcher/observer is part of the actual observation. Consider the scenario outlined pre-
viously when Joe was observing Fumi as she ate her lunch. Joe, while observing, was also
fully participating in the exchange. You may recall that participant observation is a key
component of ethnographic research and is discussed in Chapter 6. Although the degree
to which an observer is a participant or not lies on a continuum, for convenience sake,
Johnson and Christensen (2008) have identified four conditions. 

• Complete participation is where the observer is a full member of the group being studied. If the
researcher is a complete participant it is not usual to inform the group about the research aim, as
this may alter the group’s behaviour towards the researcher. This aspect of complete participation is
considered unethical as it involves deception and the participants have not been given the right ‘not
to participate’. In Chapter 6 we discussed this in relation to Fielding’s (2008) covert study of the
National Front. Students should not be engaging in research that involves deception.

• Participant as observer is when the researcher spends a considerable amount of time with a group
and attempts to become a full member of the group, but explains to the group from the beginning
that they are conducting research. This is similar to practitioner research in early years settings. The
staff team will be fully aware that the researcher is undertaking observations (and for what purpose)
and may give insightful comments on what has been recorded or even help with data collection. If
observing children, it is important to gain the written permission of parents too. 

• Observer as participant is when the researcher spends only a limited amount of time with the group
s/he is observing, seeking permission from the participants to join in only with the activities that they
wish to observe. This is similar to a student on a course attending a session for a limited amount of
time a week. The advantage of this is that it is easier to remain objective, but a complete under-
standing of what is happening may be difficult to attain because the observer remains an outsider
(Johnson and Christensen, 2008).

• The complete observer does not involve themselves with the group being observed at all. S/he
remains anonymous and endeavours not to be noticed by the participants. An example of this may
be a researcher observing children playing in a public place, where Johnson and Christensen (2008)
consider that the participants do not need to be informed that they are being observed. The advan-
tage of this type of observation is that the participants’ behaviour is likely to be completely natural,
but the information obtained will lack the insiders’ point of view. 
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Narrative methods

Narrative observations are those which endeavour to write down in everyday language
(or otherwise record) what the participant says or does. Narrative methods are qualita-
tive in nature, although it may be possible to reduce the information obtained to allow a
quantitative analysis if this is thought appropriate. 

We will be describing three main methods: naturalistic observations, target child
observations and diary entries. There is no real agreement about what each method is
called and you will find different sources will use different terms to describe similar
methods. Rolfe (2001) suggests that to avoid confusion it is best to focus on what the
method involves, rather than its name.

Naturalistic observations
Naturalistic observations are also known as narrative observations, descriptive narra-
tives, running records and written observations. Although this is a reasonably
straightforward method, and often the one that students of early years’ care and educa-
tion are introduced to first, it is by no means an easy skill to acquire. This method
involves observers writing down exactly what they see and hear as it happens. Observers
usually use a notebook to record what they see, often using abbreviations to speed up the
process, writing up the observation neatly as soon as is practical, while what has been
seen is still fresh in the memory. 

There are several points to remember when writing a naturalistic observation:

• The present tense is used.
• Only behaviour is recorded, the observation will be analysed at a later date, so you would not write

‘F was upset when he came into the nursery’ because that is an interpretation of his behaviour. 
• Using initials instead of using participants’ names can be confusing. You can use pseudonyms

instead. As long as the real names of the setting and the participants are not used you will be able
to maintain confidentiality. If you work with young children and you are carrying out observations
as part of your professional work, you would retain the child’s real name so that the information can
contribute to the child’s record. It is good practice in research to share your observations with par-
ticipants.

The main advantage of this method is that behaviour can be recorded as it happens and
little advance preparation is needed. The disadvantage is that decisions have to be made
about exactly what to record; if there is a lot going on something might be missed.

Reflection point

You may wish to reflect upon the advisability of observing children in this covert way.
Although your intentions may be innocent, your behaviour may be misinterpreted by oth-
ers. Is it ethical to carry out research without informed consent? Could you call the people
being observed ‘participants’ in this type of study? 
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Moreover, the data that is produced is unstructured and will require careful analysis later
on and, although it will give you information about that particular event, it is hard to
compare observations.

Target child method
This method was developed during the 1970s as part of the Oxford Pre-School Project
(Sylva et al., 1980) and was used as a research tool in the EPPE project (Sylva et al., 2003)
where it was originally used to discover the situations which promoted children’s con-
centration. Green (2007) comments that the method is also useful for noting socialisation
and language use. The method involves the use of a pre-prepared template on which to
record the observation, which makes use of pre-decided abbreviations. This is particu-
larly useful if more than one observer is involved in data collection. The following is a list
of commonly used codes, but any code can be used as long as it is decided before hand
and every observer uses the same codes.

