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REFLECTIONS

Structured versus unstructured observation
When I think about structured and unstructured observation, 
I see the contrast in two dimensions. I’ll talk about both of 
them in turn.

1.  OBSERVATION GROUNDED IN A CONCEPTUAL AGENDA  
VS OBSERVATION WITHOUT A PRE-SET FOCUS

“Having the stated objective to be hyper-focused on one 
body part actually made it easier for me to take my notes.” 
– Sept. 9 notes

I find that starting an observation with some sort of 
agenda is helpful in setting parameters for the session. It 
gives me some focus and makes the broad task of observe 
much less paralyzing in its complexity! Even in the first 
few sessions, when we didn’t have a stated objective to 
our observations, I naturally gave myself something to 
focus on (ex. relationships between individuals). 

I think that having a conceptual agenda is part of how 
we make sense of what we are seeing. If I tried to have 
an unstructured observation session without a particular 
focus, I still feel like something would eventually emerge 
as a theme of focus. Deciding what that focus should be 
before the session just helps to jumpstart that process.

2.  STRUCTURED NOTES W/ REGULAR INTERVALS OF OBSERVATION 
AND RECORDING VS FREEFORM JOTTINGS

“It was difficult to keep track of the time stamping without 
feeling like I was missing moments of observation.”  
–Sept. 9 notes

“…I did a poor job of keeping my observations in line with 
steady intervals. Rather than keeping those intervals, I tried 
to time stamp every instance that any single individual 
moved.” –Oct. 15 notes

When it comes to structured note-taking, I have a lot 
more difficulty adhering to the process and conflicted 
opinions about what I am gaining or losing by not making 
myself keep steady intervals of observation. My natural 
desire is to jot things down as soon as I see something 
happening – movement, change, activity. In the instances 
when I didn’t worry about keeping a steady interval 
of observation/record, I found it easier to write more 
descriptive, narrative-based notes. By contrast, when I 

was using structured intervals, it was much more stressful 
because I felt like there was less flexibility to stop the 
process once it was started. I feel like structured intervals 
restrict me from being able to go with the flow of what is 
happening. At the same time, I recognize that keeping this 
structure is helpful in illuminating bigger picture patterns 
and noting the duration and sequence of activities with 
better accuracy.

My current process involves making jottings whenever 
I notice something, but always time-stamping the note. 
This way, I can still get a rough estimate for the duration 
of things. Looking back on my past reports, I’m inclined 
to say (hope!) that this process is good enough because 
my richest reports are the ones that focused on a more 
qualitative-oriented storytelling approach, rather than 
quantitative analysis of specific data points. 

Saying this, I know that it exposes a big flaw to the rigor 
that I’m bringing to my notes. I am curious to know what 
you, Chris, would advise on this point. On one hand, I 
could push myself to practice and get more comfortable 
taking structured notes. On the other, I want to focus 
specifically on not doing that and work to get thicker 
descriptions of snapshots in time instead. I’m struggling 
with finding the right balance between the two. I don’t 
know if I end up getting good results from trying to do 
both methods within a single session either.




