Interview: Participant 6: [Female participant, adult learner]
[mathematics qualification course]
Date: [Interview date removed for anonymity]
Time: 16:59
Location: Online
Interviewer
Good afternoon.
Thank you for agreeing to take part in this research which is part of my doctorate study 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 and that you feel comfortable taking part in this study.
Participant 6 
Yes, that’s OK with me.
Interviewer
The interview is a very open and fluid process, and there are no right or wrong answers. I’m just interested in your experiences with the course.
First of all I would just like to know a few things about you. So, what about your background, what you do for a living, and what you do in your spare time, your hobbies, and things like that.
Participant 6
Yes. So I am [age] years old. I’m currently a [support role] and I look after gentleman with autism. I do that full time, and I’ve done that for about four years.
And previous to that I was in quite a [previous job role], quite a [previous job role], and I just decided that, you know, I wanted to do something that I just felt a bit more rewarding.
Interviewer
Can you tell me a bit more about this?
Participant 6 
Yes, actually I originally wanted to go into [future career goal],, which is the reason why I needed the Maths GCSE. I wanted to get a Maths qualification under my belt, and I wanted something that I would always have. It doesn't have an expiry date on it or anything like that.
But on a personal level, I'm, quite a creative person actually. I like to draw. I'm quite into art, and I also like photography.
I enjoy academia, but it's, you know, I have to have a bit of a balance between the two different things, I think.
Interviewer
So how do you spend your free time? I know you are very busy, but when you are free, how do you spend your leisure time?
Participant 6 
OK. I'll probably lean towards more sort of creative things. So I'd probably be doing some art or I'll be crocheting some blankets or, you know, making something.
I also like to be out in nature. So like, you know, walking and exercising, and I like cycling. I commute to work on my bike as I don't have a car. I'm quite interested in the environment and, you know, nature. So yes, that's kind of what I'd spend most of my free time doing.
Interviewer
OK, thanks for that. You have mentioned why you decided to study, and I would like us to talk more about this. So, first of all, why did you decide that you wanted to study online?
Participant 6 
Well, this course wasn't originally the one I signed up for. I was originally meant to attend a class at [place name]. But, there was such a demand for that course on Thursdays, one of the classes was changed to an online course. So that's the one I ended up on. I was originally going to come in for classes, but then it was changed to an online and, well, I was kind of glad it was in the end actually, because I think it suits me better.
Interviewer
And can you tell me how you first found out about this course? 
Participant 6 
Yes, a work colleague told me about this course. I was saying that I needed to get my Maths if I wanted to progress in [future career goal], and she mentioned this course to me. I thought, OK, I’ll do that then. I had planned on doing an online course that I had to pay for, and then when I found out that I could do this for free, then yes, I got in touch, and that's why I ended up with this one.
Interviewer
OK, so that was how you found out about this course. Can I ask you to think about your expectations of the course before you started?
Participant 6 
I wasn’t really sure what I was expecting, you know. I thought I would be supported through it, but I wasn’t sure what sort of level of support that would involve. Yes, I didn't really have any expectations, I just wasn’t sure.
I mean, I had done my [qualification title] just beforehand, and that was online. I did that through my employer. So I kind of had a vague feeling it would be sort of like that. I just sort of thought it would be supported self-learning really.
Interviewer
Do you remember the moment that, you actually find out from us that this would be an online course?
Participant 6 
That was pretty much straight away when I phoned up to enquire. Then I had my interview just to make sure that it was the right course. She asked me my reasons for wanting to study and, you know, which course I wanted to do. And I said that's the one I'd like to do.
And then I think they came back very quickly to tell me that there was such a high demand for courses, because obviously this was, you know, just coming out the back end of COVID. And it was all a bit up in the air, so I was told pretty quickly that it would be going online.
Interviewer
OK, so tell me what advice you would give to a new students who is thinking about enrolling on an online Maths course?
Participant 6
I think you need to be absolutely 100% sure that's what you want to do. You have to be committed to it. You have to be disciplined, and, you know, because you’re an adult learner, you're expected to do the assigned tasks, and you're attendance needs to be good, and you need to be actually invested in it personally.
