Interview: Participant 5. [Female participant, adult learner]
[mathematics qualification course]
Date: [Interview date removed for anonymity]
Time:  08:59
Location: Online
Interviewer
Good morning
Thank you for agreeing to take part in this interview, which is part of the research I am doing for my doctoral course at the university. The aim of the research is to explore the online Mathematics learning experiences of adult learners.
The interview, discussion should last no more than 45 minutes.
Thanks also for signing the consent form, and I want to assure you that you will not be identified in my thesis or any other publications related to this research.. I won’t use your name, or the names of any of the other participants, and your anonymity is guaranteed.
In fact, once the research is completed, this 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 5
That is fine. I don't mind.
Interviewer
So, today, we’re here to chat about your experience with the online Maths course.
It’s 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.
So, starting off, can you tell me a little about yourself? I’m thinking about things like your family, your job, and any hobbies or interest that you have. I’m also very interested in your plans for the future.
Participant 5
I'm [age]. I like taking my partner's dog out for walks, and I like playing on the XBox.
At the moment I'm not sure about my plans for the future. I'm just taking things as they come.
I'm hoping to do Higher Tier Maths, and GCSE after the Foundation.
Interviewer
Thank. Now I’d like you to think about your experience of the online Maths course that I am interested in, as I’m very interested in finding out about your perceptions of the course, and what you took from it.
It’s not so much about the content of the course itself, that I’m interested in, but how you felt about the course before you started, as well as your feelings when you were actually doing the course, and how you feel now that you have completed it.
Interviewer
Can you tell me why you first decided to study Maths?
Participant 5
I decided to study Maths because someone at [course title] told me that I was quite good at Maths, and [tutor name] said that this course would be the next step. [Tutor name] also said that many employers would like the equivalent of GCSE. So it would help me to try and get a better job.
Interviewer
And why did you decide to study online?
Participant 5
Well, I started to study online because my partner's dad was in and out of hospital and I missed three sessions in the classroom. I didn't really want to keep missing out on the sessions, so I decided to study online.
And I found that it's easier to study online than it is to go to the centre because of issues with transport.
Interviewer
And thinking of your first online session? What were your expectations about this initial online session?
Participant 5
Obviously, it was virtual, so you didn't have any papers in front of you like you did in the classroom when everything was printed off for you.
I think when you're studying online, it's obviously a different setting. So, you're at home and you have to motivate yourself - no one can help you.
Interviewer
Can you describe your typical Maths session? How it was from the beginning to the end? What you did during the session and how it was organised? How did you prepare yourself, and so on?
Participant 5
We used Maths textbooks, as well as PowerPoint presentations, and I made notes. Sometimes the tutor was a bit too fast, so [tutor name] had to go back a bit.
I was always prepared with all the equipment that I needed for each session. I really did enjoy the Maths course, even though it was a bit tricky at times, and I needed the one-to-one support with the tutor.
Interviewer
Perfect.
If I asked you to give any advice for new students who were thinking about doing the online Maths course, what would you say to them?
Participant 5
I would tell them to use the library if they don't have a printer at home, because, before you study online, all of the materials need to be printed off.
And to make sure that the Chat function is working for everyone. I've had to have a second device so that I can type in the Chat, because sometimes my computer would freeze when the tutor opened the Chat.
Participant 5
And allow more time to study, because in the classroom, you are given more paper topics.
And sometimes the online presentations are quite fast, so you need that extra time and often in the class we don't get to use our textbooks.
And I would say make sure you have a lot of paper handy. If you don't have a printer so you can write down all the notes and everything for the session.
Interviewer
Thank you. When you think about the online content delivery, what method was the best for you, or the most effective for you? For example, was it when something was shown on the screen, or during the one-to-one sessions, or going to the Breakout room or just reading from the book?
Participant 5
The one-to-one sessions describing it.
Interviewer
The one-to-one sessions. OK. Did you like actually this?
Participant 5
And if you can, if the students want to study online, if you can try and get the one-to-one sessions, because they will always, just help you understand where you're going wrong. Because if the homework gets marked, and you can't understand what you've done wrong, it's always helpful to have that one-to-one support.
