Interview: Participant 4. [Female participant, adult learner]
[mathematics qualification course]
Date: [Interview date removed for anonymity]
Time: 08:07
Location: Online
Interviewer
Good morning
Thank you for agreeing to take part in this interview, which is part of the research I am undertaking for my doctorate course. The aim of the research is to explore the online Mathematics learning experiences of adult learners.
Our discussion should last around 45 minutes.
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.
Now that we are here, can I just double‑check that recording the interview is still okay with you, and that you feel comfortable taking part in this study.
Participant 4
Yes, that’s fine with me.
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
Can you tell me a little about yourself? For example, what about your family, your job, and any hobbies or interest that you have?
Participant 4
OK, so I’m [age]. I have two children, and I left a job as a [place name] to go back into learning.
My original plan was to go to university next year, and to do that I enrolled on this course because I needed to up-skill my Maths. I only had a grade E for my GCSE, hence me going on the Key Skills Maths course. The idea was for me to go to university to do [course title] at the same time as the course I'm doing here [education provider]
However, I planned to change that to do the [course title] course, but after recently spending a day with the [organisation name and place] team I found out that you don't need to have a degree to actually do the job. And that was the whole point of enrolling in this course.
So, my plans have completely changed, because I'm now not going to university In fact, I am hopefully going to go into the [place name] as a call handler, and then I'm hoping that once I'm in, I'll be able to do a sideways step to become a [future career goal].
Interviewer
That's a really interesting story.
So, can you tell me how you went from doing this Maths course to thinking about doing a [course title] course at university? Is [name] science a particular interest of yours?
Participant 4
As I said, I originally wanted to go to university to do a [discipline] degree. Bearing in mind I have never studied [discipline] at college or school. However, I just, find it interesting. I have [personal health information] myself, and I have family members who still suffer from [health issues]. And of course, with the lockdowns and things, and people losing their jobs and struggling, I thought it was a really good opportunity to get into something with psychology, and be able to help people.
However, talking about the college course I'm on now, I'm doing the equivalent of three A Levels. I'm doing [course title], [course title], and [course title].. Out of those three subjects, having never studied any of them, [subject] was actually my least favourite.
Interviewer
Oh dear, and why was that?
Participant 
So, I was like oh this is not what I thought. It's a very snapshot view of [subject]- it's a very quick view of [subject]. I loved the black and white of [subject area].
I loved the nitty-gritty details and I loved the fact that it was either right or wrong. There were no grey areas, which there are lots of with [subject]. So, I just kind of started to take a bit of an interest in [subject area] as a subject, looking into it a little bit more, and at the different degrees I could do.
That’s how I found the [specialist course] and then I just took it upon myself to contact the [professional organisation name], who are like the umbrella organisation that looks after [professional departments] within the country.
And I had a really lovely conversation with the lady there who is a training director who told me, that they want mature women into the field. She said she would put me in contact with my local [professional team], and she arranged for me to spend a day with them and have some time to see if I liked it. They took me to a [workplace visit], and we had some really in-depth conversations about the type of work involved.
It was really intriguing as to the diversity of cases that they go to. I mean, I think one of the things that they said was that in January alone, they went to [number of cases] different cases -  different open cases, and that these could be anything from [minor incident] right through to [serious incident]. And I thought that's the job I want. I want to not know what I'm going into when I go to work in the morning, and to go from things like a petty crime to having to go to something more nitty-gritty. I want to make a difference in the world by helping to catch these people and, you know, put them away.
Interviewer
I think that it's really nice to hear that you actually found something that you really want to do.
Participant 4
It's taken me a while. Like I say, I'm going to be [age] at the end of this year, so it's taking me a long time.
But you know, at least I have thought about it and decided, rather than just sticking it out in the [place name]. Some people enjoy that work very much, but being stuck in an office in a [place name], and just doing that until I retire. And bearing in mind we're probably not going to able to retire until we’re 80 or something as the age keeps going up and up and up, I just thought that this isn't me. I can't continue on like this - I've got to find my thing.
