
2.5 (Janice Wong)  This response, too, opens with a headliner that leaves no mistake 
about the subject of what follows – this gorilla’s right foot.  This student makes a number 
of excellent choices in how she presents her work throughout this response.  After the 
initial photo, we see that she has formatted her text so that the observations are displayed 
in clean columns, with the background around the text alternating between white and 
gray to further distinguish each data point from the one that came before and after it.   
 
Parentheses and italics indicate notes to the self, many about process, some about how to 
interpret what she’s seeing.  Throughout the entire report, there is evidence of a constant, 
dual dialog – what’s going on in front of the researcher and what’s going on in her head 
as she tries to capture it.  An additional layer of conversation peeps through, too, 
revealing her thoughts as she was trying to piece together her report based on the notes, 
sketches and photos she had.  All of this came together in a fabulous reflection section at 
the end of the report, displaying an introspective honesty and engagement with the 
process that is nothing short of exemplary.   
 
Finally, the use of photos with call-outs to supplement her written notes (sometimes the 
other way around) is highly effective in this report as are the gestures captured in the line 
drawings in her field notes.  It is no wonder she remarks about her increasing satisfaction 
with being able to quickly capture information like this.  Fantastic work. 
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Kwan (and his right foot)

11:44am, Sept 5, 2012 – Kwan

THE ASSIGNMENT
The objective of this assignment was to start 
getting a sense for the temporal dimensions of 
our observations. We were tasked with time 
stamping every observation to create temporal 
benchmarks for our notes. To get into this 
practice, we each picked a slower moving 
gorilla and focused on a specific body part. 
The goal was to watch the body part, making 
note of its movement and use over the course 
of an hour. After we understood the body part’s 
movement in isolation, we were to look at how 
it related to the gorilla’s other body parts.

SET THE STAGE
I decided to observe Kwan since I hadn’t 
watched him at all yet – partially because I 
was still intimidated by him! On this day, he 
was actually sleeping in the far corner of his 
habitat, so I figured it was as good a time as 
any to get to know him a bit better. I joked 
with Jess that it would be interesting to try 
observing one of Kwan’s eyes for the hour, 
but in the end decided to play it safe and 
watch his right hand instead. I switched to 
observing his right foot about two minutes 
in when he shifted and his hand was no 
longer in plain sight.

Normally I’ve been pretty good about  
noting the context of the habitat, but for some 
reason (perhaps because I knew we were 
supposed to focus on one body part), this 
session I didn’t note anything except what 

Kwan was doing and where he was. I don’t 
have any notes detailing his initial position 
in relation to the others in his troop. 

Kwan was nestled in the far right corner of 
the habitat up against the window. He was 
lying on his back with his arms and legs all 
curled up into himself. I remember thinking 
that it was odd to see him so relaxed and 
peaceful. In past visits to the RCAA, Kwan 
seemed more alert and focused – always 
standing or sitting upright. This may be 
part of why I have been slightly intimidated 
by him – because he seemed to radiate an 
electric energy and sense of power. Seeing 
him lying on his back, all curled up, actually 
made him look a bit small, which was 
surprising to me. 
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Although he was lying on his back, I don’t 
think that he was actually sleeping the whole 
time. Sometimes he had his eyes closed but 
other times they were also open. Was he 
bored? Tired? Resigned to being in captivity? 
I can acknowledge that these are only my 
gut impressions, not really grounded in 
anything except an innate desire to layer 
human emotions on top of his behaviour. 

At any rate, I decided it would be the day 
that I spent with Kwan and went right up 
against the window in the corner beside 
him and sat down to observe. I remember 
thinking to myself how bold I was being 
getting right up there against the window, 
with a small crowd of other visitors also 
trying to watch Kwan. I guess I’m getting 
used to being there, stubbornly jockeying for 
the right position to make my observations. 
Having my notebook out signals to other 
visitors that I’m doing some sort of work 
with the gorillas, which I’ve taken to use as 
my excuse or rational for getting right up 
close and staying there!

OBSERVATIONS
Note: when I say “foot,” I mean Kwan’s right 
foot, which I was actively observing, unless 
otherwise stated.

11:43a Lying on his back in the far corner; 
foot curled up in a ball, like a hand

11:45a Still no movement of his right foot

11:46a Flipped over to lie on his other side; 
unballed his foot, then curled his 
leg under his body like a pretzel

11:48a Noticed that he was actually 
holding his left leg with his right 
foot (He was actually doing this 
before, I only just noticed it now.)

11:49a Changed leg position again, balled 
up his foot again

11:51a Still curled up lying in the same 
general spot; twitching a little 
when flies land on him. Brushes 
flies off his right leg with his left 
foot.

11:54a (Trying to sleep?) Covers his face 
with his arms.

11:56a Still hasn’t really moved from  
the same spot; shifts arms around  
a little but legs remain still

11:57a Gets up to walk away. (I missed any 
clues as to WHY he decided to get 
up at this moment.)

11:58a Has walked over to the opening 
that leads to the outdoors section 
of the habitat; sitting just outside 
with his back to the window. (Now 
I can’t see his foot at all. Not really 
sure what I’m supposed to look at.)

12:00p Glances over his back, back into 
the indoors section of the habitat

12:01p Still sitting outside

12:02p Kwan chases another gorilla for  
a quick moment (wish I had more 
detailed notes on what happened 
there. Think I missed it while I was 
jotting things down.) Now Kwan is 
back inside the habitat, crouching 
and staring, with back to the window

12:04p “Ran over to look up @ 2” (not sure 
what I meant by that – maybe he 
got up to look at another gorilla?)

