Interview: Participant 1[Female participant, adult learner]
[mathematics qualification course]
Date: [Interview date removed for anonymity]
Time: 12:05 PM
Location: Online
Interviewer
Good afternoon, 
Thank you for agreeing to be part of the research that I am conducting at University as part of my doctoral studies. The aim of my study is to explore the online mathematics learning experiences of adult learners.
Our discussion should last between 45 and 60 minutes. Thank you also for signing the consent form allowing me to record our conversation.
I want to reassure you that you will not be identified in my thesis or in any publications that result from this research. Your name, and the names of all other participants, will not be used, and your anonymity will be fully protected. Once the research is completed, the recording will be deleted.
Before we begin, can I just confirm that you are still happy for me to record this interview and that you feel comfortable taking part in this study?
Participant 1
Yes, that’s fine with me.
Interviewer
Today we’re here to talk about your experience with the online Maths course.
Our discussion is what is called a semi-structured interview where we have more of a chat around your responses to the questions that I will be asking. There are no right or wrong answers, and everything is quite relaxed.
So first of all, can you tell me a little about yourself? Things like what you do for a living, and what you like to do in your spare time.
Participant 1
I’m a [retired professional]in my 60s, and I’m now tutoring [children]. I was [previous teaching work before the pandemic] up until COVID, but I didn’t feel safe, and I wanted to protect myself.
When I was at school, I was completely switched off with Maths because I thought I was really bad at it. I had one incident that humiliated me in a class and I just switched off.
It wasn't until I got to [teacher training] that I realised that I wasn’t that bad at Maths.
I realised that I'm quite good with children who don't understand. I understand that they don't understand, and I know that they need to have everything explained, and perhaps in several different ways.
I think you're quite good at that too, [tutor name], about explaining the whole process and things.
Interviewer
Thank you. What made you choose to study Maths?
Participant 1
In lockdown. I wanted to do something extra because I was stuck at home, and I thought I’d do the GCSE, but I'd left it too late to get on the program. 
So I did the Functioning Skills, and I’m glad because we’ve revised stuff I'd forgotten, so it’s good.
Interviewer
Can you tell me how you actually found out about the course? How did you first find out that you could study here?
Participant 1
Well, I went to the library the year before and got the [local community resource] out with the intention of doing something.
And then I noticed, [tutor name], that if you haven't got a [advanced mathematics qualification] or similar grade, you can study for free. I'll be honest because it's about £800 I think, so that was a big saving, and that’s good for me.
So, it’s helped me as I’ve gone back to tutoring. For the moment, I’ve got one pupil that I teach face-to-face. This course has actually made me feel even more confident about Maths.
Interviewer
Can you tell me a little more about your expectations of the course just before you started?
Participant 1
I was a bit worried it might be too hard, because it's such a long time since I did [school-level mathematics].
As I said, I didn't like maths at school, although I love teaching Maths now. I thought I wouldn’t enjoy it, but I really did enjoy it.
Now I see a beauty in numbers and patterns and Maths. I can see there's a beauty to it, and an order that seems to appeal to me. I thought I'd find it too hard, and all the others would be so fast, and I’d be left behind.
Interviewer
What you can say about your expectations now that you have completed your course?
Participant 1
I would have been happy to do the Foundation course, so I think I've done quite well to even enter the Higher Tier.
It has actually reinforced my view that I knew that I wasn’t really that bad at Maths, and that's exciting. I enjoy solving problems, and the logic of it all.
So, my expectations actually, yes, I've done better than I thought, to be honest.
Interviewer
OK.
Did you actually look for any advice before the course? Did you speak with anyone about online learning?
Participant 1
No, I didn't. I think I just had a phone call with someone saying that I couldn't do the GCSE because I’d left it too late.
She said she was sorry, and she advised me that it that the Foundation course was quite a good thing to do anyway. I think quite a few people do that first, don't they, as a stepping stone.
I had actually done a bit of [online video platform] teaching in the summer before I started the Functioning Skills, I've learned how to do [online video platform] teaching and I realised that it can actually be quite effective.
