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Documenting classroom life: how can I write
about what I am seeing?

ABSTRACT The article is located within a UK based ethnographic research
project where the central aim is to understand the processes by which 4–
5 year-old children begin to develop an identity as ‘naughty’ within
school. This article considers certain practices that are embedded within
the act of documenting data and how these relate to and are connected
with identity. Having foregrounded what could be regarded as tactics for
‘authenticating’ data we then move to offer alternative sets of practices
where data is considered more in terms of a ‘montage’ where ‘several
different images are superimposed onto one another’ (Denzin and
Lincoln, 2003: 6).

K E Y WO R D S : behaviour, classroom ethnography, early childhood, observation, reflexivity

Introduction
This article emerges from an ethnographic research project which is investi-
gating the processes by which children begin to develop an identity and
‘career’ as a problem in school. The project centres on children who are in their
first year of schooling – which in the UK are children between the ages of 4
and 5 years. In particular we are interested in those children who acquire a
reputation as ‘naughty’. In this article, however, the central focus is on our-
selves as observers who have a responsibility to document what we see. We per-
ceive this article as providing a space in which to scratch and pick at those
processes and activities that we enact and engage with so as to produce obser-
vations.1 In particular we address the difficulty of escaping customary habits
of seeing and thinking. Observing was, for us, a continuous struggle against
our own tendencies to lapse into realist or objectifying modes of description
that see only what is already assumed to be ‘there’.

Given that our taskwhen in the classroom is to depict and describe childrenand
their behaviour we are quite obviously caught up in the task of representation. In
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all, how do we go about the business of curating – that is, collecting, inter-
preting, documenting, selecting, putting together and graphically displaying –
evidence of ‘naughtiness’? How do we use words to ‘stand in the place of or
stand in’ (Hall, 1997: 16) for something like ‘naughtiness’? We appreciate that
in certain places for specific reasons there is a necessity to mark out ‘fiction’
from ‘fact’ and ‘eye-witness accounts’ from ‘stories’. In this instance, however,
our concern is less to do with separating out so as to make a clear distinction
between these. Rather we want to consider whether there is a textual relation-
ship between, for example, an observation and a fictional account; and, if
there is, what it might be.

This article addresses the question, ‘how can I write about what I am see-
ing?’ Drawing on the discipline of anthropology as well as poststructuralist
theories in relation to language, meaning and subjectivity we consider
whether our written observations might be more fruitfully considered as a
‘montage … a method of editing cinematic images, where several different
images are superimposed onto one another’ (Denzin and Lincoln, 2003: 6).

Situating the paper
In the article we discuss two small fragments from field notes made by Jones
and Holmes respectively as part of their classroom observations. The ‘recep-
tion class’ in UK schools is a significant transition point at which young people
move from being a ‘preschooler’ to a school pupil. Here in the UK children are
legally bound to attend school no later than the term of their fifth birthday. It
was therefore imperative that observations were undertaken during the initial
stages of schooling so as to witness how these neophytes negotiate the com-
plexities of classroom culture including its regulatory practices. From
September onwards a researcher spent a day a week in four reception classes
in four different schools in one of the large conurbations in the north of
England. One is a Roman Catholic school in an area of the city with high lev-
els of poverty. Another lies in a relatively affluent, suburban district where the
school population is mainly white. The third is in the heart of the city centre
where there are over 30 different family languages spoken; and the fourth is
also a city school in an area of social deprivation with children who are mainly
white-heritage. Observations were made in the form of handwritten field notes
and filming using a small hand-held video camera. As noted above we are cur-
tailing our explorations to two small examples of written field notes. So our
comments and overall thinking, while circulating around a specific example,
nevertheless pertain to the overarching issue of documenting what we see.

Seeing and writing fieldnotes
Truth is inseparable from the procedure establishing it … but what constitutes pro-
cedure? … The process is that of seeing. (Deleuze, 1988: 63)

Qualitative Research 10(4)
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This quotation is a useful framing mechanism for the irksome question that we
have set. In asking ‘how can I write what I am seeing’ there is an imperative to
consider the subjectivity of the individual observer particularly in terms of
how this interweaves with the context in which one is collecting field data. So
our attention is not just on what is observed but also what is going on within
the observer (Devereux, 1967). The question therefore begs two considera-
tions in terms of the self: the seeing self and the writing self. Out of the four
authors of this article, three have taken responsibility for fieldwork while
MacLure retained an outsider’s perspective, a position that allows for further
complexities to be developed within the article.

