Interview: Participant 3. [Female participant, adult learner]
[mathematics qualification course]

Date: [Interview date removed for anonymity]
Time: 13:18
Location: Online
Interviewer
Good afternoon.
Again, thank you so much for agreeing to take part in this interview, which forms part of my Doctorate research at University. 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.
Participant 3
Yes, that’s OK.
Interviewer
We are here to chat about your experience with the online Maths course.
This is what is called a semi-structured interview where we have more of a discussion around your responses to the questions that I will be asking. There are no right or wrong answers, and everything is quite relaxed.
Just to start, can you tell me a little about yourself?
Participant 3
I’m [age] years old and originally I'm from the [country]. I've been living in the UK for [number] years, and I work in a [place name].
I've been doing English classes since I came to the UK, but after lockdown the classes went online. What else would you like to know?
Interviewer
What about your education? And any previous experience?
Participant 3
In my previous experience I studied [course title] at university back in the [country]. It was an external study course, so I worked at the same time.
And when I came to the UK, I did some English courses at the [education provider]. I did [mathematics qualification course], and I'm also doing English. I’ve also done [course title] Level 1.
Interviewer
OK, thanks for telling me about your education. So, can you tell me a bit about your hobbies and the things that you enjoy doing?
Participant 3
OK, so I really enjoy watching movies, but only the ones I like. I like listening to music, reading, and during the second lockdown, I got back to cross stitching which I really enjoy. You’re counting stitches and you don’t think about anything else as you have to concentrate, but I haven’t done it since lockdown.
Interviewer
That’s good. Can you tell me why you decided to study Maths, and why study online? What was the background to that decision? 
Participant 3 
When I enrolled on the course it was before the pandemic, and no one knew that the course would end up as a hybrid model.
There were a few attempts at doing the hybrid course on a weekly basis I think, but because some learners weren't really sure about coming to the class and mingling with others, we stayed as an online course. So it didn’t start as an online course, it just became online over time.
Interviewer
Can you tell me about your expectations when you actually enrolled on this Maths course?
Participant 3
When I enrolled, the expectation was that I would go the class once a week, do my Maths, revise, learn and pass the exam.
Interviewer
I’m interested in exploring what happened when you actually moved completely to the online learning. What about your expectations at that time?
Participant 3
I think the first thought was that I didn't know what to expect. How's it going to work out? How is it going to be, you know?
I worried about not having all of the material, because when you are in a classroom, you are either given material or you have a book. But you don’t have a book in an online Maths course as pretty much everything is online. So you rely on having either a computer or another type of access to get all of the materials.
Interviewer
And can you tell me about your typical online Maths session? How was it organised?
Participant 3
I think it was great. Although at times I thought it was a bit frustrating, especially when we were on Functional Skills, because we were three different levels of students.
When we were talking about something that was familiar to me or some of the other learners, but not to the ones that were a level below us, we had to stop the session and explain the stuff to the people who didn't know, or were unsure. So this slowed things down.
Interviewer
Can you tell me a bit more about this?
Participant 3
When you are online, if tutors were paying attention to the learners that weren't on the same level of Maths that I was at, I had to wait around. Whereas in a class you have to pay attention, if you know what I mean.
So that could be a little bit frustrating for me and for some of the others.
And the same if someone lost their Wi-Fi connection? When finally they were able to join us, they hadn’t a clue where we were, or what we were talking about, and the tutor had to stop and explain to them. So in that case we were just losing time. I understand, because some people have worse broadband.
Interviewer
Thank you. What about activities in the Breakout rooms?
Participant 3
Oh that was great because we were always with students at the same level. Most of the time I would pair with the same person in the Breakout room. So it was great because we were at the same level. I imagine if I was with someone else at a lower level, it would have been a little bit harder.
And I guess it must been harder for them as well, you know, like sitting there with the people who knew more than they did. It must be frustrating for them as well, you know, always being reminded that you know less than others. 
It works two ways you know, it's like we were being slowed down by them, but from their point of view, they could have been maybe ashamed that they don't have that much knowledge, or that they don't pick things up so quickly.
It's hard to explain, but I think you know what I mean.
Interviewer
I know what you mean. It's awkward for learners to be put in a situation like that. I understand.
So can you tell me what advice you would give to new students who are thinking about enrolling on the online Maths courses?
Participant 3
Make sure you have a good Wi-Fi connection.
Interviewer
Yes, that’s important.
Participant 3
That's the key to online learning, you know, because it’s really frustrating when you lose connection.
