Conducting Observations and Interviews
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Learning Activity 1

How is information usually collected when examining a social issue? Apart from websites and books, which students heavily rely on during research*, what other ways can be used to gather information about a social issue?

(a) In pairs, brainstorm as many ways of gathering information about a social issue as possible.

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

(b) Which of the ways above allow you to get first-hand information and opinions directly (i.e. primary sources)? Which involve more analysis, generalisation and organised discussion (i.e. secondary sources)?
_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

(c) Below are some statements that describe either primary research (P) or secondary research (S). Read the statements and determine which of the two they are about. The first one has been done for you as an example.

e.g.
The information may not be reliable.





( S )

1. The information is readily available and usually well organised.   


(    )

2. The subjects’ voice can be heard directly.




(    )

3. Information and opinions may be distorted* in the process of interpretation. 
(    )

4. It is less time-consuming to collect the information.



(    )

5. The amount of information is not affected by the response rate.


(    )

6. Biases* and inaccuracies can be checked and avoided.



(    )
(d) Some common sources of information and opinions in research are listed in the table below. Match the descriptions on the right with the sources on the left.

	1. Observation
	(A) The use of a questionnaire to collect information and opinions from a number of respondents

	2. Encyclopaedia
	(B) A video produced to report on and record reality

	3. Textbook
	(C) An attempt to attentively watch, sometimes measure, and record a phenomenon

	4. Survey
	(D) A series of books that contain information about all branches of knowledge

	5. Newspaper
	(E) A collection of web pages on the Internet to give information to users

	6. Documentary
	(F) A conversation, face-to-face or on the phone, where questions are asked by the interviewer to obtain information from the interviewee

	7. Interview
	(G) A book for educational purposes

	8. Website
	(H) A publication on low-cost paper that contains news, information, feature articles (e.g. book reviews), editorial opinions and a sports column


1. ______

2. _______

3. _______

4. _______
5. ______

6. _______

7. _______

8. _______
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Learning Activity 2

Watch excerpts of a documentary assigned by your teacher. In pairs, answer the questions below.

(a) What was the subject of the documentary?

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

(b) What was the researcher trying to observe specifically?

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

(c) Where and when did the researcher conduct the observation?

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

(d) Did the researcher interact with the participants? What difference would it make if he / she did or did not?

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________
(e) How did the researcher record his / her observation?

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Learning Activity 3
Here are some guidelines for you when you are conducting an observation:

· Be very clear and specific about what you are trying to observe

Compare the following:

Student A says, ‘I am trying to observe Hong Kong people’s reading habits.’

Student B says, ‘I am trying to observe the customers of newsstand and make notes on their number, approximate age and gender as well as what kinds of publications they buy.’
· Decide when and where you will conduct the observation carefully (e.g. There may be some differences in your observation results if you observe at the weekend and on weekdays.)

· Determine how you will record your observations (e.g. Will you be taking written notes? Will you be recording your observations with a digital camera, video camera, or digital recorder?)

(a) In your group, decide on a social issue that can be investigated through observation.

_________________________________________________________________

(b) Decide specifically what you are going to observe.

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

(c) Conduct your observation after class and make notes on the next page. When you complete your observation, you need to report your findings to another group.
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Observation Notes




Learning Activity 4
Another way of collecting information about a social issue is to conduct interviews. Politeness is an important factor that affects the success of an interview. In pairs, answer the following questions.
(a) Which of the following should you do when you begin an interview? Circle the appropriate letters. There is more than one answer.
A. Introduce yourself
B. Give the list of questions to the interviewee
C. Explain the research findings that you have gathered so far to the interviewee in detail
D. Say how long you think the interview will last 
E. Ask the interviewee politely for permission to interview him / her
F. Approach the interviewee politely
G. Introduce the purpose of the interview
H. Wait for people to approach you
I. Ask the interviewee for permission to record the interview

(b) Put the ones you have circled into the order you would follow in an interview.

(c) Which of the following can you say to carry out the procedure you have identified in (b)? Circle the appropriate numbers. Put the corresponding letter next to the expression.
e.g. Would you mind if I ask you a few questions about…?   (F)
1. My name is…
2. Answer my questions now.
3. It will take around … minutes.
4. Excuse me.
5. Hey, you.
6. I am working on a research project on …
7. I wonder if you could answer a few questions.
8. This is urgent. You must help me.
9. I would like to find out more about …
10. Just give me ten minutes, okay?
11. May I record your interview?
12. Come on. Don’t be shy.
Learning Activity 5
Sometimes, you may find the interviewee’s answers not very helpful at first. However, you can always ask follow-up questions to get more satisfactory answers. In pairs, answer the following questions.
(a) When should follow-up questions be asked?

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

(b) Can you prepare follow-up questions before the interview?

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________
(c) Your teacher will play two interviews for you. Listen carefully and decide which one is better. Explain what makes it better and give examples to support your points.

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Learning Activity 6

Now, listen to Interview Two in Learning Activity 5 again. In this interview, follow-up questions are asked to elicit better answers from the interviewee. While you are listening, complete the follow-up questions in the tape script below. 

A: Hi. 

B: Hi.

A: My name is Kira. I am collecting opinions on the conservation of historic buildings for a school project. Would you mind if I ask you a few questions?

B: No, not at all.

A: Thank you. So to begin, how would you define historic buildings?

B: Erm, any building that has been in existence for a long time.

A: I see. But when you say a long time, 1) _____________________________?

B: Erm, could be fifty, sixty years or more. But, I don’t think age of the building is the only thing. The key is whether the architectural style is very different from what we can see today. 

A: 2) ________________________ the architectural value is even more important than how long it has stood?

B: Yes.

A: So, can you think of any examples?

B: Well, let me see. The clock tower in Tsim Sha Tsui, you know the one next to the Star Ferry Pier, is a good example.
A: I see. 3) _______________________ any more examples?

B: Hmm…I don’t know if I would say the Queen’s Pier is historic. Many people think it is. But, honestly, I don’t know.

A: Right. 4) ____________________________________ about the Queen’s Pier. Why is it difficult to decide whether it is a historic building?

B: Somehow I feel that these people’s claim that Hong Kong people have a collective memory of this place is an exaggeration. At least, I myself do not find this place particularly memorable.

A: I see. Then why do you think historic buildings should be conserved?

B: Of course they should be conserved. They are very important for people’s cultural identity and their pride of this place.

A: 5) ________________________________________? 

B: Yeah, erm, I mean the historic buildings remind us of the past of this place — how our grandparents led their lives, what struggle our parents had to go through in their childhood before we have today’s achievement. This gives us a sense of pride, doesn’t it?

A: Yes. So, when conserving a historic building is in conflict with a development project, what do you think should be done?

B: Of course economic development should give way to conserving heritage. These old buildings are the footprints left behind by the older generations. I just can’t stand seeing these buildings being torn down.  Even if the area must be re-developed, I am sure there are other ways.

A: 6) __________________________?

B: Renovation for example.

A: Right. Okay, that’s all. Thank you very much for your time. 

B: My pleasure.

Learning Activity 7

Your teacher will give each pair of students a set of role cards. With your partner, role-play an interview based on the cards provided. 
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Research topic: ____________________________________________


Place of observation: ________________________________________


Time of observation: ________________________________________


Items to observe: 


e.g. number of customers at a newsstand in three hours


_______________________________________________________________


_______________________________________________________________


_______________________________________________________________


_______________________________________________________________


_______________________________________________________________


Findings from observation:
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