Interviewer
OK, now I will ask a couple of questions that are directly linked with the content delivery of the course itself. Could you just think about which of the teaching methods you find the most effective, and why?
Participant 6 
What in terms of learning?
Interviewer
Yes, in terms of learning.
Participant 6
Uh it would definitely be the Monday night without a shadow of a doubt, because I think this gives you the foundation for the subject. This gives you the overview and obviously you pick out the bits that you know, and that you need to know. Obviously, it’s up to you to go off and do that further study.
And I also found it useful on Microsoft Teams, where we have all the documents for each week and then it lists what Maths videos to watch, and the links give you everything that you need. So, I'd say that the whole structure of that is what I found the most beneficial to me.
You know, because then I was just focused on what I was doing and I knew what I needed to do, what I needed to watch, and all that sort of thing.
Interviewer
OK Did you find it easy to access online materials and information?
Participant 6
Yes.
Interviewer
And was it explained to you from the beginning where to find everything?
Participant 6
I think I had my first online lesson just the week after that I enrolled on the course. I mean at that point we were told, you know, how to access different things and where everything was. And, it just kind of find your way around things. Really, it's the same with anything new, isn't it? You’ve just got to, you know, test it, try it out, and then you find your feet. I didn't find it overly difficult. Although, because I enrolled and I had my first lesson in the same week, I felt that it was all a bit overwhelming. But I think that was just because of coming in and starting a GCSE all at the same time.
It wasn’t hard to deal with, you know. It's just that you have a lot to take in that first couple of weeks. But, other than that, I found all the links to everything I needed. Everything got set up that needed to be set up. So, yes, it was all good.
Interviewer
Now I would like to ask you about the materials provided to you. Do you think that they were adequate? And also the way in which the lessons were presented - do you think this was adequate for the course and the level of study?
Participant 6
Definitely for a foundation course, I found things well beyond adequate really. I think it was above adequate.
In terms of the higher tier, not so much.
It was explained to me that it was extra work. And at the start it was not knowing what that was going to be, so that was challenging for my learning.
And I didn't find the books particularly good, but that's just not my way of learning. So it wasn't because the books aren't any good. It's just that for me personally, it's not my preferred style. But we didn't really use the books that much. I mean, it was for us to go away and use those ourselves really.
Interviewer
Can you now think about all of the different tools etc. available to help you prepare for the course, and to help you to learn during the sessions themselves?
I'm thinking about things like having materials sent to you before the sessions, on-screen demonstrations, and participating in any breakout room activities
So, when you think of all of these, which did you find most useful?
Participant 6 
I think I preferred it whenever we did anything online. So, when we were learning something new, and then you did an example and you talked us through it and you showed it to us.
And then another tutor would come in and, we'd have a discussion around it and then there would be some sort of hints and tips around things. I found that the most useful because I like to watch other people do it first, and then we'd have the opportunity to do one as well. This kind of reinforces your learning. So, for me that was my favourite aspect of it.
We were a class, a group together, and you know, we had discussions around things, and that was good.
Interviewer
Now a little more about the technical side. So can you describe your comfort level with using the computer?
Participant 6 
Oh, I think I was pretty comfortable with that. Yes.
Interviewer
You had no issue at all?
Participant 6
No.
Interviewer
OK, thank you. So what was your experience with the content of the online course, and particularly with the technical side?
I'm thinking about things in general on the course, and also about the other online tutors. Is there anything in particular that was problematic for you, or for your experience?
Participant 6
In my experience, I'd say it was pretty positive I didn't find any particular issues with any of it.
I guess the only thing that could sometimes be a bit distracting was if people left their, microphones on and you could hear background noise. But then you would normally step in and tell them to mute the noise. So, no, I don't think I had any particular issues per se, not with any of the ICT or anything.
Interviewer
And thinking about your tutors and other staff from the learning centre, how would you describe their confidence with the app and their general level of ICT skills.
Participant 6
Well, I think those are excellent. I've never had any issues with anything I think.
Sometimes with other tutors, they might not necessarily be quite as confident with the ICT as what you are. For example, if they are recording a lesson then they might forget to start the recording or whatever - more of a technical thing from their side.
But other than that, I don't think there was anything worth noting.
Interviewer
OK, so can you think about your ideal online experience?
