GUIDELINES FOR FIELD NOTES
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WHAT TO LOOK FOR – “WHERE IS THE CULTURE?”

Experienced field researchers generally pay attention to the following:

• Specific facts, numbers, details (e.g., signs, number of people present, decor)

• Maps, diagrams, sketches of rooms or spaces (FW p. 230)

• Sensory impressions (e.g., sights, sounds, textures, smells, tastes – be vivid)

• Cultural artifacts

• Physical descriptions of the members (e.g., clothes, haircuts, accessories, habits, logos, music, etc

– similarities and differences)

• “Underlife” behaviors (FW p. 83) or other behaviors that seem different to you

• Interactions between members of the subculture (e.g., formal, rowdy, cautious, etc)

• Insider terms (try reserving a page in your notebook just for an “insider” glossary)

• Quotes that seem important or summaries of conversations

• Possible informants and possible interview questions or topics

• The response of the members of the subculture to you (Do they notice you? Approach you?

Shun you?)

• Questions about people and behaviors you would like to have answered

• Any possible tensions or conflicts you think might be going on

• Any sense of what’s missing from the scene, silences, absences, what you think should be there

• Potential sources of archival research—e.g., related magazines, handbooks, guidebooks, Web

Sites

PARAMETERS AND EXPECTATIONS

(1) I’ll collect your field notes about every week and am expecting at least 4 substantial pages

per batch. To be thorough, you should visit your field site for two hours every week, taking

1-4 pages of notes at each visit. This may seem like a lot of time up front but, from an ethnographic perspective, I think you’ll find it barely sufficient to collect and gather the rich description that you’ll need.

(2) Please turn in photocopies of your field notes so that you are never without your field notebook. Because you want to record objective facts and details as well as your reactions, thoughts, and responses to these facts, I will ask you to follow a double-entry format (that will be modeled in class and on class website):

• Date, time, and place of observation appear at the beginning of each entry.

• A continuous page numbering system for each observation.

• Left-hand column records verifiable information, observable facts and details in the field site.

• Right-hand column records your subjective, reflexive responses to facts and details, and considers new research questions

• Reflective summary (1-page) occurs at the end of each batch. You should make it a habit to sit down with your notes after each visit to your field site so that you can spend 15-20 minutes doing the following:

o Reading through the observations you have made

o Writing a focused response that recounts the experience, makes sense of the observations, and discusses where your observations will go next

• Be legible (I will not evaluate what I cannot read!).

EVALUATION CRITERIA

Field notes are a significant part of your grade and will be evaluated on the “check” system:


Cartoon reprint from Gary Larson’s Far Side.
(+


�
Outstanding work that demonstrates insightful


“looking” and “reflecting” and meets all expectations


above�
100%�
�
(�
On the right track and meets most expectations above


but may lack in an area of “looking” or “reflecting”


�
75%�
�
— �
Incomplete or meets few expectations above, lacking in


more than a few areas�
50% �
�






CONTEXT


The observation notes that you take at your field site all semester will be some of your most valuable research data. Settle on a system of note taking that is comfortable for you and easy for you to work with; this may include some sort of abbreviations for yourself so that you can write more quickly. Try not to leave anything out—you never know what details might be valuable later on for helping you understand the daily routines, rhythms, and patterns of your subculture (FW p. 83). 





Take note of what surprises, intrigues, or disturbs you, trying not to limit yourself to just what’s obvious.











