
3.5 (Janice Wong)  This researcher is extraordinarily articulate in reflecting on her 
process and all the decisions she makes and their implications.  This is what lets you train 
up like an Olympian and quickly go from little or no fieldwork experience to being one of 
the best in any room.   
 
Now that we’ve gotten used to seeing ethnographic work with photos, note a moment of 
best practice that you can see in this response.  Photos need – and deserve – captions.  It’s 
an important call-out, of a sort, helping the reader to understand what the focus of the 
photo is and why you’ve put it in the location you’ve chosen for it, that is, the role you 
want it to play in moving your narrative along. 
 
One other reference in this response deserves highlighting.  I can’t help but laugh at what 
happened to this student when she showed up with binoculars.  These tools are the sign of 
a serious observer, and it’s no wonder this researcher immediately began being pestered 
by well-meaning visitors looking to be educated.  There is something about a person 
intensely watching and making notes about things that attracts casual passersby like a 
magnet – at a zoo or anywhere else.  Learning to cope with individuals who do not mean 
to distract you and wreck your work but who nonetheless pose exactly that threat is an 
important skill for any fieldworker.  If you don’t need to hear the ambient environment, 
headphones can help.  Along with carefully failing to make eye contact with those around 
you, they can help protect your observation time without actually having to embarrass 
either yourself or the assertively curious around you. 
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Important lesson: I must learn how to tell the difference between the gorillas in Kwan’s troop!

THE ASSIGNMENT
The objective of this assignment was to 
create a temporal map of one gorilla and 
its activities. We were to practice taking 
notes at regular, pre-defined intervals – 
maintaining this beat at all costs, even 
in priority over any irregular activities 
that might occur outside the self-imposed 
rhythm. The goal of the write up is to pay 
attention to the duration, timing, sequence, 
reoccurrence, and cyclicality of the activities. 
We are seeking to identify patterns in the 
observations that we made.

SET THE STAGE
I took my time setting up before the 
actual “observation” began because 
I was anxious about keeping up with 
taking notes on a set interval. I worried 
about where to put my bags, how to try 
setting up my notebook so the times 
were already laid out and I could just fill 
in the blanks (failed to really do that in 
the end), how to balance my phone so I 
could see the time ticking down, etc. I 
also paid special attention to the vantage 
point I was going to pick for this session, 
to ensure that I would have easy access 
to all the tools I’d need to record my 
notes. The zoo was more crowded than 
normal on this day, so the gallery area 
felt especially chaotic. I also had a set of 

binoculars to try out, so I went outside 
to see if there was anyone outside that I 
could see from that vantage point.

Luckily Rollie was outside by herself 
behind a big boulder, so I chose to 
observe her. She was nestled under the 
shade provided by this boulder, eating 
[leaves or berries?]. It was really nice 
observing from outside. The weather 
was sunny and gorgeous with just a 
slight breeze. Most noticeable was the 
quiet, compared to the hustle and bustle 
created by all the traffic inside the more 
popular gallery areas. I situated myself 
behind some shrubs directly in front of 
Rollie, maybe 12 feet away from her. I 
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was excited at the opportunity to watch 
her with my binoculars from a spot that 
kept me partially hidden from her line 
of sight. Since I was a fair distance away 
from Rollie, most visitors passing by did 
not stay long because they could get a 
closer view from inside. (Oddly enough, 
everyone inside was extremely lethargic 
this morning. I recall that most of the 
troop was spread out napping inside. 
It seemed like a lazy day.) True to my 
hypothesis, having the binoculars also 
acted as a social signal to other people 
that I was doing some sort of work – it 
seemed to make people give me extra 
space when they walked by, as if they 
didn’t want to disturb me. (This was in 
contrast to when I eventually moved 
inside to the main gallery and a couple 
became interested by the fact that I was 
working and tried to start a conversation 
with me while I took notes – even though 
not once did I ever actually acknowledge 
their questions!)

I chose to chunk my time into five-
minute intervals; two minutes watching 
followed by three minutes taking notes. 
You can imagine my disappointment five 
minutes in to my “officially recorded” 
observation session when Rollie decided 
she wanted to go back inside, after I was 
finally set up and ready to hunker down 
and watch her from outside.