Excerpt from a naturalistic observation

Date: 25-08-08                                    Time observation starts: 07.55

Time observation finishes: 08.05

Child’s initial: F (or pseudonym)            Gender: M

Age: 1:3                                              D.O.B: 25-05-07

Main language of child: English

Context: Children’s centre in inner city London, toddler room. F is being brought into the
centre by his mother M. He has been attending for 2 weeks. F’s key person has seen the
family arrive and is waiting for them.

Number and age of other children: 2 children 1:6 and 2:1

Number of adults: 2 F’s key person K and 1 other.

M pushes open the door and ushers F into the room. He has tears on his face and holds
onto M’s legs, burying his head in her skirt. 

M: ‘What’s all this about? You enjoyed yourself yesterday. Don’t cry. Look, here is K.’ M
picks F up, he buries his head in her shoulder.

K approaches F, she touches his shoulder gently.

K: ‘Hi F. Don’t you want to play with me today? M why don’t you help F take off his coat?
Shall we see if F remembers where his peg is?’

M puts F on the ground and F lets her take the coat off.

M: ‘Can you show me your peg F?’ 

F points to where the pegs are, he walks towards them and M finds his peg.

M: leaves the room. F looks at her going and begins to cry loudly. He goes towards the
shut door. He tries to open it, but can’t. He sits on the floor, banging his feet on the door.
He is still crying loudly. 
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• Activity codes:
TC = target child (the child’s name or initials are not used)
C = child
A = adult

• Language codes:
To record language (what the child is saying), you would simply write: TC>C, if the target child
is speaking to another child, or TC>A, if they are speaking to an adult.

• Task codes:
LMM = large muscle movement
LSC = large-scale construction
SSC = small-scale construction
MAN = manipulation
SM = structured materials
PS = problem solving
SVT = scale-version toys
IG = informal games
SINP = social interaction, non-play
DB= distress behaviour
This is just an example of what can be an extensive list.

• Social codes: 
SOL = the target child is playing on their own (solitary)
PAIR = the child is with one other person, child or adult
SG = the target child is within a small group (three to five children)
LG = the target child is within a large group (six or more children)
PAIR/P = the target child is playing parallel to one other child
SG/P = the target child is playing parallel to a small group
LG/P = the target child is playing parallel to a large group
If there is an adult interacting with an activity, there would be a circle drawn around the social code.
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Once observers have memorised the codes, this method is a time efficient way of
observing children’s behaviour. It is useful for identifying children who are not socialis-
ing with other children or who rarely communicate.

The clinical interview
Jarvis et al. (2004) describe how this method of observation, involving a mixture of obser-
vation and interview, was developed by Piaget, as a way of trying to understand young
children’s thinking and reasoning. Piaget would watch children playing or trying to com-
plete a task and then ask them questions about what they were doing and why they were
doing it. In clinical interviewing there are no set questions because the questions depend
on what the child is doing and later questions depend on the answers to the earlier ones.
The disadvantage of this method is that children are not all asked the same questions so
the findings are not generalisable. In addition, there is a danger that the children’s inten-
tions can be misinterpreted. For example, Jarvis et al. (2004) describe how clinical
interviews were used to suggest that children believe in animism: a belief that inanimate
objects are alive and can understand the children. Jarvis et al. point out that if a child hits
a teddy and calls it ‘naughty’, it may not mean that the child believes the toy is alive, the
child may just be engaged in imaginative play.

The diary method
Diaries contain records of significant events that have been observed over a period of time
and may contain both observational material together with personal reflection and analy-
sis. There are no hard and fast guidelines as to what should be recorded in a diary, as the
observers decide for themselves what is worthy of inclusion. Coolican (2004) considers that
diaries can be a rich source of information as they can document change, however they can
become highly subjective, making any comparison with other diary studies very difficult.
Chapters 6 (ethnography), 12 (documents) and 13 (journaling as a research tool) in this
book provide further information about the use of diaries and field notes in research.

Structured methods 

In narrative observations, children’s behaviour is recorded in some detail, often with no
prior decision as to exactly what should be observed. Structured observational methods
narrow down the focus of the observation and are often guided by a very precise aim.
Most structured observations are quantitative in nature and can generate numerical data.
We will be looking at three different types of structured observation in this section: the
time sample, the event sample and the checklist.

Time samples
Time samples involve observing a participant (adult or child), group of participants, or
an area of the nursery at regular intervals during the day. Before observing, it is impor-
tant to be clear about:

• the aim of the observation
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• who or what is being observed
• exactly what will be recorded
• how often the recordings will be made
• the length of each recording.