Think about a particular lesson, and how you would like it to be structured; how it would start; what would be the warm up, and everything that you would want to include for it to be perfect for you?
Participant 6 
I think for me it would start off with, everyone saying hello and the tutor asking around to see if anyone's got any particular things that they need to bring up from the week before. Like you used to do when we had a pre-meet. I found that really useful if we needed to jump on and ask you a question about something from the previous week.
And then you just gave us an overview of what the lesson was going to be about, and the main topic areas. Then you walked us through those together, with you showing us what we need to know about formulas etc., and whatever it is we were learning. And then you showed us a few examples before we had a go at doing some ourselves.
I liked it and found it quite useful when we would each take it in turn to answer a question on the screen.
I guess I’d also like a general recap from what the week before, or maybe just to touch back on it.
Because I found that as I went on with the course that the further in we got, and the more I was learning, but particularly when we added on the higher tier stuff, that I just felt I was forgetting what I'd learned the week before, and that we hadn’t completely finished with one subject before we moved onto the next.
But I think that's, you know, from my learning style, that's just how I learn.
Yes, it's quite condensed isn’t it? There is a lot to learn in a short space of time.
Interviewer
Yes it is.
Participant 6
I think if it was just the foundation course, I don't think I'd have had that issue. 
But I think it's when you bring in the higher tier, there's so much to cram into such a short space of time because really it’s only 10 sessions. I mean, there was one week where there was just so much in it. There were so many different things I felt like I was being taught a lot, but not learning it necessarily.
Interviewer
Yes, it is just a very informative course, I can understand.
In your opinion, what impact do the tutors have on the online course?
Participant 6
When you say impact, what on?  Do you mean In terms of how well it was delivered?
Interviewer
I want you to think in a holistic way. You had sessions not just with me, but with other tutors as well.
So, can you think about us as people, and what kind of impact our different personalities and teaching styles brought to your learning experience? Is one tutor different to another, or does it not matter?
Participant 6
Oh, I think it's really important that you have a really good relationship with your tutor, and it’s important that tutors realise that students obviously learn differently.
Because some of us very much, need to have that visual kind of learning and be talked through things, and other people just need to do go away and look at this book and they sort of thrive on that better. So, I think it's really important that tutors can understand that, and support our individual style of learning.
With the higher tier, I had, a different tutor other than [tutor name], and their style of delivery didn't really work for me because it was more like a lecture. So yes, I think it's really, really important that there's a good dynamic between the tutors and the learners.
Interviewer
What about your interaction with the all the tutors and instructors? I think you had contact with all of us at some point. So what do you think about the pace of things -their response and feedback on everything.
Participant 6
I think in terms of responses, and especially to emails, you know they were really quick. I was never left waiting around for feedback, and that was good.
For the [online assessment tool] where you've got feedback through your questions, some tutors were better than others; some made sense to me, but others I read their feedback and I didn't really understand what was being said to me.
I didn't find that to be such a good feedback tool. It kind of put me off in a way. I felt, that it was better for me to kind of print it out on a sheet of paper, fill it in, e-mail it in and then get it back with the tutor’s comments written on it.
And I could actually visually see, you know, where I'd gone wrong in my head with the [online assessment tools] because it's just, the way it's set up. It just didn't really help or support me in any way. So I kind of found that quite negative.
Although the feedback from some of them was alright, others just kind of lost me. So I shied away from them. Other than going on and doing my high tier homework on it I didn't use it. I tried to but I just didn't find it particularly useful. I find it's, you know, probably more favourable to the tutors than it is to the learners. But that might just be my experience of it. I don't know.
Interviewer
It's my experience as well, by the way.
And what about this feedback that either I or my colleague sent as a homework?
Participant 6
I always found that really helpful and that sort of gave me a real boost some weeks.  Because some weeks it was a struggle, especially if it was a subject that, you weren't particularly keen on
I mean, algebra for me, I just, is just not my strongest one. And some weeks I used to do the homework for that, and I'd get the feedback and I would be like, oh, actually, yes, that's not that's not so bad. And I can see where I'm going wrong with that. And you know where to watch out, where you're could potentially make mistakes.
So, I used to kind of enjoy getting my homework back. I liked getting the paper back.
