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ABSTRACT

Following discussions with staff (7), successive and
progressive individual interviews were held throughout
their course with a small group of undergraduates (8)
taking a combined studies degree in a college of higher
education. Data were not confined to the course but took
a broad view, including their formal and informal lives
and the interplay between them. What the informants
faced and how they changed are all clearly illustrated.

The students' experiences are described and analysed
using a concept of transformation as achievement and
process. This concept is compared with other theories of
transformation in the educational literature. It is
argued that the students faced three phases of exposure:
social exposure, the need to be accepted in a new
setting; academic exposure, having to take seriously the
formal judgements of tutors and sustain the will to
study; and the 'final' phase of personal exposure, self-
awareness and letting go of dependence. Commitment,
routine and support were central to success.

Although the concept of education which informs it must
reflect the values of the writer, the argument is firmly
grounded in the data. To obtain an authentic portrayal,
the critical incident technique was deployed in an
extended way, through a form of questioning, which, it
is suggested, could itself have a part to play in the
tutorial role.

The study contributes to a fuller understanding of
students' college careers by offering an holistic
perspective and filling a gap in higher education
research. It was based on data from a few informants in
a small distinctive college at a particular time, but

1ts possible wider relevance for theory and practice are
discussed.
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I have also observed that a word cast in by
the by hath done more execution in a sermon
than all that was spoken besides: sometimes
also when I have thought I did no good, then

I did most of all; and at other times when 1
thought I should catch them, I have fished for

nothing.

John Bunyan 'Grace Abounding’
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CHAPTER ONE
BACKGROUND AND OVERVIEW

This study gives an account of students' experiences
during their time as undergraduates and shows how they
changed. It does not confine itself to their studies nor
to the less formal aspects of their lives within the
college itself, but ranges across into their personal
concerns and worlds; their feelings about themselves,
their families and friendships, their part-time work and
where they live. Such an holistic picture is, to my
knowledge, unique in higher education.

Data show how the seemingly separate parts of these
students' lives interrelated and affected how they
progressed towards their degrees and towards a better
understanding of themselves. A case is made for a wider
view of the educational process. It is a case based on
empirical evidence, but that evidence has to be seen in
context. Fieldwork was carried out during a particular
period in time, 1989 to 1993, when qualitative data were
gathered from a small number of informants in a small
distinctive college by a sole insider-researcher, who
had been a tutor there for more than twenty years. The
fieldwork, analyses and arguments are rooted in that
background and have related strengths and weaknesses.,

This chapter describes the contexts in which the work
was carried out, shows how the research arose and the
concerns it explored, and gives an overview of the major
findings. It begins with some remarks on the period when
the fieldwork was done and background information is
given about the college setting. Since research never
occurs in a vacuum, the purposes of the inquiry are
given in the context of the researcher's biography and
interests. This is especially important here because of
the individual interpretive style of the work. In the
final section of the chapter, the main outcomes of the
inquiry are given in outline.

A Time of Upheaval and Uncertain Expansion

Although Bedford College of Higher Education, in common
with other higher education institutions, was undergoing
a radical upheaval during the time of the fieldwork, the
students' stories which are the heart of the thesis can
give the impression of an enclosed, cosy world and make
it easy to forget that this was a time of upheaval when:

societal norms were in a state of flux;



-4 -

the movement to mass higher education had
accelerated against a backcloth of uncertainty in
funding and, beyond utility and viability, purpose;

pressures on the public purse were being felt by
institutions and by individual students;

institutions were subject to unusually intense
changes.

The second half of the twentieth century has been an age
of uncertainty. From an American perspective Fowler
refers to the "ferment regarding our cultural images of
the good man/good woman". (Fowler 1984 p4) Longevity and
material expectations and unprecedented levels of
physical, social and economic mobility have replaced
what consensus there was over normative images with
relativism and pluralism. Given the close connection
between education, values, politics and economics, such
a ferment was bound to have an effect on what it was
thought should be provided in colleges.

Two examples from the centre of the Establishment
reflect the ferment in the UK. In a BBC interview
broadcast in 1994, the Prince of Wales questioned the
title of Defender of the Faith, by which every British
monarch since Henry VIII had been addressed. As king,
Charles would prefer to be called Defender of Faith, the
better to acknowledge alternative belief systems. Also
in 1994, a Church of England clergyman was deprived of
his living for refusing to retract his view that God was
a human projection, not a Being but a name for the sum
of his own ideals and values in life. (Freeman 1993 p25)

The second half of the century has seen a ferment in
values, and the years since 1989, when this study began,
have been a time of major upheaval. The collapse of the
Berlin Wall marked the end of an antagonism that had
petrified the world for more than forty years and was
then replaced by less controlled threats: the Gulf War,
conflict in Africa, in the Balkans, in the former Soviet
Empire, and a spreading fear of anarchic terrorism. 0ld
certainties gave way to a search for new anchors.