Before starting to observe, a grid should be drawn up. For example, it may be that the aim
is to investigate what proportion of the day staff members are interacting with children as
opposed to being involved in other activities. The recording grid may look like this:

Time samples need to be repeated at different times of the day and different days of
the week, as just one observation will not help you reveal if there is any consistent pat-
tern. Rolfe (2001) notes that enough time samples need to be made to enable the
researcher to make some generalisations about the behaviour of individuals or groups. 

Time samples can be used to look at individual children, such as observing a child every
5 minutes to see what the child is doing. This can be very time-consuming, and the
researcher is unlikely to be able to do much else, unless some sort of timer is used as a
reminder when to look up and find the child. The advantage of time samples in research is
that they are repeatable and it is possible to ‘measure’ the success of an intervention by
undertaking ‘before’ and ‘after’ observations (as long as it is remembered to keep variables
such as the time of day and day of the week constant). The disadvantage of time samples
is that examples of the behaviour under observation could be missed because they fall in
between two time points. In addition, the information recorded may lack detail.

Event samples
Event samples are similar to time samples, except that instead of sampling at regular
times, a particular event is chosen, whenever it occurs (Rolfe, 2001). This type of obser-
vation is very useful for looking at aspects of children’s behaviour, for example, the
researcher may wish to find out what is provoking a child’s frequent ‘temper tantrums’,
or why a particular area of the nursery appears to provoke conflict among the children.
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When investigating instances of challenging behaviour it is useful to know the ABC of
the event (Mukherji, 2001):

• Antecedent: what was going on immediately beforehand that may have provoked the event?
• Behaviour: what the child/children did, possibly as a response to what was going on beforehand.
• Consequences: what followed on immediately after the event?

The following is an example of an event sample used to investigate a child’s ‘temper
tantrums’.

If this event sample was undertaken throughout a day it may be possible to detect that
F’s ‘temper tantrums’ occur in situations when he cannot get his own way. He may have
learned that such behaviour may get him what he wants. The disadvantages of event
samples are that observers need to be alert to what is going on around them, so that they
are aware of the events as they occur. It is also necessary to be clear beforehand about
exactly what constitutes an ‘event’ (Mukherji, 2001). In addition, if there is more than one
observer, then training in recognising salient events will be necessary. 

Checklists
Checklists are commonly used in recording aspects of child development and are com-
monly based on schedules of development such as Sheridan et al. (2008). The use of
checklists to record children’s development in early years’ settings used to be very pop-
ular, and many local authorities provided settings with developmental booklets that
could be used. However, the use of these checklists has fallen out of favour in recent
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years as it is recognised that a checklist approach contains very little information and
should really be thought of as summaries of observations (Fawcett, 1996: 62). Checklists
are still used as a guide for health professionals, and parents are invited to fill in check-
lists about their children’s development in their personal child health record (NHS, 2006).

It is possible to make up checklists for practically any aspect of development, or work
procedures. You may be familiar with checklists that are used by staff to record when a
task has been completed. Data from checklists tend to be quantitative in nature and easy
to analyse numerically.

RECORDING INFORMATION

Data-gathering devices

Most of the techniques we have looked at lend themselves to paper and pen methods of
recording, although, a checklist could be entered electronically. Some researchers like to
use digital camcorders to record events. The advantage of this is that you have perma-
nently captured an event and can review it over and over again as Tobin et al. (1989) did
in their study of pre-schools in three cultures.  Unfortunately, unless recording under lab-
oratory/studio conditions, it is often difficult to hear what is going on because of
interference from the noise in an early years setting. The human ear is very good at
screening out background noise, allowing you to concentrate on the event you are
observing, but camcorders record everything, making analysis difficult at times. 

The same applies to electronic sound recorders, such as Dictaphones, as trying to deci-
pher what has been heard can be difficult. The other drawback of these methods is that
participants may behave differently with recording devices around. Researchers tend to
introduce these devices some time before using them in their research, to give partici-
pants a chance to get used to them and for their behaviour to return to ‘normal’.

It is important to consider the additional ethical responsibilities that digital recording
of observations presents. In recording observations in this way, it is imperative that par-
ticipants have agreed to this method of recording and know how the recording will be
used, that is, who will see it and how long the recording will be kept.
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In the ‘Research in focus’ feature the observations were a type of naturalistic, non-par-
ticipant time sample. The main limitation is that the observer was not present and the
parent had to be asked to supply contextual information. In addition not all speech is
recorded in this method, which may have been illuminating. Nowadays it is likely that
the observation would use visual recording as well.