And also have a quiet environment around you, because lots of times I could hear other people in the other students’ backgrounds. I could hear kids screaming around. People should mute their microphone when they don’t have to speak if there is noise in their room.
And maybe have good speakers as well, especially if it’s an old computer as it’s difficult to hear the tutors.
Interviewer
That’s very good advice.
Please tell me about the online content delivery. Which of the methods did you find the most effective, and why?
Participant 3
So you used to send us e-mails with the material, or it was uploaded onto [online learning platform], but some people couldn't find it, or they had difficulties in finding it.I had no problems either with e-mails or [online learning platform] because I already had experience with both. I can imagine someone older who doesn't have enough computer experience could be a little bit lost. I think my mom would be lost, as she's kind of a basic user of the computer. She can do Facebook etc., but I think if she was in an online course she would struggle, especially at the beginning.
Interviewer
Well this takes me on to my next question which is about your access to the online materials and information you needed. It sounds like this was OK for you because you are experienced with computers?
Participant 3
Oh yes definitely, it was easy for me.
Interviewer
But what about the materials?
I’m thinking about thee worksheets and videos and [online maths learning platform] tasks. Do you think they were adequate for this Maths course?
Participant 3
Yes, I think so. I really enjoy [online maths learning platform], I must say.
I had this discussion with another student who is more into book learning, you know, like reading and thinking about things. Whereas. I really enjoy [online maths learning platform] as I would rather watch something because it doesn't bore me as quickly as a book does.
Interviewer
What about when I did my demonstrations, when I draw and write things on the screen?
Participant 3
It was good, but sometimes, because your handwriting is different to mine, it was a little bit confusing at the beginning, but I got used to it over time.
Interviewer
OK, how you will describe your comfort level with using the computer as a user.
Participant 3
Do I have a scale?
Interviewer
Can we say zero means I know nothing about computers, and five means I'm very comfortable?
Participant 3
I think I'm comfortable. I can't say I'm very comfortable because if there is some kind of problem, I always need to find someone to help me, but I think I'm comfortable.
Interviewer
OK, that’s good. And, what was your experience with the online Maths course in terms of ICT and the technical side of things?
Participant 3
Apart from logging into the [online learning platform] and finding the material or logging into an email to find the materials there, it wasn't really that difficult.
Participant 3
Basically we were just logging into the app, and looking into the e-mails, which pretty much everyone uses e-mail now.
Interviewer
Now if I ask you to describe, in your opinion, the ideal online less, what would it look like for you?
Participant 3
I’d want everyone on time, with their microphones muted unless they need to speak.
Everyone with the best Wi-Fi connection, so no one will drop down during the session.
I’d have all of the material given to us before the session, like having a book or something, so you didn’t really have to go and search for the material, because everything is already on your on your desk, waiting to be filled in or something.
Yes, I think that this would be the best.
Interviewer
What about the session itself? How do you imagine the session would be run?
Participant 3,
It would be interesting, you know, always something to keeps you on your toes, I would say.
Because, sometimes there could be a moment when you think that it’s boring. Or if I just didn’t like the subject. So you will just tune out, you know especially when you're online because if you don't like it and you have plenty of things around you, you can become easily distracted.
So, it has to be something interesting for me not to lose attention.
Lke I said, you can mute yourself and switch off the camera and you can do whatever you want, and no one knows what you're doing.
Interviewer
Yes, I see.
Participant 3
Online that’s very easy, whereas if you are in a class and you don't like the subject, you still need to actually listen because you can’t just walk away, and say OK guys, I don't like this subject. Bye. Bye. I'll be back in 20 minutes. You can't do that. Whereas online you can just tune out.
Interviewer
That's really true. And now thinking of the tutors, what impact do you think the tutors had on the online course?
Participant 3
I think at big impact.
Because you need to structure the lesson so that you can actually grab the attention of the students.
Like in this Maths class, you try to actually pick the questions that you know will suit this person or that person because you know us, and that keeps us engaged.
When I was studying [course title], it was three hours of pretty much theory, and she had to try and keep it interesting so we would keep listening.
Even when we did Breakout rooms, and the exercises, she really had to keep us engaged, you know, because it was mostly about the theory. There was little Maths.
Interviewer
I’d like you to think now about the interactions you had with your tutors and learning support assistants
What kind of interactions did you have?
Participant 3
We were always asked if we understood things, but if we asked for it to be explained again, it was really hard to get the attention of the tutor.
In the online world, because it's not like just raising your hand, and the tutor would ask what your question was, and if you needed help. Because you as a tutor are focusing mainly on the stuff you see on your screen, your presentation or the calculations, you might not notice me.