It might be thought that field notes do not merit the kind of scrutiny that
they receive in this article: that they are essentially private documents that
generally remain submerged beneath the official ethnographic record.
However we have chosen to ‘surface’ them for a number of reasons. First, field
notes provided a key resource in our regular project meetings, out of which a
collective (though not necessarily unanimous or singular) understanding of
key issues progressively unfolded. During our discussions, individual examples
often emerged as particularly interesting, operating as cracks or fissures which
allowed issues to be opened up and pursued in more depth.

Second, as several commentators have noted, field notes have traditionally
been accorded a special significance within ethnography, as putatively bearing
traces of the realities of the ‘field’ itself. As Geertz observed, they are the
ethnographer’s textual warrant that she has been immersed in the partici-
pants’ world, and that her accounts of what she has seen can be trusted. Field
notes help, in other words, to establish the ethnographer’s necessary claim of
‘Being There’ (Geertz, 1988: 5). For this reason, while most field notes remain
submerged in any study, a selection of choice examples often make it into the
‘official’ record, performing the important job of carrying ‘a little piece of the
field “back” into the final text’ (MacLure, 2003: 85). However, this perfor-
mance is illusory, as Clifford (1990: 56) observes. Field notes do not approxi-
mate to moments of ‘pure inscription’ where world becomes text. Other
discourses and texts have always already shaped the researcher’s modes of see-
ing and representational practices. Observation notes are no more ‘innocent’
than any other texts therefore: they are invested with power, desire, subjectiv-
ity and writing’s fraught relation to reality. As such, they demand the atten-
tiveness that characterizes ethnographic responsibility. Failure to interrogate
the taken-for-granted status of fieldnotes may lead, or allow, researchers to
replay the ‘oedipal logic’ that Clough detects in ethnographic realism – ‘the
erotic fantasy of the ethnographer’s penetration of the field and the final trau-
matic freeing of himself from immersion with the other in order to return
home, as man and a hero, with a vision of the truth of reality’ (2000: 165).

As observers Jones, Holmes and MacRae share a number of commonalities
(in addition to their desire to avoid the gendered indignity of a lapse into oedipal
logic). The three are white middle-class women academics whose theoretical
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interests lie within post-structuralism. While Holmes and Jones now work full
time at a university, both had previously spent some years teaching kinder-
garten aged children (4–5 years). Meanwhile MacRae spends half the week as
a teacher in a reception class – one that is not connected in any (direct) way to
the project. These common threads that are woven throughout each biography
might predispose us to see the reception class in general but specifically the
phenomenon ‘naughty behaviour’ in broadly similar ways. In entering the
classroom we are not curious tourists visiting a foreign land (Crick, 1985);
rather, we are practitioners who have each been inducted into sets of proce-
dures for looking at children in purposeful ways. As teachers we had to – and
Christina MacRae continues to – observe children ‘within a prescribed set
of possibilities … embedded in a system of convention and limitation’ (Crary,
1998: 7). It might be argued that, having left the early years classroom, for
Jones and Holmes ‘seeing’ is no longer as dependent on a professional frame-
work. Nevertheless, its spectre haunts each of their perspectives. Perhaps more
importantly it is to this set of professional discursive practices that the teach-
ers whom we are observing will turn so as to make numerous decisions,
including those that circulate around what is or is not ‘good’ or ‘bad’ behav-
iour. Inevitably these procedures – including those that dictate which children
will or will not be praised, reprimanded, encouraged, admonished, rewarded
or penalized – will impact on what it is that we ourselves will focus on when in
their classroom carrying out observations. All of which should bode well in
terms of immersing ourselves within the field so as to identify what is ‘really’
going on.

Let us now turn to an example from Jones’ notes.