Interviewer
Now I’d like you to think about the online content delivery. As a [retired professional], I think you can help me a lot here when I ask you about the teaching methods that you thought were most effective for your online learning.
So is there anything in particular that you would say that was effective, and why you think that?
Participant 1
I like it when you or anyone who's been teaching us goes through the whole process of a mathematical concept, and doesn't assume everyone has any prior knowledge.
I'm one of those people that needs to know that you do this, and you do that, and that's how you get your answer.
So I found, that that’s how you like to teach, and that suited me. I think I'm a visual learner as well. I quite like it when you draw and stuff.
Interviewer
Yes, you are, and I noticed that you liked my arrows when I was moving from here to there in a visual way. I am a visual learner as well, so I like to see things. I struggle with people trying to explain things in words, as I need to see things on the board.
Participant 1
Yes.
Interviewer
What do you think about the online course material? And how you could access things, like Teams and other things?
Participant 1
It's been very easy to use, actually.
I found the [online maths learning platform]videos which you signed us up to, to be very, very clear.
But the [online assessment tool] testing, I didn't like because I felt pressurised to complete it in one go. And I think that in one or two of the exercises I got zero, because, I didn't realise at the beginning that once you start, that's the score you get.
Interviewer
And is there anything in particular apart from the short videos from the [online maths learning platform]that you really liked?
Participant 1
I just liked the way the lady shows you every step visually. And she gives you a chance to practice, and then she'll do some more, and then she extends it. I tried to do the interactive questions as well.
Yesterday she was rearranging the formula in [online maths learning platform] and I did the whole thing again. I went through all the interactive questions, and I felt because there's so much practice there that it helps you. It's because she's very visual with how she writes every step out that I find very useful.
Interviewer
How would you describe your comfort level with using the computer? Would you say you are a very confident and comfortable user?
Participant 1
I think I am, yes. And more so, since I've done this course. Yes, definitely.
Interviewer
So what was your experience with the online Maths course in terms of the technical side of things?
Participant 1
I remember once or twice, it was very slow when I was trying to type in the Chat room.
The last few sessions, I got in straight away on this. I don't know if it’s something on my side or what?
Interviewer
It's difficult for us to identify the issue. Sometimes it's when we’re doing multimedia, when I share screen videos and so on. That can slow down the learner side and it results in a delay.
How would you describe you’re perfect online lesson? What would it be like, and how would it look in terms of the materials provided, and the structure of the session?
Participant 1
It starts with you telling us what we're going to do, what we hope to cover, and then for it not it go too quickly. Go at a steady pace through the materials. And as I've said before, everything is explained step-by-step. There's no assuming that we already know something. It wasn’t like we were told to do this, this and this in between, to get the answer, everything was broken down and we could see what's happening.
Interviewer
OK, good.
What about the contents and how these were displayed, and the approach on the screen?
Did you feel that you were doing this online or it was almost the same as being in a classroom?
Participant 1
I think as I got more comfortable with it, and as I got to know the other some of the other people, it did feel more like I was in a classroom.
Interviewer
So, would you say that you actually felt part of the class?
Participant 1
Yes, definitely.
Interviewer
And how would you describe your relations with the other students?
Participant 1
From the Chat room, I think I got the impression that we were very much the same. In the same boat, you know. We were all thinking the same things.
I think that the Chat room is a very good device at uniting the group.
Interviewer
Thank you. Now, I’d now like you to think about your tutors. In your opinion, what impact did the tutors have on your online course?
Participant 1
A big impact. I did find that I didn’t really get much out of the Higher Tier sessions delivered by some of the tutors, because there was a lot of assuming that we had knowledge.
Sometimes I was OK, but there were a number of videos that I found that even if I'd watched again, I still had to go to [online maths learning platform] to really understand what was happening.
Interviewer
Because you were part of the Higher Tier, I know that you saw the different approaches by different tutors.
Could you compare their approaches and methods, and can you see any difference between us?
Participant 1
Yes, definitely.
Also it's funny because a few of us had a little chat about this and we were just saying that we had got used to your style, which suited lot of us because you are very visual, and you use a step-by-step approach. And you go at a good pace, and you don't assume that we know things.