And from my side, I didn’t really want to interrupt you. Sometimes you might not hear me or see me. I know there is the ‘raise hand’ button, but you might not see it because you are actually focusing on the calculation you are doing on the screen. So in that case it was a little bit hard to actually get your attention, or someone else's attention.
Because we are all different in how we learn and approach things, it's easier to explain things face-to-face in a class than over the over the internet.
Interviewer
As you know, there were a couple of forms of interaction with the tutors; you could send e-mails, or have video calls. Which one was your favourite?
Participant 3
E-mail.
Interviewer
What about any interaction with other students within the group?
Participant 3
We did not really interact much. I would say maybe on the side in a Chat group once a week during the lesson. But otherwise we weren't really chatting or trying to meet outside.
Interviewer
So because of that, how do you feel about having a sense of belonging to the group? Was it strong? Did you feel that it was your group, that you belonged to it? Or did you feel you had no relation to them.
Participant 3
I would say I had no relations with them.
Also, as it was around, the lockdown spirit and everything, people were scared about going out.
You know, everyone's got their own lives. So basically, you just turn off the TV, turn on your computer. You are in the lesson, then it’s finished and you close the computer and do your own thing. So I don't think that we had that much interaction.
Whereas when you are in a classroom you have a fifteen minutes break and people start talking to each other, and I think that I had more relation to my classmates in the class then online.
When you are online you just switch off, mute off and you do what you want, you know, go to eat something, go to do something else.
Interviewer
Do you think your online relations would be improved if you had a break and you could interact with the other students?
Do you think that would improve interaction? Would it be a benefit?
Participant 3
Maybe for some.
But if you have, have kids, I imagine that if you have a fifteen minute break, you would go and check on them. Whereas when you are in a class, you are literally removed from your home environment.
In the classroom, so you can check on the kids over the phone, but you have more time and more opportunities to be a part of the group
Interviewer
Yes, that makes sense.
What about your level of engagement during the sessions?
Were there any sessions where you were deeply engaged, and other sessions where you were less engaged? Do you remember any times like that?
Participant 3
Yes, because you could actually wake up just five minutes before the session, and it would take time for you to come to. You know, you can have bad day. You can have a headache. And because you are at home, you don't really care too much.
Whereas, if you need to go to a class, you need to wake up in good time. You need to actually get ready. You know you need to get there. That gives you a different perspective, when you have to leave home into a different environment, meet different people. And that might be better than sitting in your living room.
Interviewer
OK. We have two questions left and one is about your online experience. So can you tell me how you felt about being an online student?
So think about your emotions, experiences, your perspective, and how you actually felt during the course.
Participant 3
Yes, online learning has pros and cons. The perks are that you don't have to travel anywhere. I am lucky that I live in [place name], so to get to [local area], it takes me [walking distance]. But if the course was in [place name], it would be like [travel time] on the bus.
So, doing an online course is great; you wake up and you are in your class. You don't even need to dress yourself because you can actually be like in your T shirt at home or whatever.
Or maybe you are busy and you just get home from work 10 minutes before the class, and you are online in 10 minutes. So in this way it's really easy and great.
But on the other side, you are just losing so much of the people interaction. Because it was lockdown, no one went anywhere. So it's just, the mental issues, basically.
You just did your course. There was no getting ready, getting your stuff and going out to class. That would have been much better than just sitting in your living room.
There was no exchanging ideas or anything 
But if you were a shy person, online could be beneficial because they find it hard to interact with others. Can you imagine shy people? Maybe for some people it could be beneficial.
But I think personal interaction is needed especially for a year-long course.
Interviewer
So, is the building of relationships and the feelings that you belong to the group important or crucial for you?
Participant 3
It's helping because another tutor can have a different approach to the task and make more sense to me than your approach. For example, during online sessions there is not that much time to interact because you are leading the session.
You know, like I thought that in a class there was more help from the other students, as well as sharing knowledge, than online.
Interviewer
Sharing knowledge yes.
OK. Can you tell me about any challenges during the course?
Participant 3
I would say maybe at the beginning because you are going to do something new and you wonder how it’s going to be. What will I need, what will the course material be?
I got used to it quite quickly, but I can imagine that for some it can be a challenge, especially if they don't have their own computer. Or if they don't have good internet access. I didn't find it challenging studying online.
Interviewer
So that's all my questions. Just before we finish, do you have anything you would like to ask me?
Participant 3
I think I said everything, you know, like the pros are that you can actually do it from your home. So you don't have to travel anywhere, especially when it's too far from you. The traffic is rubbish, you've got traffic jams, and so in that way you save time.