OBSERVATION FIELD NOTE

Hope Street, Thursday 14 September 2006. 9.15–9.45 am

The children walk in quietly. Many have a finger on their lips. All the children sit
on the carpeted area. Following the teacher the children make the sign of the
cross. They then say the morning-prayer (a copy of which is on the board). Ms P
says the prayer slowly and quite a number of the children can nearly say the
prayer off by heart. Ms P’s habit when taking the register is to wish each child
‘good morning’ – e.g. ‘Good morning Monica’. Each child then answers ‘Good
morning Miss P’. Tim a boy from Hong Kong says ‘afternoon’ instead of morning.
Ms P mouths ‘morning’ to him but she tries to do this without bringing attention
to the error.

Holmes, Jones and MacRae use a similar technique when collecting observations.
Jones and Holmes both have a particular hard-back notebook that they have
specifically set aside for this while MacRae’s preference is to use paper that is
freely available for the reception children to access. We write down what we see.
We then transcribe our written notes onto a computer. At regular intervals we
electronically exchange examples of data among ourselves and with Maggie

Qualitative Research 10(4)

 at Manchester Metropolitan University on December 5, 2011qrj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://qrj.sagepub.com/


MacLure. Every six weeks or so we have a team meeting so as to begin the
process of making sense of the data and to check out how the project as a
whole is progressing.

Above we have produced two accounts: one is the set of observations; the
other is a résumé of what happens with these. Both are attempts at being
truthful but we would argue they are pockmarked with omissions, half-truths
and occasionally lies. In itemizing some of these deviations the aim is to show
not the impossibility of writing what one sees, but how as observers set within the
confines of particular parameters – including that of a prestigious funding-body –
we are inscribed so as to perform/write in particular ways.

The complexities that lie within fieldnotes
All interpretations are provisional: they are made by positioned subjects who are
prepared to know certain things and not others. Even when knowledgeable, sensitive,
fluent in the language, and able to move easily in an alien cultural world, good
ethnographers still have their limits, and their analyses always are incomplete.
(Rosaldo, 1993: 9)

One lie told is that we write what we see. We do not, we scribble. Some
words inevitably become indecipherable so at the point when we make the
move from hand written text to electronic records we make substitutions.
Whether this matters is of course debateable but it does indicate the kinds
of cleansing work that gets textually performed. Clearly, written observa-
tions are a means of memorizing. However, as we discussed above, this does
not mean that field notes are closer to ‘truth’ than other written forms or
genres. Derrida (1981) in addressing the question of whether writing can
or cannot capture truth draws on Plato’s notion of describing writing as a
pharmakon – ‘a word that is fraught with ambiguity’ in that when trans-
lated simultaneously means ‘poison and remedy’ (MacLure, 2003: 126). In
brief, in Plato’s Phaedrus,

writing is described as a pharmakon for while, on the one hand, it can facilitate the
recording and transmission of knowledge, on the other it depersonalises human
knowledge by taking it away from its oral tradition and therefore its authentic living
source. (Jones, 1999: 107, our emphasis)

If we look back at Jones’ written observations there does seem a sense of her
trying to capture events as they happened. For instance the piece is dated and
the action occurs at a specific time. These practices are reminiscent of keeping
a log or a diary. They contribute towards what aspires to be described as a faith-
ful record. They give the piece an air of authenticity – of BeingThere, in Geertz’
phrase. In other words they embody the piece with legitimacy and presence,
practices made in ‘an effort to enhance the trustworthiness, transparency and
accountability’ (Finlay, 2002: 212) of the text. Perhaps another way of
putting it is to say a ‘fact’ has been produced.
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The process by which a representation is transformed into a fact needs to be
considered further. Latour and Woolgar (1979) draw our attention to two con-
tradictory meanings found in the definition of ‘fact’. The word comes from the
Latin word facere, which means to make or to do. But a ‘fact’ also means a thing
that is known to be true or certain. Latour and Woolgar argue that as an object
of certainty, the fact has the quality of a thing ‘out there’, but that this ‘out there’
quality is something that is produced or made through scientific work.This work
is a process of extracting the object from the contingent and psychological con-
ditions from which it necessarily came (Latour and Woolgar, 1979: 180). The
procedure of dating the observation and fixing it in ‘real time’ has, within their
terms, enacted an act of appropriation on one of the daily classroom routines
and in so doing contributed towards the consolidation of a fact. In this way a
clear distinction or boundary is marked out between the object of study and the
observer. As they note, ‘a fact only becomes such when it loses all temporal qual-
ifications and becomes incorporated into a larger body of knowledge drawn
upon by others’ (Latour and Woolgar, 1979: 106). The mining of the fact from
its time and place is therefore how it is constituted as both certain and real.

