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Observation Research is used when “the researcher is interested in observing people's behaviors as they naturally occur in terms that appear to be meaningful to the people involved” (Mertens, 2005, p. 382).

Observation Research is a good option when
	Subjects may not give objective responses
	With sensitive topics, participants may not want to admit to certain behaviors in an interview or survey.  In self-reporting their own skill levels, they may believe they are better at something than they actually are.

	What you want to know is observable
	You cannot know about attitudes or internal thought processes by watching people.  For some topics, the behaviors occur in contexts that make it impossible to observe them (e.g. a drug dealing or sex study).

	You have time
	Done well, observation research take a lot of time. To be reliable, behaviors should be observed several times and in varying contexts. Also, the presence of the observer can change how subjects act, so more time as a participant allows subjects to get used to the researcher’s presence so they will behave more naturally. 

	You aren’t sure what you are looking for
	Observations are an excellence way to start exploring a topic when you don’t know enough to know exactly what your research question should be.


(Brown, 2010)

Levels of participation by the researcher 
	These approaches address to what extent the researcher would be considered an external viewer or an “insider.” All are legitimate observation research, the appropriate choice depends on the situation, topic, subjects and your goals.
Nonparticipation – observing without being present (video, hidden, or observing artifacts left behind rather than people and their behavior).
Passive Participation – visibly present but not interacting with participants
Moderate Participation – an attempt to balance being an insider and outsider (interacting with participants during some activities but not others)
Active Participation – engaging in everything the participants do, but not trying to blend in as one of them. 
Complete Participation – fully participating as well as observing. The most common example is the researcher studying a group he/she is already a member of.
(Spradley, 1980 as referenced in Mertens, 2005)

Indicators of Quality Methodology
· Use multiple observers, if possible with a diversity of perspectives.
· Cross-check findings with other researchers to uncover inaccurate interpretations of observations
· Search for negative cases to test the conclusions that begin to emerge
· Use rich descriptions (the reader should be able to feel like they were there)
· Increase the reliability of your findings by making observations in a variety of settings, at different times of the day and year.

What does the researcher observe?
	The physical setting

	The reader should be able to visualize the setting. 


	The human/social environment
	Human environment: note people’s demographics, in what ways is the group diverse and in what ways is it homogenous? 
Social environment: How do people organize themselves into subgroups? Do you see any patterns in their interactions (how much, with whom, who initiates interactions, is there a social hierarchy…).  What are the group process patterns: how are decisions being made? What kinds of power do different individuals hold and how are they using it? Is communication transparent or are people choosing carefully how they present themselves? 

	Activities and participant behaviors
	What is it like to be a participant experiencing the program or topic of study?  Distinguish various points in the process: what is it like when everyone is just arriving? How is it different once things are rolling? What is it like as things are wrapping up and people are leaving? 

	Informal interactions
	What happens during the unstructured moments of the program? (What do people talk about during bathroom breaks? Who interacts with whom?)

	Language
	Keep notes of what participants say using their own terms. Help the reader understand how the participants use certain words.

	Nonverbal communication
	How are people expressing themselves without words – both intentionally (nodding, knowing glances) and unintentionally (fidgeting, crossing arms).

	What does not happen?
	Were you expecting certain reactions, behaviors or results that you didn’t see? 

	Influence of the researcher
	Note what influence your presence seems to be having on how participants behave. Do they seem to be watching for your reaction to what they do? To what extent do they seem to be aware of or noting your presence as a researcher.


(Mertens, 2005)
Observation vs. Interpretation
Before beginning the project, establish how you will be using your observations to determine whether you intend to have descriptive, inferential or evaluative conclusions. This will affect what you observe and how you take notes.
	Descriptive
	The researcher reports pure observations without interpreting meaning from them.  
	“The classroom has beige walls, one with a chalkboard and chairs for about 30 people set in rows.”
“The girl is banging on her keyboard.”

	Inferential
	The researcher supposes meaning based on what is observed (often emotional meaning).
	“The classroom is dreary and dull.”
“The girl is frustrated by the computer.”

	Evaluative
	The researcher makes a judgment about the situation being “good” or “bad” based on the observations.
	“The classroom is a poor environment for students.”
“Computer based learning is frustrating for students.” 


(Brown)
A note on interpretation
Any interpretation or evaluation must be clearly grounded in evidence from the observation.  A much stronger case is made when multiple researchers having observed the same event make similar interpretations. 
Always be sure to note how participants have interpreted the experience (for example, if a participant notes the classroom is dreary, or if the student using the computer indicates she believes computer based learning is frustrating).  
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Focus Groups are a guided discussion with multiple subjects/participants.  The primary goal is to balance structure with flexibility, such that discussion stays on the intended topics but that unforeseen insight can emerge.  The primary benefit of focus groups over individual interviews is the additional perceptions that develop through the participants interacting with each other.
Focus Groups are a good option when
	A combined perspective is useful
	Focus groups result in a group’s thoughts on the topic when they have the opportunity to discuss, share perspectives and experiences with each other, and express points of agreement and disagreement.  You will NOT get an authentic point of view of any of the individuals involved, the social nature of the experience will affect what people are willing to say.  Don’t do focus groups because you want to interview more subjects but don’t have the time to do it individually.