So yes, hence my original plan to take the [mathematics qualification course title]to get where I am now.
Interviewer
So, can I ask you why you decided to study Maths online?
Participant 4
Well, actually it wasn't online when I first started, it was actually in the classroom.
I think we only spent maybe two or three lessons actually in the classroom and then it went online. Where I live, in [place name] it’s probably about [travel time] minute drive from the classroom. And like I said, I've got two young children. One is [age] and one is [age] years old. My husband works very long hours in the complete opposite direction to where we live, so the online option worked incredibly well, and fitted in well with my family, and the time I had available.
Then we went online completely and I didn't have to worry about having to get someone to come in for childcare and things, so it ended up being better for me going online. I do feel that that I would have struggled to get in every week if I had had to go into the classroom.
Interviewer
And can you tell me a little about your expectation from this course?
Participant 4
So, I think I went into it thinking I was going to struggle.
I expected it to be incredibly hard, bearing in mind that this was Level 2, not Level 1. So I was going in at a slightly higher level. I hadn't been at school, you know, for many, many years. I haven't done any learning for a long, long time.
However, after my initial self-doubt, and my initial struggles with getting back into learning, and getting my mind back into that whole process, it actually was incredibly easy and the tutor was brilliant.
The [tutor name] that I had, he was absolutely brilliant and [tutor name]  actually made Maths, as much as you can make it, enjoyable. It was really enjoyable and I enjoyed every week signing in to the class and getting on with it because [tutor name] made it so enjoyable. During the time that we weren't in class or online, I was looking forward to having Maths work to do as I wanted to keep up my skills. And in time for the next lesson I would have done some homework myself and been able to learn that little bit more, and keep it fresh in my mind.
Interviewer
OK. So how would you describe a typical online Maths lesson? How was it from your perspective?
Participant 4
At the beginning we'd all be kind of just dropping in, we'd all say hello to each other because they split the group into two different classes. I think there must have been a maximum of possibly ten people, but I don't think we were ever all online altogether.
Over the course of the year, people were dropping out, but it became a really nice little group, and we got quite kind of friendly and things. And we have a nice little chat at the beginning.
We'd always have, maybe a five minute introduction. Just kind of discussing what we'd already been through and then he'd go over it. [Tutor name] would go back over everything that we had done the previous week. If you'd been set any homework, [tutor name] would then go over the homework. [Tutor name] would thoroughly go through it if there were specific areas that lots of us didn't get correct, and [tutor name]  would then go over that subject again to make sure that we understood it.
And then [tutor name] would go on to that week's lesson, we'd always have a break as well, about halfway in the session which was usually about an hour and a half.
[Tutor name] would always hang around at the end, and if there were any questions that needed to be answered [tutor name] do a follow up just make sure that we were all sure about what we had done. If he was going to set any homework for that week, and then [tutor name] would quite often just stay on and ask a couple of us to stay on with [tutor name]. This was just to go over things, or to have a little bit of a chat about things - if we've done any mocks, or anything to go over, things like that.
There was lots of hand holding, which was brilliant. Because certainly, people like me, who hadn't been in school for a long, time struggled getting back into that learning process.
And also sometimes people were a little bit apprehensive in a group to put their hand up and say that they didn’t understand, they didn’t know something. So, perhaps someone wouldn't speak up, and wait till we would have an opportunity to speak to him on his own, or when there was less of us signed in.
Interviewer
OK, so you had plenty of activities in the Breakout rooms, it seems, in a smaller group?
Participant 4
Yes, this was all online because, of course, we only spent about two or three lessons actually in the classroom.
But, [tutor name] was very, very good at creating thing in Teams. [Tutor name] would bring in another tutor and then some people would drop into the group led by this other guy to go over any specific areas that they needed to go over, which we didn't always have time to do. And the lesson would continue for the rest of us.