We would also suggest that the use of the present tense that permeates most
of the piece conjures a sense of direct transmission between the eye, the action
being observed and the written observation of the account. In ethnography
studies generally there has been considerable debate about the use of ‘the
ethnographic present’ (Fabian, 1983). Here the point is made that writing in
the present has the effect of unduly magnifying the claim of a statement to gen-
eral validity. It also works at producing a static or fixed account, one that is inat-
tentive to the fact that all cultures are constantly changing. Hence it is not so
much an issue that the morning routines as described above might have
changed by the time this article has been published; rather the charge is one of
projecting a categorical view on such events. So the effects at the very least of
using the present tense is that it ‘freezes’ the events within the classroom at the
time of observation; at worst ‘it contains assumptions about the repetitiveness,
predictability, and conservatism’ (Fabian, 1983: 81) of both the teacher and the
children. The subtle and specific quality of the present tense is that it allows
Jones an opportunity for self-assertion and imposition while offering a benign,
detached and seemingly objective gloss of the world.The ‘ethnographic present’
instils a sense of being present and in this sense contributes towards an author-
itative account where there is no space between the object and the observed
because both were present at the same time. Additionally, it instils order where
events unfold in a logical sequence; first this happened, then that and then that.

There is further more subtle work going on here via the ethnographic pre-
sent for it is also being used for stylistic ends. As Fabian notes:

the meaning of the ethnographic present cannot be ascertained simply from the
ways in which the present tense expresses conceptions of time and temporal rela-
tions through the construction of sentences. Rather it must be derived from the
intentions and functions of a total discourse of which sentence are parts. (1983: 76)

Qualitative Research 10(4)

 at Manchester Metropolitan University on December 5, 2011qrj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://qrj.sagepub.com/


Barthes’ (1970) work in relation to connotation is helpful here where he
foregrounds how the intent or meaning of sentences never stand alone. The
embedded sense of the sentence will contain references out beyond the text to
what is regarded as common knowledge within cultural codes. For example,
the sentence ‘The children walk in quietly’ evokes and taps into pre-existing
images held by the reader in relation to young children and their behaviour
within the precepts of schooling. In this instance the sentence will work at
confirming everything that might very well be expected of young children, as
we ‘commonly’ understand these things – at least within the context of the
UK. Additionally there is an invisible structuring, which relies on contrasts
and pairings that are related to binary polarities which in our example include
adult/child, loud/quiet and run/walk. Put simply, we know these are children
because they are not adults. But we also ‘know’ them in a more profound sense
because they are quiet and not loud, they are walking and not running. In
brief they are fulfilling certain expectations in relation to what constitutes ‘the
(good/proper) child’. Perhaps because she was seeing customary behaviour
that is standardized, normative and regular, Jones let the scene slip by her,
rather as we do when driving down a deeply familiar route where we are sud-
denly aware that we have been on autopilot and that much of the journey has
gone by unnoticed. She did not, for example, make a note of which children did
or did not have a finger to their lips or whether it was a practice that was
favoured more by the boys than the girls. Nor did she identify which girls or
which boys had failed to memorize the morning prayer. The issue of whether
such details matter becomes a question of whether the observer wants them to
matter and in that sense documenting evidence becomes intertwined with our
own libidinal investments that frame what it is we do or do not choose to see
(Lather, 1993).2

