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Direct Observation

The whole task of ‘watching and wondering’ is one that has occupied the attention of parents, teachers and behavioural scientists for some time. The strategy of direct observation is an appealing one to many people but it is a complex skill requiring considerable forethought to avoid the pitfalls inherent in the method. 
Observation methods

Various methods have been used in the observation of children, including:

· baby biographies

· anecdotal records

· specimen descriptions

· event sampling

· time sampling

· rating scales

· participant observation.

Three of the better known methods will be discussed: event sampling, time sampling and rating scales.
Event sampling

The characteristic feature of event sampling is that it focuses on a specific act or event, such as quarrelling between children in the schoolyard or cooperative acts between children. For example, the coordinator of a day-care centre may be interested in gathering information about how much children in her centre quarrel. Having defined what she means by ‘quarrel’, where the observations will be made, the number of children involved and so forth, her collected data might look like the table below.

Table 1: Data collected in a hypothetical study of children’s quarrels in a day-care centre
Quarrel 
Duration 
No. of children
	1
	1 minute
	2

	2
	1.5 minutes
	3

	3
	1.75 minutes
	2


Guidelines: When using the event sampling method of direct observation, a researcher should:

1
decide on the ‘event’ to be studied and define it carefully

2
carefully consider the setting – for example, the playground – in which to observe the event

3
think through the aspects of the events of interest – for example, consider how to record such information in terms of its:

· duration

· content (what was said or done)

· context

· outcome (what followed).

Advantages and disadvantages: An important advantage of event sampling is that it helps to preserve the integrity or wholeness of the event being studied. The method also allows for the study of both frequently and infrequently occurring events. A primary disadvantage of the method is that it does not readily allow for analysis of the way individuals respond to one other.

Time sampling

The complexity of observing children can quickly be appreciated by standing in any schoolyard at lunchtime and watching children run around the yard. In dealing with the problem of sampling the stream of behaviour from a time-dependent perspective, a time sampling method is used.

A time sampling method involves dividing the behaviour stream into arbitrary time intervals (such as 5 seconds, 10 seconds or 60 seconds). Each interval is then scored for the presence or absence of the specified behaviours. A time-dependent method may be characterised by either one–zero sampling or continuous recording.

1
One–zero sampling involves observing for a specified time period and then taking time out to record the behaviour. Thus, observe for 30 seconds and record for 60 seconds.

2
Continuous recording can be carried out using video to record the stream of behaviour. This offers the possibility of pausing or replaying events, and no time out is required to record events.

One–zero time sampling has been widely used in psychological research to:

· determine the frequency with which behaviours occur

· examine the concurrence of behaviour

· assess the sequencing of behaviour.

Advantages and disadvantages: Time sampling is an efficient method of data collection which allows the measurement of discrete behaviours, such as vocalisation, and provides information on the frequency and sequencing of behaviour. Problems with the method arise through inefficiency of use with infrequently occurring behaviour and with the segmentation of the behaviour stream into arbitrary time intervals.

Rating scales

Rating scales have been used extensively in psychological research. Two main types of rating scales can be identified in the literature: graphic and numerical scales. In graphic scales the intervals are associated with descriptive phrases, as in the following example:


very
hungry 

not 
not at all 
hungry 

hungry 
 hungry
A numerical rating scale simply involves assigning a number to the scale. For example, when rating the sweetness of a drink, a scale ranging from 1 (very sweet) to 5 (very sour) might be adopted.

Advantages and disadvantages: Rating scales are relatively easy to construct and use. They are suitable for measuring aspects of behaviour that are not readily quantifiable. Paradoxically, their ease of use generates problems with indiscriminate use. Particular problems arise where raters are too generous in their rating (error of leniency), where the scores cluster near the centre of the scale (error of central tendency), or where ratings are unduly biased (halo effect).
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