In the UK there had been continuity in government since
1979, but it was a government of radical change with a
faith in the free market that brought new uncertainties.
By 1989 they had reached the most stable strata of
society as 'negative equity' shook the idea of a home
being a castle and the concept of 'multiple careers'
took the place of a job for life. Such cultural and
economic upheavals had to be felt in education, which
has long served both as a scapegoat for the nation's
ills as well as its potential saviour,



Consensus over the purposes of higher education is hard
to find, but there was sufficient belief in it for there
to be wide agreement that it was a good thing, which as
many young people as possible should enjoy individually
and to the economic benefit of all. In the USA universal
access to higher education had been vigorously pursued
since the fifties. The UK was following that lead. In
the introduction to 'Higher Education into the 1990s’',
Sir Christopher Ball wrote:

The fundamental challenge facing UK higher education
since the middle of the twentieth century has been
how to adapt an elite system to provide a popular
model; when the history of higher education in the
present century comes to be written, I believe that
the painful transformation to a popular system will
be the key theme. (Ball and Eggins 1989 pl)

From 1980 to 1990 there was a 47% increase in first vear
full-time students and the proportion of young people
entering higher education rose from 12,67 to over 197.
(DfE 1992) The government target to expand this to 30%
by the late 1990s was reached by 1994, A diversity of
institutions were offering HE to an increasingly diverse
population of undergraduates which included more mature
students and greater numbers with non-traditional entry
qualifications. It was thought that six in ten eighteen
year—olds could expect to enter university or college
sooner or later, with many studying in mid careers on
part—-time courses. (Smithers and Robinson 1995)

With rapid expansion came a growing realisation of the
limits of public funding. A freeze on expansion in 1995
was followed in 1996 by cuts in funding to institutions
and even signs of a decline in the numbers of applicants
as it became clearer that students and their families
would be expected to shoulder a larger proportion of the
financial burdens for returns that were by no means
guaranteed. At the turn of the decade Williams predicted
that graduate unemployment would cease to be a problem
by 1995, (Ball and Eggins 1989 pl22) It was an over-—
optimistic prediction., Although graduate employment
prospects were improving by 1996, thousands still faced
stiff competition for jobs. (The Times July 11 1996)
Where Williams was right was in saying that pressure on
the public purse would constrain the system of grants to
students. The value of grants declined, making loans and
part—-time work more commonplace, and talk of a graduate
tax respectable. At the time of writing the Committee of
Vice-chancellors were exploring entrance fees and
student contributions to the costs of tuition. It is as
well to remember that the fieldwork was conducted at a
time when those pressures were beginning to build up.
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With the pressure on support for growing numbers, there
were calls for providers to demonstrate that they were
giving value for money. By 1989 the term 'performance
indicators' was established in educational vocabulary.
Finding satisfactory performance indicators is, however,
not an easy task. Staff-student ratios and costs per
student per programme are not judgements of quality,
neither are research costings and output. (Cave et al
1988, Yorke 1991) Completion rates and grades are blunt
instruments, given differences in intake. The idea of
'value—added' was embraced. Measuring gains accrued
during college rather than output achievements, was
attractive, given the different levels of qualification
among intakes, but the rising variation in entrants and
the difficulty in specifying what it is that students
actually gain from being at college, made it less than
straightforward.

Quality is a slippery word. We use it somewhat
indiscriminately to refer to the quality of the
student's educational experience, to the quality of
the student's ability and attainment (at entry to or
exit from higher education), and to the 'value

added' during the process of higher education.
(Ball and Eggins 1989 pp3/4)

Ball prefers to think of quality in terms of fitness for
purpose but that is equally slippery a notion. This
study contributes to an appreciation of some of the
problems,

Debate about higher education does not have the high
media profile given to schools, but its purposes are
nonetheless contentious. Current received wisdom is that
colleges and universities must be clear about what they
are trying to achieve in students so that performance
can be measured against objectives. And, whatever it is
that universities and colleges are offering, it should
be useful; to the economy, to the State, to employers
and students, in sum to the customers. 'Capability' and
'competences' are key words; general transferable skills
and vocational skills, over which academic outcomnes
should not take precedence, Humanities are "for the
Working World." (CIHE 1990) Against this trend, Barnett
argues that HE is being undermined philosophically and
sociologically; philosophically because new utility-
driven objectives have no epistemological foundations
and sociologically because pretensions to independence
from the State have been lost. (Barnett 1990 pll0)

Public sector higher education institutions have become
independent corporate bodies, freed from local education
authority control, but the price of freedom is having to
face the considerable financial disciplines imposed by
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government targets and levels of support. They are in
the market place, but a publicly constrained market
place. Barnett contrasts collegial self-reflection with
evidence of increased line management as "faculty
entrepreneurs’ replace the "community of scholars". He
adds that "the governance of academic institutions is
liable to be reduced to mere technique under the control
of managers with an eye on the bottom line." (ibid
pp97/110) The "bottom line" is the balance sheet. It
would be easy to dismiss Barnett as having too rosy a
view of communities of scholars in any age, but higher
education staff would now relate easily to his words,

The next section is an account of the case study college
and of the changes that have taken place there.