Interviewer
So, direct feedback was very important in your opinion.
Participant 5
Yes, it was.
Interviewer
And how did you feel about accessing online course materials and information from Teams?
Participant 5
Yes, that was very useful. It's very good to have all the materials in the folders and you get everything that you need. It's easier to just sit at home, or sit in an office and you can just get online.
Interviewer
And do you think that the course materials were adequate accurate for this course?
Participant 5
Yes.
Interviewer
Can you describe your comfort level with technology and general computers use?
Participant 5
I was very confident on technology. I've always been good. I've got ICT [level].
I’m good with things online. Maybe it would be good for people who struggle with the computers, to do an introduction during the first session and give students all of the information then.
Tell them to make sure they attend this first session as it will give all the information that they will need. And it will show them how Microsoft Teams works, and stuff like that. And show them where all the folders are.
Interviewer
Thank you. So, would you say that your experience in these aspects of ICT and the technical side of things was positive?
Participant 5
Yes, it was all good.
Interviewer
So, if you were me, the tutor, and you were creating the sessions, how would you design the perfect session in terms of creating the topics and the structure?
Participant 5
I think definitely allow students to ask as many questions throughout the session. Because I think it's important to be able to try and get all the students involved in the session.
It's not as easy doing it remotely, as when you're in a class, and you can just put your hand up or you can speak out. So, I’d make sure it's quite interactive and look at different learning styles. Make sure it's informative and covers as many topics as possible.
Interviewer
Thank you. And in your opinion, what impact did the tutors have on the online course?
Participant 5
I think the tutors helped with anything that we were stuck with. Especially if someone needed to have a lot of one-to-one time, and extra support.
Students need to be able to motivate themselves to study, because we don't have as long between September and June, as we would if we were at school.
Interviewer
You mentioned interaction, so let’s continue with that. How do you feel about the level of interaction you had with your tutors on this online course?
Participant 5
I feel very good about that, and again, students must always make sure that they completed the homework.
Maybe towards the end in the revision sessions it might be good if tutors could try and interact more with the students. Like if you felt someone was stuck on something or they didn’t know something, encourage them to ask.
Interviewer
What about the form of interaction with tutors? Because we offer things like the Chat function, video calls and e-mail. What was your preferred method?
Participant 5
I feel like when you're in Teams, it will often freeze, so make sure you have a good and stable connection. So I don't often use the Chat. But I feel like e-mail is just so easy. It's just like doing a text.
Interviewer
And how often do you think that you actually exchanged e-mails with your tutor?
Participant 5
A couple of times a week.
Interviewer
Ok, and what do you think about the response time? Was it quick, was it adequate for you? Maybe it took too long? What do you think?
Participant 5
No, it was quick. Sometimes [tutor name] would forget to send me the homework back, but [tutor name] would let me know, and always took the time to e-mail me back.
Interviewer
Now can you think about your interaction with the other students? How do you feel about that?
Participant 5
I didn't want to sit and interact much with the other students because it was harder for me to be able to get on to the Chat. 
Interviewer
So did you feel during the course that you belonged to this class? This is your class. This is your group.
Participant 5
Not as much as I did when I was attending in person, no.
Interviewer
Do you think that good student interaction is beneficial during the sessions?
Participant 5
Yes. To keep everyone involved in the session.
Interviewer
OK, can you now think about the worst session online, or something that you just did not like? Is anything like that that you can remember?
Participant 5
I don't remember.
Interviewer
Well, I think you said you didn’t like it when you couldn't join in. Or when something happened that made your internet connection disappear.
Participant 5
Oh yes, it was the last session. My Internet crashed and then I couldn't get online. And I feel like you can't help that with technology. You just have to try and try and log back on.
Interviewer
Now think about the best session. Perhaps when you were fully engaged, or it was a brilliant session, almost like, you know, a perfect one.
Participant 5
Yes, I feel that probably in the first session when I joined initially, it was interactive, and I just understood the topics.
Interviewer
Can you describe the difference in your experience when you actually felt really engaged compared to when you were less not engaged?