From the present tense to retrospection…
In the example there is momentary slippage into a more retrospective mode
when Jones writes: ‘Ms P’s habit when taking the register is to wish each
child “good morning” – e.g. “Good morning Monica”. Each child then
answers “Good morning Miss P”’. What the observation attempts to do is to
‘speak to us’ from the authorial position of the present, but by invoking a ret-
rospective mode the observation is also concerned with the past. Denzin and
Lincoln’s (2003) notion of the ‘montage’ is always already at work in these
processes. A montage sequence, as a film editing technique where a series of
short shots are edited into a sequence to condense a narrative, might be
evoked here. Effectively there is a textual merging of past and present aimed,
we suggest, at giving the piece a sense of solidity. This then is not the writing
of one who vaguely watches what is occurring in the classroom. Rather, it
stems from the eye that is capable of first, identifying, and second, categorizing
behaviour – actions that can only occur from seasoned knowledge. In this
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sense ‘facts’ about what is being observed are founded in Jones’ past and it is
for this reason that ethnographic objectivity can never be defined in opposition
to subjectivity.

Above we have noted how the question ‘how can I write what I am seeing?’
invokes an imperative to consider the identity or subjectivity of the observer.
Attempts were also made to shed some light on the identities of the three
women who are collecting data, heightening in particular the similarities
between each of them.Yet, in the extract it appears that, with the exception of
one instance, efforts were made in the text to preclude Jones’ subjectivity. The
instance in question is when she writes ‘Tim a boy from Hong Kong says “after-
noon” instead of morning. Ms P mouths “morning” to him but she tries to do
this without bringing attention to the error’.

A Deleuzian reading (1989) might suggest that Jones, when watching
and recoding the words ‘Ms P mouths “morning” to him but she tries to do
this without bringing attention to the error’, is inevitably imposing her
interested or practical connections to what it is she is seeing. We might sug-
gest the toing and froing of the montage becomes a series of seemingly dis-
parate, yet intricately layered and superimposed shots of classroom
moments woven among a textual merging of past and present, represented
by Jones’ connections to what she is witnessing. Thus, Jones, when noting
Ms P’s handling of the young person’s slip, draws upon memories – which
in her case would include time spent as an early years’ teacher where she
herself would have practised strategies for dealing sympathetically with
certain children and their ‘errors’. In watching and recording Jones oscil-
lates between virtual and actual time. Memory therefore has a capacity to
interrupt what it is we are ‘actually’ observing, as it evokes a complicated
distillation between memory and the ‘perceived’ classroom occurrences.
‘The memory works on the narration of “something”, its recounting is
mute and condensed; or, better, it is the silent condensation of an episode
that presupposed the entire life-story’ (Cavarero, 2000: 35). Jones when
she watches perceives the actual world of the classroom in an ordered
sequence. But time, as we have noted, has an eternal and virtual element.
So what lies in the here and now and the future can always be impacted
upon and in part fashioned by the past. Within his work, Taussig (1987)
also describes empirical data as a ‘montage’, offering interesting ‘spaces’ for
perceiving representation-as-digression. He writes:

alterations, cracks, displacements and swerves … the sudden interruptions in
a battering of wave after wave of interruptedness … stopping the song in mid-
flight to yell at the dogs to stop barking … and in the cracks and the swerves,
a universe opens out… the surface itself, in a state of continually interrupted
and fragmented construction … the actors create the surface by rendering
their own representations while at the same time commenting upon this,
thereby gliding between representation and representation-as-digression.
(Taussig, 1987: 441)

Qualitative Research 10(4)
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If Deleuze’s theory does have currency why are there not more clearly-identifiable
instances of Jones slipping between past and present? Why is one moment sin-
gled out instead of others? Working together on examples of observations we
have come to see how each of us subjects ourselves to a form of regulation that
is imposed by the orthodox or official research procedures that script how ‘it’
should be done. Thus, even within the parameters of qualitative methods there
is a tacit and urgent imperative to keep the text clean. As MacLure notes,

Education policy makers and research sponsors seem animated by the desire of
certainty, willing to sacrifice complexity and diversity for ‘harder’ evidence … And
researchers are being obliged to comply – to submit to a methodological funda-
mentalism (Howe, 2004), that seeks assurance in a retreat to ‘scientism’ (Lather,
2005) … even the principal intellectual activities of research and scholarship –
reading, writing, interpretation, analysis and argument – have become liable to
aggressive regulation. (MacLure, 2006: 729)