The College and the Course

After the 1988 Education Reform Act, polytechnics and
colleges of higher education left the control of local
education guthorities. Bedford did not qualify because
much the greater part of its provision was in further
and not higher education. 'Bedford College of Higher
Education' was a misnomer, (Smart 1994) Bedford was, in
fact, classified as a college of further education. Its
independence had to await the 1992 Further and Higher
Education Act, which released FE colleges from LEA
control.

The final chapter in Smart's (1994) history of higher
education in Bedford is called, 'Years of Uncertainty'.
Those years were from 1976, when Bedford College of HE
was formed, until 1994, when its HE became part of De
Montfort University. In 1994 the college was split. Its
further education became a newly launched Bedford
College, and its HE, ie the Lansdowne and Polhill sites,
became De Monfort University, Bedford. De Montfort
University was formerly Leicester Polytechnic. The
Further and Higher Education Act 1992 had given
polytechnics the right to apply for and, if successful,
to adopt the title 'university’'.

The Council for National Academic Awards (CNAA), by
whose authority degrees had been awarded in non-
university institutions, had progressively granted more
autonomy in validation to its members. In 1992 CNAA
ceased 1ts work. During the time of this study some
colleges became polytechnics and then universities, a
few became universities, most merged or formed closer
links with universities. Bedford looked to De Montfort
University to validate its degrees before it became part
of that institution.
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Bedford is a small county town, which was home to two
distinguished teacher training colleges. One opened in
1882 as a pioneer in the Froebelian training of teachers
of young children and later became Bedford College of
Education (BCE). Predominantly female, BCE recruited
nationally and attracted local mature students. In 1969,
BCE moved to a new purpose-built site (Polhill). The
other teacher training college in the town was also
distinctive. Bedford College of Physical Education
(Lansdowne), from its own pioneering origins in 1903,
built up an enviable reputation in the training of
specialist women physical education teachers. There were
1,000 teacher trainees in Bedford in the 1960s, a figure
which halved inside ten years. The formation of Bedford
College of Higher Education (BCHE) in 1976 was a result
of the national drop in teacher training numbers, which
closed many colleges. In Bedford the two colleges of
education merged with the FE college, which, with ten
times as many students as they had, ensured the survival
of teacher training in the town.

The name 'Bedford College of Higher Education' reflected
a vision of a comprehensive institute offering a range
of progressive opportunities to a high standard. Cross-
college structures were set up to promote this, but few
inroads were made across cultures. Lansdowne and Polhill
kept much of their former identities and the further
education site stayed largely as it was before, but now
housing the administration of a 'college of higher
education’.

Financial problems forced change. Higher education
within the college was being subsidised by further
education and, classified as a further education
college, BCHE could not leave the LEA to qualify for
capital funding from the Polytechnics and Colleges
Funding Council (PCFC) under the 1988 Act. It was in an
"anomalous position, straddled awkwardly between LEA and
PCFC." (Smart 1994 p213) Higher education was put into a
single faculty with the task of achieving financial
viability as a prelude to its merger with another
institution. By 1989, when the fieldwork for this thesis
began, the search for a new partner had begun. When the
fieldwork was completed in 1993, success in recruiting
and raising fee income had been such that the Faculty of
Higher Education was out of deficit.

The HE student population rose to just over 1,000 in
1989 (740 BEd students, 60 taking the primary and
secondary PGCEs, 150 the Combined Studies and 110
the Sports Studies degrees). The college population
had doubled since 1979, and had returned to its size
ten years before that, but it was still very much a
teacher training institution - only just over 207
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its students were taking non—-teaching degrees. All
this was to change rapidly in the next five years,
when kaleidoscopic shifts of policy coupled with
radically different degree structures and a doubling
of student numbers made for a period of uncertainty
and challenge which more than equalled any of those
faced by the colleges and their staff in the often
turbulent preceding years. (Smart 1994 p208)

By 1994 there were 2,500 students at Polhill and
Lansdowne, which, as the Faculty of Higher Education,
became part of De Montfort University. The years between
1989 and 1994 at Bedford saw a rapid increase in student
numbers, a shift in the balance of provision away from
teacher training, strained resources and, for a long
period, worries about an uncertain future. In December
1990 Bedfordshire County Council voted narrowly for a
merger of HE with Luton College, a move opposed by a
majority of staff and students, who favoured Leicester
Polytechnic, now De Montfort University. Negotiations
were overtaken by the 1992 Act, which gave the college
independence from the LEA and the control of the County
Council. The new governors reconsidered and decided that
BCHE should not be split up but should be an independent
mixed-economy FE/HE college., This was met with dismay
and opposition from HE. Students demonstrated and were
influential in reversing that decision. In 1994, the
year after fieldwork for this study ended, higher
education at Bedford, ie the Polhill and Lansdowne
sites, became part of De Montfort University.