Interviewer
So, in your experience, was the paper based feedback that was used for your homework better than the [online assessment tool] format.
Participant 6 
Yes, for sure, absolutely.
Interviewer
Which is your preferred form of interaction with the tutors, and why so? So, we had the video chat, we had tutorials, we had breakout rooms. We had also email. So what was your preferred way?
Participant 6
Oh, video chat was probably my favourite. And feeding into the one-to-one tutorials because that’s sort of video chat as well. So I found those really good.
Interviewer
Now we are going to think about the interaction with the group as a whole. So how often do you interact with other learners?
Participant 6 
A few times. I mean there was a couple of learners that shared information with.
But within the class setting, I felt that we all had a really good dynamic in that group. You know, I think everyone was very respectful of each other and I don't think that anyone felt that they couldn't speak up if they didn't feel that they knew what was going on, and I don't think anyone felt judged by any of the other students. If they had a question, I think we were all quite supportive of each other during the lessons. So, I think it was a nice group actually.
Interviewer
When you think about your group, do you think in a way that you belonged to something together?
Participant 6
Yes, I felt that that they were my group.
Interviewer
Do you think that during lessons when I tried to engage everyone by, for example, asking an individual student, a specific question to stimulate discussion, that this type of approach was beneficial to the whole class?
Participant 6
Yes, I think that was beneficial. I liked that because it helped you realise that it's not necessarily just you that might be struggling on something. I think it gave people more courage to kind of say, actually, no, I just don't get it.
In foundation we did do that and in the higher tier we didn't, because in the higher tier, we just sort of like, blasted through whatever it was in the two hours and I think that there were several people that probably wanted to say, I just don't get it.
But they didn't speak up because you are always being made conscious of not having a lot of time and you also don't want to be the only person that doesn’t get it.
So I think, asking everyone to take a turn is a good way of helping them if yes, actually, they don't understand. And then you, you know, you can then sort of delve into it a bit deeper.
Interviewer
OK. Thank you. And do you think the interactions within the group impacted on your learning?
Participant 6
No, I don't think so. Not in a negative way, anyway.
Interviewer
What about your engagement with things? How would you describe your level of engagement?
Participant 6
I like to think I was pretty well engaged. I mean, in some lessons you'd just be so tired and you know, that’s just because of life, but yes, I'd say I was pretty engaged for the most part, yes.
Interviewer
And thinking specifically about your level of engagement. Do you think that some tutors tried to engage you more than others? Or was your level of engagement generally the same throughout?
Participant 6
I think some tutors are better at encouraging engagement than others. I think for some it's maybe not their strongest point.
But, I mean not in [tutor name] case. I mean, I think [tutor name], made a real effort to make sure that everyone was engaged and understood. And anyone that was struggling had the opportunity to come back and talk to [tutor name] about that again in more detail and maybe in a one-to-one.
So yes, I think certainly in terms of the foundation [tutor name] checked to make sure that we felt engaged and that we knew what we were doing.
Interviewer
And can you just think about one example when you were feeling like you were really engaged. You were really in there. What were you doing? About your feelings in this moment of engagement, and a moment during the whole course when you were not actually engaged?
Participant 6
I think when we start getting into Geometry, I was really engaged in those sessions because it's just all visual and I love that.
I can't remember what week it was in the Higher Tier where there was just so much. It was one the other tutors sessions, I think. There were several different topics to cover that week and the homework was just crazy. And I remember, I've had some time off work and I was just trying to get it all done and I felt completely overwhelmed by it all, and perhaps a bit burnt out with it.
I think that was probably a point where I just felt, oh, what am I doing?
Interviewer
Do you think you had the opportunity to ask for help when you felt like that?
Participant 6
Yes.
Interviewer
When you actually felt like that, did you feel that you needed help for something specific, or was it just in general?
Participant 6
I think it was just in general because I was really busy at work at that time, and I didn't have any time. I felt that I just, had to get through it and get it done. But I think I might have overdone it a bit, and it probably would have been a good idea to have had a chat at that point.
I think I just had this kind of feeling that everyone else was doing much better. They just seemed to know what they were doing. But I think that this feeling ties into the lack of engagement in those sessions. I mean, to be fair, I was working nearly all the time, so I think I only managed to make two sessions.