Interviewer
OK. Do you think these methods were effective for you?
Participant 4
Absolutely. Yes. If it was more rigid, or if there was less time given to go over things, I don't think I would have stayed on the course. I genuinely think I probably would have just left, because it's easier to just give up when you don’t understand things, right? And it’s hard to ask questions. But from very early on you knew that you were in a safe place and able to ask for the support that you needed.
Interviewer
Did you find it easy to access online course materials and information?
Participant 4
I had no problems. Yes, my internet skills are really good. I'm quite computer literate. I've used computers all the way through my working life.
Interviewer
Do you think that all the materials you had available were adequate for online learning?
Participant 4
Yes. To be honest, we didn't actually have any or need any, because it was all on the system. I mean other than a pencil and a piece of paper, we didn't actually really need any materials. It was just making sure that we could connect, and log onto the system, and that we were making sure that our cameras and microphones were working. But yes, it was fine for me.
Interviewer
OK, so the lessons were basically on the screen.
Participant 4
Mm-hmm, yes.
Interviewer
So how do you feel about it when the tutor just displays things on the screen?
Participant 4
I mean, [tutor] did the split screen thing, which is good because it's still nice to see the person that's talking to you. Then as and when [tutor name] shared the page or the PowerPoint or whatever it was, [tutor name]  would use the function where [tutor name]  could write on the screen as well. So it created that feeling of you being in the classroom and that [tutor name] was sitting in front of a whiteboard.
And the work was already on the whiteboard and then [tutor name] was just putting on the bits and pieces he needed to. I found that absolutely fine. I've been in many, many of these types of team meetings. So, I kind of understand how it works and it wasn’t detrimental that I was doing it online. I found it no different to being in the classroom.
And I mean, like I said, I can't really compare all that well because we only spent a few weeks, a few lessons in the actual classroom before we got into the actual decent part of learning. But I found it worked perfectly well for me.
Interviewer
You have answered this next question to some extent, but can I ask you to describe your level of comfort with the system, as well as your knowledge of the technology that was used in this particular Maths course, and about your confidence when taking part?
Participant 4
Sure. I'd probably say it was very high. We mostly used Teams.
There was a couple of other programs that [tutor name] would use. I think we did some mock tests on another application and then some homework.
There was a second thing, like almost like an App within Teams that he was using to do some tests within the actual lessons themselves.
If I was told just once how to get into it, it was absolutely fine. Nothing was over technical. It was just a case of sometimes you might have to download the application to then be able to log into it. I thought it was actually geared up very well for people who didn't know it all that well because all you had to do really was sign into Teams with a user name and password, and everything else was presented to you.
Interviewer
So can you tell me if there is any advice you would give to new students who are thinking of enrolling on an online Maths courses?
Participant 4
I would definitely tell them to make sure they have a space where they are comfortable. Make sure you have a space where your computer is in a position that you can sit and see properly. Also, that they can see you and you can see the screen, because sometimes if people are perhaps sat on their sofa or doing it on the bed, it can be really uncomfortable when you're sitting for a long period of time looking at the screen.
I’d also tell them to have some paper to take down any notes that they might need.
Apart from that, I would just tell them to be prepared. And be prepared to ask questions. Don't be frightened to ask the questions, because no one can see that you are struggling. Especially if you've turned your camera off and your microphone off, and no-one can see your facial expressions, like they would perhaps in a classroom where they could pick up on the fact that you might need help. So you need to be more vocal, and more quickly if you don't understand something.
Interviewer
And in your opinion, what impact do the tutors have on the online course?
Participant 4
Massively, absolutely. If he hadn't set the attitude of the lessons early on, giving you that feeling of just a relaxed atmosphere, of a relaxed level of training, of teaching, and not rushing on to the next thing until it was right. [Tutor name] asked if we understood things, and to please let [tutor name]  know if we didn’t understand, and [tutor name]  would go back over it.