12:05p Back sitting at the edge between 
inside/outside section of habitat; 
straddling the edge, half in and half 
out. His butt is actually sitting on 
the ledge. Facing outward, with 
back to the gallery again.

12:07p Shifts to sit outside on the ground

12:08p Still sitting. Starts to scratch his 
head and shoulders.

12:09p I notice how flexible he is, 
wrapping his arms all around 
himself.

12:12p Still sitting in the same position.  
(I can’t see his face at all and wonder 
what he’s looking at or what he’s 
doing there.)

12:15p Still hasn’t moved and I still can’t 
really see that well, so I consider 
trying a different vantage point – 
stand up, having been crouching/
sitting before.

12:17p Leans forward to lie on his arms

12:18p Sits up



BEHAVIOURAL OBSERVATION — JANICE WONG — SEPT 9, 2012 PAGE 3 OF 8

11:43AM – 12:41PM, SEPT 5, 2012 | REGENSTEIN CENTER FOR AFRICA APES

Kwan (and his right foot)

12:20p Moves back inside and sits/
crouches with his back to us again

12:22p Walks over a little further into 
centre of the habitat and settles 
down to crouch/sit with his back 
to us (gallery) again

12:24p Starts to lean against some bamboo 
in the habitat – before he was 
freestanding on his own

12:28p Still leaning on the bamboo

12:29p Leans forward to lie on his arms 
once more; I notice that his legs are 
twitching (why?)

12:33p I notice that he is craddling his left 
elbow with his right hand

12:34p Still leaning on his arms/sitting

12:35p Sits up (I note that I keep missing 
the exat moment of movement 
because I’m trying too hard to get 
the time stamps for all my notes!)

12:37p Started to lean, just barely, on the 
bamboo again

12:38p “Holds himself” again (Did I mean 
wrapping his arms around to hold 
his elbows? Not sure.)

12:40p I realize that I’m crouching in a 
similar manner as Kwan, but I’m 
not nearly as comfortable doing 
it as he is. Having noticed that we 
are sitting sort of the same, I notice 
that he is sitting with his feet FLAT 
on the ground, wherease I am 
leaning forward, balancing on the 
balls of my feet only.

12:41p Still sitting, but with his left leg 
curled in under him and his right 
leg oddly extended out, again with 
his right foot flat against the floor

GENERAL INSIGHTS & OBSERVATIONS
I was struck by how flexible Kwan is, seeing 
his legs wrapped around themselves like 
a pretzel and then watching him wrap his 
arms around his shoulders when sitting. In 
focusing on his right foot, I also observed 
how disproportionate his upper torso is 
to the comparatively short legs. His feet 
seemed to have the same dexterity as his 
hands, the way he was balling it up and 
holding his leg with his foot.

I was a bit mesmerized by the visible 
definition in Kwan’s back muscles. 
Additionally, I commented with other 
classmates about his superior posture 
compared to the way some of the female 
gorillas slouched around. When crouching 
or sitting, Kwan was always perfectly 
upright, “like a yoga master,” said Lauren. 

In watching how erect Kwan crouched, I 
was particularly fascinated by his ability to 
maintain balance in that position. His centre 
of balance was superior to mine, as I was a 
bit wobbly when trying to crouch to get a 
better view and take notes at the same time. 
Even when I tried, I couldn’t crouch upright 
with my feet flat to the ground the way 
Kwan was positioned. (After the observation 
session, Chris informed me that Kwan was 
using his big toe nail to help grab onto the 
ground in order to sit like that.)

REFLECTION ON THE PROCESS
It was difficult to keep track of the time 
stamping without feeling like I was missing 
moments of observation. I think I could use 
a watch to help with that. 

On the other hand, I think that I am getting 
better at quickly sketching ugly drawings to 
remind myself of a particular position that 
I’m trying to capture. I’m less hesitant to fill 
up the pages with bad drawings, particulary 
since I’ve seen that they can still trigger 
my memory of what I saw. I also took more 

photos to more accurately capture the way 
Kwan was curled up into himself. It was 
very helpful to have these photos to refer 
back to for specific details, such as checking 
to see if Kwan’s eyes really were closed the 
whole time he was lying down or not.

Having the stated objective to be hyper-
focused on one body part actually made 
it easier for me to take my notes. It made 
me behave as if nothing else except that 
foot mattered, including the other visitors 
jostling for a spot to watch. That being said, 
looking back at the specific notes I made, I 
see that I strayed a little from the goal of this 
observation session. I noticed that when I 
couldn’t see his foot anymore, I started to 
make notes about the other body parts that 
I could see. I didn’t know what else I should 
be doing the moment he stopped lying 
on his back and his foot was no longer in 
perfect view. I’m going to bring binoculars 
to the next class to see if that helps me see 
details better. I might try to observe from 
the outside with them, to see what that 
vantage point has to offer.
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PHOTO 1 – 11:44a | PHOTO 2 – 11:52a
Close ups of Kwan’s right foot, clenched  
into a ball, looking a lot like a hand

PHOTO 3  – 11:47a | PHOTO 4 – 11:49a
Variations of Kwan’s legs curled up into 
each other, with the right foot still clenched 
or else wrapped around the left leg
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PHOTO 7  – 12:04p
Note the definition in Kwan’s back muscles 
and how his foot is completely flat to the 
ground while crouching

PHOTO 8 – 12:29p
Leaning forward on his disproportionately 
large arms

PHOTO 9  – 12:43p
Sitting with his left leg curled in, but right 
leg sticking out. Foot is completely flat, 
once again.

PHOTO 5 – 11:56a
Boredom? Relaxed? Pensive?

PHOTO 6 – 12:38p
Kwan rested his arms on his shoulders like 
this several times during the observation.  
It made him seem pensive.

6
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