But the other side is that you rely on your computer, and on your Wi-Fi provider as you really need good Wi-Fi.
Sometimes you might rely on the printer as well, because when I started English classes the material was posted onto the [online learning platform]. You had to print, or find a place to print out for yourself. You have to print lots and lots of material, and for some people that might be a problem.
I bought a printer in September, so I'm fine. But for someone, it could be a problem because it's like a lot of material, especially with the Maths courses. You have to print the presentation, you print the questions, you print the homework, and you print additional papers and everything. It's expensive, and some people might not be able to buy a printer.
Interviewer
Yes, it is expensive, you’re right.
Participant 3
I'm OK. I’ve got a good laptop, but if my laptop broke breaks down in the middle of the course, I need to buy a new one or borrow from someone, and this could be challenging for some people. So this is a down side of the online courses.
You need to find the time in your own life to dedicate for studying, and to make sure that you are up to date with things. If the tutors give you things to do, you need to study on your own. In the Higher Tier we had two lessons packed with lots of stuff every second week, and we needed to find time during the week to do [online assessment tool questions] to make sure we understood it. I think if we had a little bit more time for the Higher Tier, and having it in class would be much easier.
Interviewer
Yes, I know it was definitely really packed.
Participant 3
Yes, it was.
Traveling to the class is time consuming, but so is doing everything online. If you don't understand something you need to Google it and you need to have a look at it, and you need to spend time with it.
But online it can actually cost you more than going to the class. Imagine that your computer breaks down in the middle of the course. Imagine that.
Interviewer
Yes, I know what you mean. That would be expensive.
Participant 3
I wasn't thinking about that before, but I had to buy a printer, and if my computer breaks, I'm done. I’d need to buy a new one to be able to be present at the next session.
Interviewer
If I asked you about your experience in context - was your time in the online Maths course a positive or a negative experience for you?
Did you enjoy it, or did you just complete it because you had to?
Participant 3
I think it was good. It was positive. I got what I needed at the end.
But again, I remembered quite a lot of stuff from school, so some things just added to my knowledge, or just brushed up my knowledge, so I must say that I think that without the [mathematics qualification course]I would have struggled more on the [advanced mathematics qualification course].
It was a challenge, you know, because no-one knew that we would end up as an online course when we were enrolling.
Overall, the outcome was good because I achieved what I wanted, I passed it. So for me personally, it was good. It was a new experience. Now I know what to expect if I go for more online courses.
I know now that you need to put extra work into it.
Interviewer
OK. Thank you very much, and as I said, I will inform you about the research when it’s published.
Good luck for Monday.
Participant 3
Yes, of course. Was I a help? Did I give you good question and good answers?
Interviewer
There's no good and bad answers. It's about your experience, and hearing about what you say about every single experience can help us improve our teaching.
Participant 3
Yes?
Interviewer
That's the reason why I'm doing this, because it can be a brilliant course for me, but not necessarily for my learners. They can feel the opposite.
Participant 3
Yes, and I did three online courses, and I did different things like theoretical and practical things, and Maths is more practical.
You and I did [course title] together, and Functional Skills. Then I did [course title].
Interviewer
Yes, and you have a lot of experience where you can compare things, which was quite helpful for me.
Participant 3
So I like the online learning. It was at a time when there was no other choice because we couldn't go to a centre, but I think it was great.
But if I could choose between online learning and class learning, I would probably go for class learning.
Interviewer
OK.
Participant 3
Yeah, I mean like it was a course that was online only online and there was no other choice for me. I would go for it.
But if I could choose, I’d probably go for class based, as I was happy when we did the [advanced mathematics qualification course] class.
Interviewer
And I can see, yes, that you are happier.
Participant 3
Because you interact with the others, you know? Instead of switching the camera off and just wondering around the flat for the fifteen minute break, you can actually make some small talk with the others.
Although, I still think that some people who are maybe scared of interacting or shy or lacking self-esteem, might benefit more from online learning as they struggle to interact with others.
You have to have confidence.
It could also be hard for people who don't have skills with the computer. Not everyone in the sessions knew how to use a computer, especially the older ones.
Interviewer
Yes, some are basically not really happy with the technology.
Participant 3
And it's really hard to help that person over the internet, you know.
Interviewer
Yes, and we can't help sometimes because we don't see what is there that is causing the problem.
Participant 3
Yes, because your laptop can be different from my laptop. My laptop keyboard is in my [language] still, so if I buy a new one at some point it will be in English finally!
Interviewer
OK. Thank you so much. Good luck for Monday. Bye.
Participant 3
Thank you. Bye-bye.