Participant 5
I don't think I was ever not engaged. I felt like I was always engaged. I was fully engaged in all the sessions.
Sometimes I felt like sometimes obviously we didn't have a choice about the refreshment breaks. When we were there in person, we had two 10 minute breaks rather than one 20 minute break. I felt that that had already been decided, as I joined late, and so I had no say in it.
Interviewer
OK, I want you to think about anything that you found challenging in online studying.
Participant 5
Definitely on the Chat when things are posted on the board but I couldn’t see it on the screen. But it's just the connection. You just have to keep trying to get back online.
Interviewer
Yes, that's true. How frequently would you say that you were actually faced with something like that, when you weren’t able to connect properly?
Participant 5
Not often really.
Interviewer
OK. What kind of effort do you think the tutors made to organise a session? Just in terms of for you personally.
Participant 5
It was probably a lot of work for them to try and organise the sessions. As they have to think of people that have different styles of learning.
Interviewer
What about how good we were at organisation, and how we tried to resolve any challenges you had on the course?
Participant 5
I don't think so. I don't think I had many challenges apart from Chat, but tutors can't really do anything about that because they can't change the Microsoft Teams.
Interviewer
No, not yet.
I just have a couple of other questions. What about your overall experience from this? Was it a positive experience? What would you take from it?
Participant 5
It was a positive experience, but I think in September, I want to try to be in the classroom. It's obviously easier to go online because you can just switch your machine on and then within 5 minutes you’re all connected.
I don't know whether it was harder, but I did prefer doing Functional Skills after watching the demo, which I much preferred.
But, sometimes you just have to go with the class because people work at different paces; some are faster than others, some are slow learners.
Also, there were topics that different people find difficult. I feel that it’s better in the classroom, but that's just my earning style.
Interviewer
Definitely it is learning style. What about your achievement? How do you feel about it? Do you feel you achieved what you set out to do?
Participant 5
I feel that the last paper did let me down. I feel like I should have revised different questions. Hopefully I'll get four or five? Hopefully.
Interviewer
We’re almost finished now. What about your feelings that you fulfilled you’re potential on this course.
Participant 5
Yes, everything’s good.
Interviewer
Yes? So, how would you describe your Maths skills now compared to what these were at the beginning of the course? In terms of your knowledge and confidence?
Participant 5
Oh yes, much better. You always need to put in a lot of work. But, the more you put in, the more you get out.
Interviewer
What about your confidence?
Participant 5
Yes, I’m much more confident now, and I was always bugged about my lack of confidence.
Interviewer
Yes, I think confidence is very important.
Participant 5
It is, yes.
Interviewer
Yes, I often think we put ourselves down, but other people think we’re doing OK.
How would you compare yourself with others in terms of teamwork and effort and everything?
Participant 5
Yes, I'm going to have to put in as much as I can.
Interviewer
Now, is there anything that you would want to change about your experience?
Participant 5
Probably going forward, you have to do the Foundation as well as the Higher level.
If I knew the topic quite well, I could just do my own studying with the books, and I could learn, and just make sure that I practice the topics that I understand well enough.
Interviewer
OK. Would you like to add anything?
Participant 5
Thank you, [name].
Interviewer
No, thank you very much for giving me your feedback about the online course. The research is so that we can actually create something better. Yes, and your experience can help us with that in the next year of the course.
Participant 5
[Online assessment tool] and taking the questions were a bit of a problem for me.
Interviewer
OK, tell me about that.
Participant 5
I think that the way that it's marked, and that the [online assessment tool] are quite a difficult platform to use. It's not as easy as when you're doing a small informal session. But in the homework, you can understand which questions you've done and the comments.
Also in the revision sessions, the tutors could tell everyone about the different videos and different websites that we can use. I know that you do that at the start, but it would be good when it is revision time to try and help others. Give them a variety of resources that they can use online.
Interviewer
OK. Anything else?
Participant 5
No, let's say that’s all. Thanks. 
Interviewer
OK, so I will stop recording. Thank you very much. Bye.