	The topic is compelling but not intense
	In group settings, people are likely to strive for politeness and avoid conflict.  People are less likely to reveal highly personal experiences in a group-based methodology.

	Themes and in-depth insights are desired
	Focus groups allow for a deeper exploration of how a topic is experienced, or the reasons for certain opinions than a brief survey.  They should not be used when what is desired is a result that is numerically generalizable to a larger population.  For example, you will not be able to infer that since 50% of the focus group felt a certain way, 50% of the population in the community feel that way. 

	Participants may not immediately know what they think
	Often the experience of talking about a topic with others, hearing varying opinions, helps people form an opinion.



Forming Groups
· The optimal size is 8-12 participants per session.  It is recommended that twice this number be invited to attend.
· Groups should be generally homogenous in terms of participant’s characteristics and perspective on the topic.  Many participants will censor their ideas when around people with very different education, status, or personal characteristics.  Also, themes will be difficult to uncover when it is difficult for participants to find any common ground.
· In order to obtain multiple points of view on the topic, conduct multiple sessions on the same topic with groups of very different people.  The perspective being sought depends on both the community and topic being researched.  
· The number of group sessions to run is not clear-cut. The ideal is to continue conducting sessions until no new themes or information emerge.  (Start by planning to run at least 3-4).

Preparing Questions
· Limit the questions to 5 or 6, definitely fewer than 10. A focus group session should last between 60-90 minutes.  Carefully develop the questions by brainstorming many and then carefully wording the select few
· Consider the order of the questions carefully. Early questions should help participants to feel comfortable with the topic and with each other. Subsequent questions typically they go from general to specific.
· Use open-ended questions.  Be sure questions don’t “lead” participants in a certain direction. 
· Avoid “why” questions, which can create defensiveness. Reword the question to ask it in another way.

Collecting Data for Analysis
· Ideally, notes should result in a transcription of what each person said.  Audio recording the session is recommended (video recording is found to be too intrusive).
· The moderator should NOT also be expected to take notes.  At least one research partner should be responsible for note-taking.
· In addition to a transcript, notes should indicate other observations.  See the observation research handout for suggestions on important observations that are also relevant here. 
· Note silences. Which questions or comments from other participants result in silence?
· Note what is not said.  It is worth noting when a certain question is expected to spark conversation about a certain issue and it does not. 
· Although computer programs now exist to help with finding patterns, traditionally, transcripts were analyzed using different colored highlighters to indicate comments that reflect the patterns the researchers saw in the discussions.
· When focus group data is reported, it typically includes both 1) select quotations or observations of nonverbal responses that demonstrate the researcher’s interpretations and 2) an analysis of themes.
The Important Role of the Moderator
The unique benefit of focus groups is that they allow 1) an interactive conversation about the topic and 2) unexpected exploration the researchers could not have predicted with their questions.  It is the moderator’s job to ensure that these benefits are fully realized.  The moderator should:
· Create a comfortable atmosphere.  Participants should enjoy an interesting conversation rather than feeling they are the targets of a barrage of questions.  The more comfortable participants are with the experience, the more authentic their comments will be.
· Encourage an interactive conversation. Participants should NOT simply take turns responding to a given question.  Invite participants to respond to each other’s comments, either to add to it, refute it, or provide an example from their own experience.
· Allow exploration of the topic in unanticipated directions without letting the group go completely off topic.  When the group gets too far off topic, the moderator should remind them of the question at hand.
· Control the discussion so that all participants can express themselves.  Be aware of who has spoken a lot and who has not.  Do not let a few dominate.  Invite participation from those who are silent.
· Be observant of nonverbal communication and encourage full expression. Those who nonverbally indicate disagreement or frustration should be encouraged to express their point of view.
The moderator need not be an expert on the topic of discussion, in fact, it is important to avoid having a moderator with a strong opinion on the topic.  The moderator should never insert an opinion into the discussion or indicate agreement or disagreement through body language.
Running the session:
· The session should open with the signing of consent forms and explanation of the purposes of the study, the confidentiality of their comments and how the findings of the study will be reported and utilized.  
· The moderator should begin by developing a comfortable rapport with and among participants, describing the expectations of a group conversation (including establishing norms around taking turns and including all voices), and discussing the topic, context and establishing a shared meaning of any important terms that will likely be used.  
· During the conversation, the moderator should monitor each person’s level of participation and their body language, keep the discussion on topic and facilitate interactive discussion among the participants.
· To wrap-up the session, the moderator should summarize the discussion and get feedback on whether his/her interpretations represent what the participants feel was expressed.  He/she should also thank participants for their time.
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