Maybe it’s because we were used to you, but it was harder when we had another tutor because his style was different. But his own pupils might have been used to him. 
It makes sense because people get used to somebody’s style. 
Interviewer
Yes, I can understand that if you have a session with one tutor, and then the tutor changes, that the change might be difficult.
Interviewer.
How do you feel about the level of interaction you had with your tutors?
Participant 1
I thought it was OK, because we often spoke amongst ourselves about things, or put something in the Chat room. 
And if we kept quiet, that meant we were OK. We didn't need to ask anything. So I think it was OK, actually
Although there were times when I was doing [online maths learning platform] and I got something wrong and I couldn't see what they wanted from me. If I had been in a classroom, I could have gone back and just asked for help. But when you’re online, you don't want to really take up other people's time, if you know what I mean.
Interviewer
But I think you got over that when you realised that you could actually send me an e-mail and I would answer your question.
Participant 1
I wish I hadn’t done that to you, once I had done it.
Interviewer
Yes, but I tried to help as much as I could. Actually, this leads me on to the next topic I’d like us to talk about, and that is how you communicated with your tutors.
I’m thinking about the communication channels provided by the online course to enable you to communicate directly with your tutors.
Participant 1
Oh, e-mails definitely, because I've sent you e-mails, for sure, yes.
Interviewer
What about the timing of any responses to your questions? Do you think, your tutor was reasonably responsive with respect to the time taken to get back to you?
Participant 1
Yep.
Interviewer
Did you ever feel like your questions took a long time to be answered?
Participant 1
Not from [tutor name], no. I don't think I waited a long time for any answers from [tutor name].
Interviewer
If you had a choice, which form of interaction with your tutors would you prefer?
Participant 1
I think email.
Interviewer
Email is your favourite, OK. You also said that the Chat function was a good way of sharing things with others. Can you give me an example of when you actually shared something and you felt like it was a conversation?
Participant 1
I don't really remember. I'm sure that once or twice someone said something about not really understanding this or that, or that something was difficult, and others agreed. But I can’t remember an exact example.
Interviewer
Do you feel that you had enough opportunities to share, especially if you did not understand something? And were you able to ask for things to be explained again?
And did any of this have an impact on your learning and the teaching process?
Participant 1
I think with [tutor name] lessons, all of us felt we could ask. Also, with one of the other tutors at Level 1 
But in some of the Higher Tier sessions, I felt that maybe I was wasting other people's time because they all seem to understand it.
Interviewer
So, you sometimes found that it that was hard to ask any questions.
Participant 1
Yes.
Interviewer
I know that a couple of learners asked questions when I was supporting others, and I just wrote the answer on a sheet of paper, and sent it as a picture. If you could get something like this, in a step-by-step way, would you like that? Especially when the session is being delivered as a lecture, and not a workshop. If you could ask the LSA, the second tutor, to go over it in the Breakout room, would that help?
Participant 1
That would help, actually, yes.
Interviewer
Do you think that good interaction with tutors and other learners was crucial on this course?
Participant 1
With the tutors, yes.
It was nice to interact occasionally with the other learners, but it's not crucial, I don't think.
Interviewer
Do you feel you were fully engaged?
Participant 1
Yes, definitely.
Interviewer
We’re coming to our last few questions now. Can you tell me about any challenges that you faced whilst you were on the course?
Participant 1
Because I'm a visual learner, I found some topics easier, for example Geometry.
But Trigonometry and things like that. I found a bit harder.
So it's definitely the visual things that I found easier.
Interviewer
What about the method that was used when the tutors used the camera to show manual steps with Geometry? What did you think about that?
Participant 1
When you put the camera on the paper, yes, it's good, yes.
Interviewer
OK, yes, on paper. And would you suggest that as a way to improve things? 
Participant 1
If the Breakout room could also be able to do that, it would be good.
Interviewer
So thinking about [learning provider] as an organisation, do you think that if you asked for a problem to be solved, that you would be able to get the answer?
Participant 1
Yes, I do. Yes, Definitely.