And then each week, if we didn't get something from the previous week, or if you hadn’t been able to do any homework in the meantime, in the next lesson he'd go back over things quickly.
So if anyone actually triggered a question, then [tutor name] wasn’t, what's the word I’m looking for? Dismissive Yes, [tutor name] wasn’t dismissive.
If [tutor name] had dismissed question etc. early on it would have put you off for the whole lesson, and for the whole course, because you just wouldn't then feel comfortable with asking for help. But, I think his attitude was integral, absolutely integral to it.
Interviewer
So can you think now about your interaction with the tutor, about your own experience of dealing with him?
Participant 4
Yes, like I said, [tutor name] was really, really friendly. When I asked a question, [tutor name] was never dismissive. Regardless of how silly it was, [tutor name] would always check all the time to make sure where I was up to, you know, that I understood, and that I knew what I was doing.
When we were doing the one-to-one sessions, it never felt like [tutor name]  was in a rush, bearing in mind that often [tutor name] was helping after the actual lesson time had finished. He would always allow you time to discuss with [tutor name]  what it was you needed to discuss, and then answer the questions that he could answer.
I found [tutor name] to be really friendly, really amiable, really personable, and I definitely think that because of [tutor name] and this course, it's now made me excited to learn more.  Which is why I was confident enough to then apply for college and then a course that would have been at university.
Interviewer
OK, that’s encouraging. When we are talking about interaction, online learning offers a couple of different ways for you to do that, to interact with tutors.
So, I’m thinking about email chat, video call and any other methods that you were able to use. What would you say was your preferred way to contact your tutor?
Participant 4
Umm, to be honest with you. I only had the experience of Teams when we were already in the lesson and sometimes a little chat on the side.
So, I don't really have any opinion on it because I didn't have any real discussions with [tutor name] in between the lessons. I didn't need it. So I don't have a preference because I only really used Teams during the lessons themselves.
Interviewer
What about the one-to-one tutorials?
Participant 4
Yes, it was just face-to-face chatting. It wasn't on any other system.
Interviewer
And what about any interaction you had with the others learners? Within the group, did you have any interaction during the lesson, or sometimes outside lessons?
Participant 4
Certainly from my experience, we only had the chat within Teams. But, it was very rare that we used it because, you know, we were learning at the time, and there was no real need to discuss anything outside lessons, because we could verbally talk to each other during the lessons. So, in my experience, there was no outside discussion with them at all.
Interviewer
During a course, there is often a sense of belonging to something. Did you ever have this sense of belonging? That you belonged with this online group? Was that a feeling you ever had?
Participant 4
Umm, yes. I definitely felt that. I definitely felt like we were all valued members of that class.
I don't feel that it would have been any different had we been in the classroom. I felt like we were all there for the same reason, all there to learn. And you're all there because you're doing this to get somewhere else. You instantly had that connection with those people, you know.
And as the course went on, we learned a little bit more about each other, because, like I said, we used to have sessions of around five to ten minutes at the beginning where we'd all have a little chat, and discuss where we were with our plans for our future and various other bits and bobs. So yes, I definitely felt like I belonged, and I definitely felt like it wouldn't have necessarily made any difference had I been in the classroom.
Interviewer
OK. So far everything we have discussed seems to have been positive experiences for you. What I’d like to ask you to think about now is whether you faced any challenges or obstacles during the course?
Participant 4
Sure. I suppose maybe for me it was the time of the lessons. Not necessarily the length of time that the lesson was for, but maybe the time that it started, because it finished at about 9:00 o'clock at night.
Now anyone with children, you will know when you get to about 7:00 o'clock at night, your brain kind of switches off because you're so busy thinking about all the things you’ve got to do the next day. So I struggled a little bit at the beginning with getting myself ready to learn at that time of night.
But you know, that’s just the type of course that it was. I don't necessarily feel like it could have been any other way. I was working during the day so I couldn't join a class that was held in the daytime. I couldn't have done it when my children were just about to come home from school, because they're so hyper from coming home. So it had to be at that time. 