Recording contextual information

When undertaking observations, it is important to have all the relevant details about the
participants and the setting as there is nothing worse than realising, when it is too late,
that a vital detail has not been recorded. The details that you need to record will vary
according to the aim of your research study, but should include information that may have
an influence on what you have observed. The following list might be pertinent to include:

• details of the child/children observed, such as age, date of birth, gender, ethnicity, language spoken,
length of time at setting

• date, time and length of observation
• method of observation used
• details of the setting, for example, a playground, child’s home, or playgroup
• details of the area in which the setting is located (rural/affluent suburb/multicultural inner city and

suchlike)
• immediate context, for example, in the garden 
• what was happening immediately before the observation 
• details of the adults involved (numbers/roles and so on).

Clearly, if researchers are undertaking a series of observations in the same setting, or on

Research in focus

In the Bristol study of language development (Wells and Wells, 1984), radio microphones
were used to record the language of 128 children. Half the children were approximately
15 months of age and half were approximately 39 months old. The children were recorded
on several occasions in their own homes over a period of two and a half years. The chil-
dren were fitted with radio microphones, which sent information to pre-programmed
recording devices left in their homes. This enabled recordings to be made without the
researchers being present. On each occasion that they were studied, eighteen 90-second
samples of their speech were recorded. On the evening of the day that recordings were
taken, researchers played the recordings to the children’s parents, who were interviewed
to obtain information about what was happening at the time of the recording, so the
excerpts of language could be placed in context. Later, the recordings were transcribed.
The study revealed common patterns of language development, with different rates of
development.

• Using the information in this chapter describe what type of observation was used?
• What are the possibilities and limitations of recording language in this way?
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the same child, many of these details only have to be recorded once. It is important to
remember that permission should be sought from all involved and that you should main-
tain confidentiality. In addition, due consideration must be taken of data protection. Please
see Chapter 3 where these details are looked at in some detail.

Observer bias 

In this chapter we have looked at a variety of techniques, ranging from naturalistic obser-
vations where observers attempt to write down everything that they see, to the checklist
approach where all that is required is a tick in a box if a particular event/aspect of devel-
opment is seen. Observers are different. They have all had different life experiences
(Reinharz, 1997) and these differences affect what they focus on when they are observ-
ing. For example, if you asked two observers to write a naturalistic observation of
children playing outside, one person may have focused on the children’s gross motor
skills and their confidence in using the play equipment, while the other observer may
have focused on how the children cooperated together. Physical characteristics of the
observers, such as whether they are tired, too hot or cold, hungry or unwell may also con-
tribute to their attention span and their ability to make accurate recordings. These
considerations are important as they affect the reliability of observations. The use of some
of the more structured forms of observing and the prior training of observers may over-
come these effects to some extent.

In addition to the differences in what observers may record, different observers may
interpret what they see in very different ways (Coffey, 1999). 

Factors such as culture, class, religion, level of education and past life experiences
all contribute to the way we interpret what we see. We bring to the observation
process our opinions and prejudices (Coffey, 1999). To increase objectivity, the
researcher should aim to avoid including ‘evaluations, judgements, impressions and
personal speculations’ when recording observations (Nicholson and Shipstead, 1998:
13, in Rolfe 2001).

Reflection point 

Anil is 3 years old and has just started nursery. He lives with his parents who are of Indian
descent, but who were born and brought up in the UK, and his grandmother, who came
to the UK as a young woman. Anil communicates well in both Bengali and English. It has
been observed that Anil is reluctant to feed himself and is still unable to put his coat on
independently. 

One observer is very worried about his development, fearing that he is lacking in inde-
pendence skills. Another observer considers that his behaviour is completely normal. Why
are there such different interpretations?
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Observation

Key points from the chapter 

• There has been a long history of using child observations to further our understanding of child devel-
opment and education.

• Observations can be undertaken in a laboratory or in naturalistic surroundings.
• Observers can be placed somewhere along a continuum, with complete participation in the situation

being observed at one end, and complete non-participation at the other.
• Observations can be used to generate both qualitative and quantitative data.
• There is a variety of different methods of observation that can be used, from unstructured narrative

types of observation to more structured methods.
• The self of the researcher impacts on what they see and how they analyse observations. Raising

awareness of this, training and the use of more structured observations may help to overcome ele-
ments of bias.

Further reading 

Dunn, J. (2005) ‘Naturalistic observations of children and their families’, in S. Green and D. Hogan

(eds), Researching Children’s Experience: Methods and Approaches. London: Sage. In this

chapter, Dunn draws on her considerable experience of using observations as a way to study

children’s lives.

Fawcett, M. (1996) Learning Through Child Observation. London: Jessica Kingsley. This is a good

basic text on child observation: theory and practice.

Rolfe, S. (2001) ‘Direct observation’, in G. MacNaughton, S. Rolfe and I. Siraj-Blatchford (eds),

Doing Early Childhood Research. International Perspectives on Theory and Practice.

Buckingham: Open University Press. In this chapter, Rolfe describes the decisions she made

when planning a research study involving child observation, and gives an excellent overview of

the topic.
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