Interviewer
Did they ever contact you?
Participant 1
No, I don't think so. Other than sending me the pack for the exams and things.
Interviewer
Now the last thing I want you to think about is you general your experience on these courses. This will be very helpful to me because you have competed two courses, and you are able to make comparisons
Can you give me a full picture of how you actually felt whilst you were on the courses?
Please feel free to say anything positive or negative, because all of your feedback, especially anything negative, will help us to improve what we offer to students. Even if there is anything critical of [tutor name] as your tutor, I would welcome it as it would help me to improve myself as a tutor.
Participant 1
Functional Skills I found quite easy.
Foundation, I found very easy. And when we were going through that Foundation paper , I found that very easy. Except for the last two, which I think were a bit challenging.
High Tier sessions with certain tutors I found very challenging.
I didn't come away thinking I'd understood it all. These sessions were too short and there was no time for questions, so I just kept quiet.
So that's all I can say, really.
Interviewer
If you were to advise someone who was thinking doing GCSE Maths online, what would you say to them?
Participant 1
I would say to do it. And make sure you do the homework because I think that the homework that you set was very good, because it really did help us to practice the skills.
I’d tell them to do the [online maths learning platform] as well. Watch the videos that are recommended.
That's it. I think we need to do the homework, do the [online maths learning platform] and watch the recordings. And, you know when [tutor name] sometimes send us recordings, I would tell them to watch those again as well. That's very useful.
Interviewer
Now that you have completed your course, how do you feel?
Participant 1
I'm quite proud of myself.
And I pride myself in doing stuff that I never did for [advanced mathematics qualification], and as I said at the beginning, I think it’s touching on the old A Level curriculum.
Some of the stuff I’d never heard of before, so I’m quite proud that I managed to do it all. And it's as I said, it's made me appreciate Maths. I can now understand why people do love Maths, because there's an order and a beauty in the subject.
Interviewer
Do you feel that your achievement will change something in your life?
Participant 1
It's made me believe more in myself, and confirmed what I always knew - that I wasn't bad at Maths.
Interviewer
That's very good.
Participant 1
Yes, and it's, I think who your teacher is, is very important. You know, some people who are good at a subject are not necessarily good at teaching it.
Interviewer
I agree with you. I know many professors who are like that. Well, knowledge is amazing, but unfortunately they are not really good with sharing this knowledge and teaching others.
Looking forward, do you have any other plans then with Maths?
Participant 1
I won't do an A Level. I've reached my peak. 
Before this, I never taught children beyond 11 years old for Maths, but, I do feel now that, if a child came to me to study, say, the first two years of [school-level mathematics], then I would be happy to teach, Not GCSE, but definitely [early secondary mathematics topics]. I realise now, that I really did understand a lot of it, and now I know how to put it over to others.
Interviewer
Do you think that [tutor name], or your other tutors, have provided you with some new methods that are actually being taught now in [early secondary mathematics topics], and that could help you when teaching in future?
Participant 1
Yes, definitely, yes.
Interviewer
Can you see the difference between what you were taught in school and now?
Participant 1
I think it has been changing the last few years. Even when I was still teaching it had changed. It became much more that you try to explain things in different ways –that there isn't just one way of doing things, yes.
Interviewer
Well, is there anything else that you want to say?
Participant 1
I'm very pleased with the course, it has been really, really good. It's been good for me mentally.
Especially after all of the lockdowns, it was really good for making friends, you know. I have met some of my classmates now, at [place name], and I do feel that I belong.
But I it's done my brain good. And I think my mental health good probably.
Interviewer
OK, from my side that was everything. So thank you very much.
Participant 1
You're welcome.
Interviewer
Oh thank you. I will. I will let you know when my thesis will be published so you can have a look.
Participant 1
Thank you, honey.
Thank you very much [tutor name], for all your help and advice, and your style of teaching certainly does suit me.
Thank you.
Interviewer
Oh, I'm glad. Thank you. Thank you very much.
Participant 1
But bye.
Interviewer
Thanks. Bye, bye.
Participant 1
Bye.