OBSERVATIONS
11:55 – 11:57am Rollie seems to be eating 
haphazardly. I can see that she is not 
really looking at what she is eating as 
she eats. She isn’t chewing it all either. I 
can tell because there are leaves that get 
brought up to the vicinity of her mouth, 
but they don’t make it actually in her 
mouth, fluttering to the ground instead. 
She doesn’t seem to care. Her eyes are 
looking elsewhere while she’s doing this. 
(I don’t know if her eyes were always 
focused on something else, or if this was 
only happening at this point because she 
was about to get up and leave. I could 
only really see what her eyes and mouth 
were doing when I used the binoculars 
to look.)

12:00 – 12:05pm  Rollie decided to walk 
away while I was stuck in a three-minute 
interval of writing. Determined to keep 
the rhythm like we were assigned to do,  
I did not peel my eyes away from the book 
to look at what she was doing, where 
she was going, or why she might have 
decided to leave. This ended up resulting 
in me “losing my gorilla” around 12:03pm.

12:05 – 12:10pm Running back into the 
gallery, Navroze and Amanda helped me 
find Rollie again. She is lounging in one 
of the hammock-like resting spots, up 
high in the far right corner. She’s holding 
what looks like a big leaf; Navroze thinks 
it’s actually a banana?

12:10 – 12:15pm My vantage point is 
frustrating because the angle Rollie is 
sitting at makes it impossible for me to 
see accurately what she’s doing up there 
(even with help from the binoculars).

12:15 – 12:20pm Still holding her 
banana/leaf, Rollie picks at her eyes and 
nose with her hand, then flops around, 
leaving her backside facing me. After 
lying like that for about a minute, she got 

up and swung over to a different bamboo 
branch set up to dangle from. At almost 
the same instance, Kwan got up and 
walked over from the left of the habitat 
to the right side where Rollie was.

12:20 – 12:25pm Dangling around up 
in the bamboo while the other gorillas 
were sitting on the ground below her, 
eventually Rollie came down to sit in the 
far right, back corner of the habitat. She 
starts to stick her fingers into a hollow 
ball that hangs from the side fence, 
which contains some sort of food that 
Rollie licks off her fingers to eat.

12:25 – 12:30pm Still eating in the back 
corner, facing the fence. I noticed that 
beyond the fence there is an entrance 
for the zookeepers because I see one of 
them looking out at the gorillas from 
back there. (I wonder if that being where 
the zookeepers stay has any impact on 
how frequently – or not—the gorillas 
hang out back there.) Rollie is holding 
[lettuce leaf?] in one hand and a piece 
of cardboard in the other. She alternates 
between eating both of them. At one 
point, she even pokes a little piece of the 
cardboard through the holes of the fence 
and pushes it through to drop onto the 
other side. She glances back at the other 
gorillas once, but for the most part seems 
to be in her own world. Her actions don’t 
seem to have any correlation to those of 
the other gorillas.

12:30 - 12:35pm Still in that back corner, 
now Rollie is lying on her back, poking 
her toes through the fence, casually 
scratching her belly. She switches between 
resting her right foot in the fence holes 
and holding it with her hand. Similar 
to what I observed Kwan doing a bit of 
last week, Rollie seems to be curled up 
into herself – wrapping her arms around 
herself, holding her feet with her hands.
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12:35 -12:40pm Rollie seems to be staying 
in the same spot, so I brought the binoculars 
out to take a closer look for any details 
worth noting. Focusing in on her eyes, 
I realized that I could not actually see 
where she was looking. Her eyes were 
barely open and then I actually saw them 
close as she fell asleep around 12:38pm. 
Before that the only movement occurring 
was when she swatted at flies that were 
aggravating her. Otherwise her arms 
rested clutching her breast/stomach.

12:40 – 12:45pm (I can’t remember if 
she was awake again or still sleeping – 
maybe somewhere in between.) The only 
observable movement continues to be 
swatting at flies and scratching herself.

GENERAL INSIGHTS/OBSERVATIONS
I’ll admit that I wasn’t really looking 
forward to writing up my notes from this 
week. I think this is in part because I feel 
like I didn’t make “good” observations. 

