Keeping a field notebook

This brief guide explains the reasons for keeping a field notebook.  The exact format and layout is dependent on the purpose of the notebook, and these notes are intended to cover circumstances in addition to those of the field visit.  These are general guidelines, identifying the main things that ought to go in, and suggesting formats that could be appropriate in different situations.

Reasons for keeping a notebook

A researcher keeps a field notebook as a record of observations made in the field.  'The field' can be very loosely defined to include field instruction, group and individual investigations, interviews and questionnaires, follow-up seminars, etc.  The field notebook has a number of purposes, often a combination of the list below:

1.
It is the first stage in the process of observation, interpretation and presentation, to be followed up with a written assignment, report, project, dissertation, etc.

2.
It may be used to assemble a full record, which can be used as a guide for a later visit.

3. As proof that the researcher was actually present in the field, where the notebook is an assignment in itself. In this case you should be clear on what is expected:

(a) Field notebooks may be required to contain field-collected information alone — you could be penalised for later embellishments; 

(b) the notebook may expected to be more polished, to include post-field visit discussion and incorporate secondary data;

(c) the notebook itself may not be subjected to assessment, but will be used by you as the sole resource for a written piece of work.

A good notebook records observations clearly and comprehensively, so that when referred to later, there will be no question as to the source and nature of the data.  The notebook should contain the raw, observational data — textual, visual or numerical — acquired in the field, with details as to how and where it was obtained.  On this occasion we expect that interpretations and analyses carried out both in the field and in follow-up sessions will be included.  For this reason, it is wise to leave large gaps in the notebook after collecting a set of records, or to write on alternate pages of the book, to allow for later additions.

Types of notebook

You will need a robust, preferably hardback notebook, A5 or similar — a size easy to slip into a pocket or bag.  It needs to be large enough to record coherent notes.  Use a pencil (works in the wet!) or water-proof pen.  Always try to write clearly, as it may be some time before you return to try to decipher what you have written in haste in the field.  If you use separate sheets of paper to record data collected, these should be securely attached to the notebook.

Recording information in the field

Adopt a standard format, so that at each locality similar information is set out in the same order.  Start each section of work on a fresh page with a title.  The following information should be included if possible:

1.
Date and time of visit to each site: Comment on the weather conditions if these affect visibility.

2.
Location:  Place names, map grid references, etc.

3.
Site description: For example, 'street intersection at Black Bull pub'; 'religious shrine in wall near baranca'.  Use appropriate geographical terms.

4.
Aims and objectives:  Describe the aim of the visit and outline the objectives — traffic survey, pedestrian count, etc.  If a hypothesis is to be tested then it should be stated.

5.
Diagrams:  High quality diagrams, field sketches and maps form an essential part of a good notebook.  Credit is always given for accuracy and precision, not artistic merit.  Don't be afraid to sketch, but always annotate and give a direction of view and, if possible, a rough scale.

6.
Notes: Written descriptions of observations are essential to any notebook.  Separate information given to you by the lecturer from notes which you make for yourself.  Also, separate interpretations from observations.

7.
Numerical data: Lists and tables of measurements taken in the field - traffic counts, types of shop, etc.  These are your essential tools for later analysis, so they must be both collected and recorded accurately and clearly!

8.
Samples:  Methods should always be recorded as well as locations.

9.
Questionnaires, interviews and observations: This is also primary data and should be included in the notebook.  Record when and where the data was collected.  Questions and responses should be clearly laid out, and recording sheets securely attached.  If you are collecting qualitative data in an observation-based project, use all your senses and record full details of your impressions.

10.
Project work: With group project work state your aims and working hypothesis, and the tasks you are carrying out.  Indicate what is your own work and which information has been collected by others.

The current Geography Division policy is that students must keep a detailed record of each day's activities, from both the field excursions and the evening follow-ups. You are expected to include relevant points made by others during seminars.  The field notebook is not assessed, but during the residential week we will ask to see it and make relevant comment.  The notebook will be your primary source of information for the assessed fieldwork essay, so it is obviously in your interest to keep a full field notebook.  It is expected that the essay will be illustrated with appropriate photographs and sketches!