Maybe it seems that's such a silly thing, but for me it was possibly the length of time that the lesson continued on for, because it finished at 9:00 o'clock, and by that point I was absolutely exhausted.
Interviewer
So what about the organisation of the lessons overall? What did you think about that?
Participant 4
It was fine. Sometimes I think the tutor had a couple of times where, for very brief moments, [tutor] connection went down and the screens all went all fuzzy, and we couldn't connect, or struggled to connect. So we found that some of the lesson was taken up by trying to get people connected and going through that business.
And well, I guess you know, if people are turning up late to a lesson and then not being able to join properly, that's what impacts it. It's making sure that people are logging in five to ten minutes before the lesson starts to ensure that everything is working, so we can get going as and when the lesson starts. But, otherwise I thought the organisation of it worked very well.
From the topic we started with, moving forward to the end of the lesson seemed to work very organically, and you felt that as the lesson went on, it was getting harder, which is what you want really - to start off with the easier things and make sure you get the fundamentals, and then it progressively gets harder; harder questions or harder things to learn. So yes, I was very happy with the organisation of it all.
Interviewer
What about lessons where the tutor needed to demonstrate how to use mathematical equipment?
Participant 4
Well, like I said, we didn't actually have any of that, but there were a few lessons where we had to use protractors or compasses or things like that, and I'm sure if we did, he asked whether we knew how to use these things.
I'm sure there was a question in the homework where we had to use a protractor, and yes, [tutor name] did tell us how to use it.
It was in quite a brief way, because we all said we knew how, and we remembered from school and things. So from the small amount of equipment we used, yes, [tutor name] did kind of go into how to use it.
Interviewer
We’re just about to cover the last of my questions. Is there anything that you can suggest that would help us deliver an improved experience on this course? Any suggestions for improvement you might have?
Participant 4
I suppose for me, it might have been easier had I been offered two shorter lessons each week, rather than a single, longer lesson.
Just because it would have meant that I had it fresher in my mind, rather than having to go a whole week between lessons, without having to try and find homework myself in the meantime. And like said, because I've been not been in school for such a long time, getting back into learning actually was quite difficult.
Yes, that would be a good option from my point of view. But you know, I'm just talking personally, but otherwise I can't suggest anything really, because as you can probably tell, I really enjoyed it. So yes, I have only positive things to say really.
Interviewer
OK, so did you pass your exam?
Participant 4
I did, yes. Then once I passed my exam, I was unable to get onto the college course that I'm currently on.
Interviewer
So it looks like you achieved the goals you planned on?
Participant 4
Absolutely, Yes, absolutely.
Interviewer
And is there anything else that you want to say or to add before we finish?
Participant 4
No, I don't think so. I mean, I'd like to perhaps mention the tutor specifically as I definitely think [tutor name] needs a pat on the back or something, because he's very, very good. [Tutor name] is  very passionate about the subject and that really makes a difference when you're new to learning again, and learning something that at school you always hated, and always struggled with. So I think he definitely needs a pat on the back.
So, yes, I'm very happy.
Interviewer
Just before we go. You mentioned that your relation with Maths in school wasn't good. Can you tell me a little more about that?
Participant 4
Yes I think right from very early on, I have vague memories of doing Maths in primary school and I just didn't get it, I never understood my times tables. I never learned my times tables by heart, and that makes Maths, all other Maths, very difficult because everything takes you so much longer.
Plus, I was never confident enough to put my hand up to ask more questions. Then as I went through my school life, my schooling career, I just felt more and more out of my depth, and the worse I felt about Maths, the more I would shy away from it. The less I would engage in classes, the less I would ask for help. And so I ended up with an [grade], which actually, was pretty impressive considering I really struggled.