The above example could be said to be devoid of superfluous detail. It is as if
Jones has tried to capture the bare bones of the event without embellishing it
with ‘thick’ description (Geertz, 1973). As we noted previously, as data its ‘per-
formance’ is lacking in that it omits details that could be useful, but of course
we have to recall that this example is one of very many and that such omis-
sions might have been explained previously. Caveats aside it is possible we
think to see the data as an instance of what Agar (1996: 99) referred to as
‘polite academic rhetoric’. In a similar vein to MacLure, Agar puts in a plea for
texts that are ‘contradictory’ where the clashing of views or the ambiguity of
the wording might ‘be seen as the beginning of a better question, a signpost
pointing to a more sensitive understanding’ (p. 99). As it is, the nature of
Jones’ slippage into the past gives it credence. For while she might well be
returning to her days as a practising teacher so as to record in a ‘sympathetic’
way Ms Ps handling of Tim’s inadvertent utterance, she is also simultaneously
nodding towards and paying referential respect to those professional discursive
practices that script what it means to ‘be’ an early years teacher. In perceiving
the morning ritual, including the making of the sign of the cross and chant-
ing the morning-prayer, Jones has reigned in her own subjectivity. To allow
any thoughts to creep into the text or to express some feelings or personal per-
ceptions about these acts would have been seen by ‘others’ such as the funding
body as a deliberate act of bias. Effectively she would have been found guilty of
fouling the text by not sticking to the facts.

New directions: towards a baroque method

Jones’ field note documenting the morning ritual of registration has served to
highlight the impossibilities of capturing ‘everything’ when observing any
social scene, despite the attempts made to assume a mantle of scientific facticity.
Furthermore, it points at a complex relationship between the researcher as
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observer andher own subjective past, and theway this infects thewitnessing of the
ethnographic present, so that ‘subjectivity and the object become co-dependent,
folded into one another’ (Bal, 1999: 28). We have illustrated how even those
who see themselves as fully paid-up postmodernists may easily slip into a par-
ticular mode of being when taking on the role of the researcher. In some ways
this is not too surprising because as a role ‘the researcher’ has been so heavily
inscribed that it is extremely difficult to rewrite the part. So, on the one hand
we desire opportunities to write in other ways – ways that might well do the
stuff that postmodernism was ‘meant’ to do such as ‘trouble, disconcert,
estrange…’ and so on (MacLure, 2006: 729). But on the other hand we feel
obliged to be the dutiful daughters to the dual masters of clarity and certainty.

In order to end on a more optimistic note, we want to suggest that rather
than trying to cleanse the text we instead attempt to make use of the opacity
and inconsistencies of our field notes in more generative ways. Here our move
is to deploy what MacLure has termed a baroque method, where the recalci-
trance of the object of study commands a newly found respect derived from
‘not only its complexity but also its capacity for resisting social explanation
and for unsettling the composure of researchers’ (2006: 734).

We therefore turn to yet another small snippet of data whose very impene-
trability provides a textual space to think ‘otherwise’ about what we see. In this
scene, Holmes is observing a group of children in the ‘home corner’:

OBSERVATION FIELD NOTE

Outside in the home corner, children are role playing – bulldogs, puppy dogs and
cats. There is a mum who is looking after the animals. Joshua, Olivia and Tyler are
animals, all eating everyone else’s [sic] food. ‘That’s the last of the dog food’ said
Joshua. He takes a teapot and says to Olivia, ‘I’m pouring boiling water all over
you’. (Rachel Holmes, 25 September 2006)

The piece is hard to make sense of in that it is difficult disentangling certain
threads. Who for instance is the bull-dog? Do we presume that it is a role that
was undertaken, even snapped-up by one of the boys? What about the mum?
Is this a mum-as-animal? Or has she retained a human form? Are we even
right to assume that she is indeed a she? What is it in the performance that
leads Holmes to identify the role as that of a mum? Holmes herself adds further
to our confusion where she slides between using ‘else’ as in ‘everyone else’s
food’ and the ‘fact’ that it is animals eating the ‘dog food’.