When I watched the recordings back, I wasn’t really engaged in them.
Interviewer
No, and I must say when I was acting as learning support assistant on a couple of them, they did the messages, they were direct, you know, private rather than the Chat room so everyone could participate. So yes, I agree with that.
Interviewer
OK. So can I just ask you about any challenges that you encountered in the online course?
Participant 6
None really, other than just around the pace of it, I guess sometimes. But, the pace is going to be what it is, whether you are in the classroom or not.  In some ways it's probably better that it was an online course because then you're not eating into time with traveling and getting set up in a classroom.
And then obviously the distraction of other things that are going on alongside it. So, I think in some ways it was quite good doing it online because you were kind of set up at home. And then once you've finished, you were at home and you know, you could just sort of switch off.
Interviewer
OK, I think that's most of the questions I need to cover. The last thing I would like you to think about is your experience overall. You actually completed all the exams.
What was the experience really like for you, and what are five most positive things about it?
Participant 6 
I think from my point of view it was like a really positive experience because I came into this course with Maths being my weakest subject, and not really liking it at all, to actually having a real love of it by the time we'd finished. I just wish it was longer.
I’m quite proud of my achievement and the fact that I've managed to get through it to the end and see it through to the exams and to know far more Maths than when I started. When I started out, I wondered if I was even going to understand any of it.
And actually, having more confidence than when I started. I remember getting the first homework and thinking it was so difficult. And then looking back at that homework at the end and thinking, that it was really easy.
So, the whole thing was brilliant. I loved it. I really did.  Despite the fact that some weeks were really challenging. But I think that kind of adds to it, doesn’t it?
The fact that you know you go on this journey and then you come out at the end of it and you've learned something. For me, that is invaluable.
Interviewer
So do you think you achieved what you set out to do at the beginning?
Participant 6
I hope so. I'm going to find out, aren't I? On [date]. I'd like to think I’ve passed. And just how well I’ve passed.
Interviewer
I'm sure you passed. So that's my opinion.
So how you would describe your confidence now with Maths?
Participant 6 
100% better. Compared to what it was when I started.
I feel that I probably know a lot more than what a lot of people know about Maths, which is quite nice.
Interviewer
Oh definitely yes. And what about the subject itself? Do you think this course and the people who actually taught you Maths helped you change your views on the subject?
Participant 6
Oh yes, for sure. My view of Maths has gone from being quite negative.  It’s gone from my thinking that it's just something that I need to have, to being something that is really, really interesting in its own right.
Yes it's quite addictive actually, isn’t it, when you get into it?
Interviewer
It is.
Participant 6
Once you see it, you know, there's art in Maths, isn't there? And I like that. I like that a lot. I never really ever thought about it like that. But then when you look about at geometry and nature and things like that, you use Maths everywhere.
And yes, it gives you it gives you a new found respect for it, and I just wish that I had you as my Maths teacher when I was at school, because I think it would have been a very different story.
Interviewer
Oh, that is interesting. So what was your experience from Primary school or Secondary school?
Participant 6
When I was at Secondary school we were kind of discouraged from asking questions and I just really didn't understand, you know, what was going on some of the time.
So, when we started getting to more complex things and you put your hand up and you'd ask question, it seemed to me that you were discouraged from doing that. And then you felt that you were left behind, and then you got left further and further behind.
So, my experience of Maths wasn’t particularly good at school, and we didn't really have what I'd call a passionate teacher like you. So, if I'd have had that, I think it would be different.
Because, I think, for me, when I was at school the subjects I liked were seldom the ones where I had the best relationships with my teachers. Even if it was a subject I didn’t particularly like, because I liked the teacher, I just did better in that subject because they engaged me more and they were passionate about it and I think that makes a lot of difference when you're learning something.
Interviewer
Oh teaching kids, definitely. I know this from my experience as well.
That's the end of my questions. But now it is your time to ask any questions? Would you like to add something?
Participant 6
No, I don't think so. I mean, I guess I've just got to decide what I'm doing next.
Interviewer
Thank you so much for your time today, ad good luck with your exam results and whatever you do in future. Thank you and bye-bye.