And then throughout my working career I would always kind of laugh when a Maths thing would come up. Even if it was something silly like having to order some boxes of paper for the office. I'd try and work out how much it would cost by how many boxes I was ordering, and as soon as I saw the numbers it was almost like a fuzzy screen would come up. I just couldn't concentrate. I didn't know what I needed to do. I didn't know where I should put the numbers. Where the decimal points were going. So I kind of laughed about it, and I'd go to somebody else and get them to do it for me.
That had always been my way and I'd never considered going to college or going back into any kind of learning. I never needed my Maths to get a job that I wanted - I was always able to get a job.
The fact that I only had an [grade] at Maths had never been a problem. So when I decided that my life needed to change, that I wanted to do something different, I had to look at what my current skills were. Moving forward, knowing that I wanted to go to university, potentially, I knew that I had to have a better Maths grade. So I went and contacted [careers advice centre] in [place name].
Interviewer
Wow, thank you for sharing that.
Participant 4
Yes but it was just in Maths. I was above in everything else. It was only my Maths that let me down.
So yes, I contacted [education provider] there and then, and here we are now. That was the start of my learning journey, really. And like I said, I was really scared. I was genuinely very apprehensive, very scared about starting it, because I thought it was going to be so difficult. I couldn’t believe that I'd get it done within a year. I thought I’d end up failing and having to do it again. So in my head I planned two years to get my Maths done.
Whereas, in fact I was actually put forward earlier for my Maths exam because I'd done so well during the lessons, and through my mocks that [tutor name] actually put me forward for an earlier exam and I passed. So yes.
Interviewer
And how do you feel about that now?
Participant 4
You know, it's funny actually, it's really interesting to think that, you know, a grown woman can be genuinely frightened, frightened about learning and about a subject or something.
I know now that it’s simply Maths, you just have to be logical. There is a certain thought process when you do Maths. You have to take yourself into a different kind of mind-set. And because you don't often do Maths other than adding, subtracting and multiplying, you’ve forgotten the skills you learnt in school. And it was the joy of understanding it, it was the joy of suddenly thinking, oh my goodness, it's actually not that hard when you know the formula; of thinking, of course that makes sense now, that's how you do it.
It feels so silly to me now. Looking back at myself before I started it, and how worried I was about it. Whereas now, like I said, it got me excited for future learning. It got me excited about definitely going to [place name]. I'm definitely going to go to university.
I just want to learn more and more and more. And the fact that what I want to do now has changed, hasn't altered the fact that I enjoyed learning. It was the [organisation name] course that ignited that in me, and I'm now able to learn in a different way. I'm going to learn. I want to push myself. I want to challenge myself.
And that's because I know now that I can do it. Whereas, had I not had those initial conversations with people at the outset, I don’t think I would have decided to do this [ course title], or had the tutor I had.
I would have just gone straight back to doing the job I was doing, and that would have been me until I retired.
Interviewer
How would you describe your confidence now with Maths?
Participant 4
Oh, 100 times, more than 100 times better, absolutely. I don't shy away from Maths now.
In fact, I am much more likely now, if I don't know how to do something, to look it up myself rather than just ask someone else to do it, because I want to know how to do it so I can remember.
Then going forward, for example, with my children. So my [gender, names and age]. When he brings home his Maths now we’re learning together. Which I love, because before I would have just told him to go and ask his dad because he's much better at Maths than I am. Now I want to help him. I want to help him learn.
And that is something that actually is completely invaluable to me, regardless of what my plan was when I started the course. That in itself is showing my son that you don't always have to know everything, just have the confidence to go and find out what that answer is yourself rather than taking the easier option and finding someone else to do it for you.
Interviewer
Is there anything else you would like to add?
Participant 4
No, I don't think so, no.
Interviewer
Thank you very much. I really appreciate your time and your willingness to participate in my project.
Well done, well done and good luck.
Participant 4
You as well. OK. Thank you so much. OK, thank you. Take care
Interviewer
OK. Bye bye.
Participant 4
Bye.