However, it is because of its disjointed qualities that the field note holds
potential promise. So while it did not provide us with an accurate picture, it
was in its very inability to tell us the whole story that we were nudged to think
outside of habitual framing mechanisms. The note made us confront some of
the complexities embedded within the issue of ‘making sense’ when it was no
longer tenable or possible to reference it against normative or regulatory
frameworks.Take as an example the way that the children-as-animals are eating
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‘everyone else’s food’. While this could be considered a form of sharing, it
prompted us to wonder whether it was the kind of sharing that we, as former
teachers, were used to promoting within early years education? Here it is the
discourse of liberal humanism that is central to practice (Walkerdine and
Lucey, 1989). Thus caught within the pervasive discourse of liberal human-
ism yet desperate to find spaces outside of this we had to consider whether it
was possible to think differently about ‘sharing’ which was not premised on a
rational notion of what it means ‘to share’.

Similarly, Josh’s threat to pour boiling water over Olivia jolts us – though sig-
nificantly only in retrospect – into a problematic space where our adult and
teacherly anxiety about violence and disrespect (and the felt imperative to
stamp it out) comes up against our recognition that this is a play situation with
pretend boiling water, regulated by children who neither need or want our
interventions. But again, this does not prevent the pretence from also being a
real threat, as Olivia clearly feels when she replies that she is going to get her
‘BIG cousin’ to sort Josh out. One possible reading of Olivia’s engagement with
Josh’s ‘excitable speech’ (Butler, 1997) is that she herself resolves the situa-
tion, by abruptly terminating the status of the encounter as ‘play’ and return-
ing it to a ‘real’ world of power and rivalry. But of course we do not know, and
never will know, whether the big cousin was ‘real’ or another member of the
imaginary family of dogs/humans conjured by the children.

The questions that this field note prompted are ones that we will never be able
to answer with any certainty, but they nevertheless bring us face to face with
what Bryson (1990) describes as ‘the enemy’ which is a mode of seeing ‘which
thinks it knows in advance what is worth looking at and what is not’ (quoted in
Hall, 1997: 65). The observation was initially overlooked as insubstantial and
without interest in terms of classroom constructions of good/bad behaviour.
However, in returning to it after some time away from the familiar landscape of
the classroom, the potential of its illegibility has been brought to the fore and
has subsequently provided the research team with new ways to ‘read’ reception
classrooms, including particular designated spaces such as ‘the home corner’
(see Jones et al., forthcoming). By forcing us to confront ‘the enemy’ the obser-
vation has jolted us out of the already known and into unfamiliar territory. It
sparked us into rethinking and challenging some of our more tightly held
notions including those concerned with maturation, growth and space and the
way in which young people themselves choose both ordinary yet strange, pre-
dictable yet out-of-kilter means of negotiating these things.

The small fragments from observation notes that we have discussed above have
the power to open up, therefore, a baroque space, characterized by oscillations of
scale and confusions of time, where stable hierarchies of subject and object, play
and reality, text and world, specific and general, are brought into productive disar-
ray, and uncertainty becomes a resource for releasing difficult questions that rec-
ognize the complexity and the opacity of culture (cf. Law, 2003; MacLure, 2006).
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Our question ‘how can I write about what I am seeing?’ has made us confront
not just ‘seeing’ but ‘thinking’. In accounting for events in a classroom we can
sense ourselves moving cautiously towards more playful entanglements so
that the familiar is made strange. What this necessitates, however, is putting to
one side a desire for clarity. As ethnographers this means working with data
that offers degrees of fuzzy details with the accompanying ramification that
understanding these cannot be gained by simply using linear logic. Thus we
close with yet another question: can we push and pull at field notes so that they
prompt more fertile understandings and in so doing ward off iterative responses
to what is seen, what is written and what might lead to new knowledge?
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N O T E S

1. This article is based on a paper presented to the 3rd International Congress of
Qualitative Inquiry, Urbana-Champaign, Illinois, May 2007.

2. Interpretation and significance are also, therefore, personal matters. What was vis-
ible and invisible to Jones in this scene will also have been shaped by her specific his-
tory, values and inclinations. Another researcher might well have seen differently.
While we are all subject to the imperatives of discourses (of childhood, education,
family) that shape what it is possible to see and say, each individual makes a differ-
ent trajectory among these culturally-constructed spaces.
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