After giving myself some time away from 
the notes to percolate, I think this is my 
problem: I am observing activities in too 
much isolation. I lack an understanding 
of how one thing prompts another,  
of what the reoccurring sequences are.  
On two levels, I see that I’m missing the 
big picture. First, my observations have 
been so focused on one gorilla that I’m 
not getting any insight regarding the 
troop’s collective relations and activities. 
Second, I’m not seeing the connections 
between separate moments of activity. 
What was going on outside while Rollie 
ate that caused her to get up and go 
back inside? Were there signals that I 
missed which would have indicated she 
was getting ready to move again? At the 
moment, the activities I’ve observed 
seem fickle. I want to find the reason, see 
the patterns. Right now my observations 
seem disjointed from each other.

I wonder if it would help to take an 
observation session without taking any 
notes, just watching. Would it help to 
try recording jottings through audio 
recording? Would I get any insight about 
the cyclicality of activity if I visited the 
zoo at different times – of the week, 
during the day?

A thought: even in our observation 
sessions, which are focused on noting 
the temporal nature of our subject’s 
activities, what if we can’t actually make 
any notes on the duration, sequence, 
reoccurrence or cyclicality of the 
activities because the timeline upon 
which this stuff happens is way longer 
than just one hour? At the moment we 
are imposing our temporal unit of 60 
minutes onto the gorillas’ activity, but in 
reality they are captive in there all day, 
24 as long as what we watch.

The point I’m trying to make here is 
different than the discussion we had 
about how the field researcher can 
never see everything. What if we can’t 
see the patterns in temporality that we 
seek because the scale on which they are 
grounded is more expansive that the time 
we have allotted to observation?

REFLECTION ON THE PROCESS:
Sept 11: 14:48 (immediate reflections)  
I want to capture my reflection on the 
process this week while it’s still fresh. 

I was surprised at how extremely 
frustrated, frantic, and rushed I felt 
at the end of this hour. Going into 
the observation, I was already mildly 
annoyed at how cumbersome all my stuff 
felt. I wished that I had my headphones 
and an appropriate app to help me keep 
track of the time intervals. I needed 
pockets to keep my phone/clock in – or 
better yet, to own a watch with a timer 

that could stay on my wrist. I wish that 
there were a safe place we could keep 
our bags while observing. I felt paranoid 
leaving my bags unattended while I 
was observing, and on more than one 
occasion my mind actually drifted to 
worrying about my bag with my new 
laptop in it. 

Beyond the equipment and set up 
discomfort that I had, I feel that my 
frustration with this observation session 
is rooted in the goals of our assignments 
getting more difficult. By the time I 
had properly set things up and was 
ready to being the regimented process 
of watching and writing on a regular 
beat, my subject had decided that she 
wanted to leave the comfy resting spot 
she had been sitting in. Trying to keep 
up with my beat, I had to rush back into 
the gallery to try and relocate her. As I 
found out later with Navroze, either I 
was unsuccessful in finding her again, or 
he was. Our gut instincts tell me that we 
were actually watching Rollie at the start 
(because she seemed bigger than Susie’s 
size), in which case I was observing the 
correct gorilla on the inside. Either way, 
I was very unsettled at the prospect of 
having focused so intently on potentially 
the wrong gorilla. In hindsight, I am 
not totally shocked that this mix up 
happened. I recall starting my notes by 
writing down, “not sure which gorilla.” 

Generally I feel like there is not enough 
time to get properly set up AND have a 
solid 60 minutes of observation before 
the class is over (and I never have time to 
stay a little late because there is always 
some meeting scheduled for right after 
class.) I hope that I can find some time 
between now and next week’s class to 
visit the zoo on my own and stay for 
an undetermined amount of time. I’m 
very curious to see what the gorillas do 
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when it’s “dead” and I’d also like to treat 
myself to some leisurely observation. 
After today, I will definitely be thinking 
much more strategically about the tools 
and clothes I bring with me to class next 
week too!

Additional reflections The regimented 
process of watching for two minutes 
then recording for three was difficult to 
adhere to. I wasn’t able to find the right 
balance between watching and writing. 
At times, it felt nice to have two full 
minutes to just watch, without worrying 
about writing every single little thing 
down. In contrast, often I did worry that 
I was noting so many things in my head 
that I wouldn’t be able to remember it all 
to write it all down. In fact, usually I was 
finished writing what I could jot down 
before the full three minutes were up.  
I noticed that it is my gut reaction to jot 
something down as soon as I think I’m 
seeing something worth recording.
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Photos

Rollie relaxing and hanging out inside 
the habitat, above the other gorillas.
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Field note scans
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Field note scans
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