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Learning Objectives

• Understand what fieldnotes are

• Determine when and how to take fieldnotes

• Identify appropriate content for fieldnotes

• Distinguish between description and reflection in fieldnotes



Fieldnotes

• Fieldnotes = ethnographic record

• What to write down?

• Rich description

• Success of  the study determined by fieldnotes

Photo Source

https://www.flickr.com/photos/acoustic_punk_sound/5067532401/in/photolist-8HNqQi-Tchikm-pCqqPj-U1rrTU-osVKSz-d6wMHC-7o4WRp-SFwrA6-qt4BWV-2an6QGj-8icmno-244rewr-qB1Hek-364nao-ahziwN-9QmGQ9-6if3p3-pbUHte-24sGd8i-pkYqgp-Qd272Z-2dvNWsd-FXjkCM-zbGGZ-4wFjsi-24zV3Qj-ZXRoNn-8ayXAh-7bf8Cj-d6wMVo-4N58eu-aj8kmi-hfTVD2-ZX5ncY-qXu63Q-9vC4ZG-rmrnYy-ebsuz4-TZ1wAv-ZShLPy-2zj8bz-bfqHBX-mESJAg-avF2ez-2GnG45-25E6MXC-dRLzSR-edNS58-Y6GPxN-5GGnyq


Mechanics of  Taking Fieldnotes

• By hand or 
electronically

• Organization of
individual notes –

• New set for each 
observation

• Front matter 

• Imagery



Spradley’s 4 Types of  Fieldnotes

• Spradley’s 4 types of  fieldnotes

• Condensed account

• Expanded account (see image)

• Fieldwork journal

• Analysis and interpretation



Descriptive vs. Reflective Fieldnotes

• Descriptive Fieldnotes: not 
summaries – details from what was 
actually observed in a chronological 
order

• Reflective fieldnotes: personal 
account, reflections, assessments, or 
wonderings about the observation

• Observer’s comments

• Memos

“The child looked a mess” vs. “The 
child, who was seven or eight years 
old, wore faded, muddy dungarees 
with both knees ripped. His nose was 
running in a half  inch stream down to 
his mouth, and his face was streaked 
clean where he had rubbed it with his 
wet fingers” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2016, 
p. 117).
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