Leisa Wall

Unit 8, Part A


One form of inquiry that was presented in this class that is extremely important to studying education is participant observation.  Being a fifth grade teacher in an elementary school, this is not only a great way to study the approach of education but it is an approach that is commonly used in the classroom.  This is an approach that I frequently use with my students.  Participate observation requires one to become fully immersed in that which they are trying to learn.  In some cases, that means immersing oneself in the culture, and becoming a full participant of that culture whether it is in different societies around the world or within the classroom.  The person, or student, observes and gradually becomes a full participant in that which they are observing.  It is thought that because of this type of immersion, that this form of inquiry is extremely beneficial because it gives the researcher a deeper and possibly more fulfilling understanding of the subject at hand.  Participant observation also allows the researcher to not only observe before they participate but to be fully immersed when they feel that they have observed to the fullest extent.


Participant observation allows the researcher to participate more accurately because they are able to observe before they participate.  That person is then able to take notes about their experiences and potentially end up with more complete data, both qualitative and quantitative.  According to one researcher, Gary Alan Fine, one of the advantages of participant observation is the fact that it creates very rich and valid data.  Thus, because of the participation, and amount of observation that goes along with it, rich and full data is produced (Fine, Participant Observation).  A second advantage is the validity of the responses that are produced.  Because the research is actually being taken on site, and with the researcher participating it in, it is assumed that a pretty accurate picture of the scene is being described.  Although the conclusions that researchers come to are not always the most reliable, one can assume that they are describing, “some aspect of the world as it truly is” (Fine).  Fine also argues that participant observation is a great tool because by being involved with the activities, the researcher can understand immediately “the dynamics and motivations of the behavior” (Fine).


Another advantage to participant observation was seen during this course when we studied Mary Catherine Bateson.  In her book, Peripheral Visions, we went on a journey with Bateson throughout her life and we saw how participant observation helps her and her daughter, learn about the world around them. This is apparent in the chapter, “Turning into a Toad,” Bateson discusses how, as a child, she learned about natural history from her father, doing things with him outside and paying attention to the world around her.  Participant observation does not always have to take place in a classroom in order for it to be successful.  That is another advantage of participate observation; it allows the researcher to not be in a formal classroom setting in order to learn about the world around them.  This idea was also represented in Bateson’s book when she discussed that we learn as a result of our participation in society that begins at a young age.  “Education is less and less a preparation of life and more and more a part of it” (176) Bateson argues.  As we grow, we are constantly “learning along the way.”  How we act and talk, what is means to be a part of society, and how we interact with different cultures are all parts of growing up.  These are not just lessons that can be learned in a classroom, they are lessons that are being learned both inside and outside of the classroom on a daily basis.  While you can easily learn how to act in a classroom by being in the classroom and modeling our peer’s and teachers behaviors, the best practice that we get for how to properly act in society is to go out and experience all that society has to offer.  Just like we observe out peers in the classroom, we are constantly observing others in society and learning how to act by observing them.  Once we feel comfortable and have learned how to communicate by observing, we then become full participants in that society.


As well as advantages to this form of inquiry, there are also a few disadvantages.  Once of those disadvantages is the reliability of the data.  Different people can take away different perspectives from any one situation and this can result in two people having different findings.  Therefore, while observations may be accurate, the interpretations of the same observations are not likely.  This may cause one to wonder whether or not any “conclusion is definitive” (Fine).  In addition to that, bias can be another huge disadvantage because that also affects how a scene is interpreted.  Everyone can have a differing perspective because we all bring different biases to the table.  Participant observation is also extremely time consuming and requires a great amount of work over a span of months or even years.


Another disadvantage to participation observation is that the material that the researcher is observing might be presented in a specific way that reflects the bias or the different interpretations that various cultures may have about the material.  Again, we see Mary Catherine Bateson discuss in her article, Learning in Layers, that the ability to imagine oneself in totally changed circumstances is a powerful adaptive and creative force, especially when the imagination goes on to devise a way to get there.   Yet this ability to imagine oneself in the shoes of someone whose life situation is totally different is not universal (Bateson, Learning in Layers).  While the material can be presented one way and if we ask our observers to think about how others might feel about this or respond to it, if they are not able observe it, they might not be able to do it.  Some researchers will be able to do this but are they really observing in the way that participant observation is meant to occur?  We can ask our students (researchers) to do anything but if they cannot fully observe what we are asking them to do, then they are at a disadvantage.  Some students learn best by modeling and by observing before participating.  Bateson argues that we do teach children to put themselves in the shoes of others, but only some others and in limited ways (Layers).  This idea of not seeing or understanding variations to different material or cultures can hinder participant observation’s core idea, that once you have observed, you can become a full participant. 


This form of inquiry has different effects for teachers, scholars, administrators, and other groups with interests in education.  From an administrative point of view, participant observation is a low budget type of research and they view this as a bonus.  If they can get good information that will help to improve their schools for a low price in today’s economy, that is a huge plus.  Although one of the disadvantages is the great amount of time that it takes to compile the research and also participating it in, that is probably one of the smallest concerns.  In education, we are constantly flooded with problems inside our own classrooms and schools.  It is my belief, one that is shared with other educators, that as teachers, we should be participants in our classrooms on a regular basis.  Too often we separate ourselves from the students and teach at them, instead of with them.  It is important to learn classroom dynamics, how our students function and what makes them “tick.”  Thus, participant observation in our own classroom becomes necessary in some way so that we can better understand our students and ourselves.  The key to participant observation is forming relationships with the people you have surrounded yourself with.  In order to fully understand a culture, or what is around you, one has to devote time to the people around them as well.  By doing this in a classroom setting, it will help build bonds between the teacher and students that may enhance both of their educations.  If each teacher did this in their own classroom and added their own perspectives on certain kids or situations, it might help us to become better teachers along with helping our classrooms to be a more comfortable place to be.  This would help to foster a better school community and would hopefully help to put more people on the same page.  The spirit of collaboration can definitely help improve a school and one easy way to achieve this is participant observation is our classrooms.  In addition, the data that we could gather would provide results, which would allow others to utilize it as well as the fact that this would be very valid data.  While conclusions about the data may differ, it always helps to have another way of looking at situations, people, or cultures.  The idea that we are constantly evaluating our own teaching, as well as what our students are learning, is what helps to make us better educators.  By studying participate observation, scholars and people that have a high stakes interest in education can also benefit because we can work together to do what is best for our students.   