The group of students in this inquiry were all full-time
and taking the BA Combined Studies (BACS), which had
originally been validated by CNAA in 1979. In common
with other teacher training institutions, whose numbers
had dropped dramatically in the 1970s, Bedford had first
established a CNAA BEd and then diversified provision
into greatly increased in-service teacher training and
alternative degrees. These degrees were attractive to
local mature students and, nationally, to those students
who specifically looked for a small college or whose A
Level results would not qualify them for a university or
polytechnic place. By 1989, when this study began,

there were 150 students taking the BA Combined Studies
course, including a strong presence of matures. Each
student's programme consisted of three subjects, two
taken for three years and one for two years. Two year
subjects were chosen from: Computer Studies, Drama,
Ecological Studies and Romanticism and Realism. The
choice of three year subjects was from: Ecological
Studies, English, French, History, Human Geography,
Outdoor Recreation Studies and Sociology. One three year
subject would be the Major and involve the writing of a
Special Study in the final year. The students in this
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inquiry were part of the last entry., In 1990 the BA
Combined Studies and the BA Sports Studies Degrees were
packaged together in a modular BA/BSc offering a wide
range of choice across nine 'pathways'.

In summary:

Bedford College of Higher Education was unusual. It
was, in effect, a small higher education college
administered through an FE institution within a
small town.

Fieldwork took place during a period of rapid and
uncertain change which involved the transition from
Local Authority College to a nationally funded and
accountable part of a new university;

Polhill had been a largely female primary college of
education with a local mature entry as well as an
18+ entry. Lansdowne had been a women's PE college
and was now a centre for Sports and Leisure Studies;

The BA Combined Studies offered HE to students with
comparatively modest qualifications. It was a
testing ground for the move to a mass system of
higher education.

The Concerns and Purposes of an Insider—-Researcher

Some background has been given on the period when this
study was carried out and the college where fieldwork
took place. In this section an account is given of the
researcher's history and of the aims of the inquiry.

The research was carried out by myself as an insider, a
'practitioner researcher' (Schon 1983). When fieldwork
began, I had been a full-time member of staff for over
twenty years. By the time it finished I had retired and
was working as a part-time lecturer. Because I was the
sole researcher and, in an important sense, the research
instrument, an insight into my background is needed to
show the influences on my thinking and to bring into
focus at an early stage any sources of value bias which
will have affected the data collection and the analysis.

Having left a country-town grammar school in the post
war years, my first job was as a gardener. In the sixth
form I had taken an examination for the Civil Service,
and was waiting to take up my first position. I became
an Inland Revenue officer. It was to be a short career,
interrupted by a period of National Service in the RAF
and terminated when I decided to train for teaching. I
went to a church 'training college for schoolmasters' in
the 1950s and taught in schools for eleven years, six of
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them as headteacher of a rural primary school. Whilst
there, I was seconded for a year to take a Diploma in
Primary Education at Cambridge. I continued to study
part—time to take the Diploma and the MA in Philosophy
of Education at London, for which I wrote a dissertation
on Froebelian ideas. At London I was influenced by the
thinking of R S Peters and his work on the concept of
education, an influence which is probably evident in the
view of the educational process that I hold.

In 1968 I joined the staff of BCE (Polhill), where I
became increasingly involved in the in-service education
and training of teachers and developed an interest in
theory and professional education and how they related
to practice. Membership of the CNAA In-Service Committee
gave me the opportunity to visit other institutions,
meet lecturing staff and their teacher-students, and to
discuss courses. Despite the lengthy degree proposal
documents with their carefully stated objectives, the
nature and benefits of theory in education remained
unclear to me. What was clear was that the validation
and evaluation of courses was far from being an exact
science., Scepticism about statements of aims and
outcomes and a certain wariness of any pretensions to
precision have influenced this present study.

In 1986 I was granted a year's secondment in which my
interests in evaluation, educational theory and the
working lives of teachers coalesced in an inquiry for an
MPhil by practitioner research using the critical
incident technique. The research style and technique
have been developed in this study. The MPhil strongly
suggested that concerns about teaching skills and
educational theory, then the stuff of in-service
courses, played what was for a tutor a disappointingly
small part in the working lives of teachers. Their day-
to-day worries revolved more around their relationships
with other teachers and with their headteachers in
particular. (French 1988) Parallels with the present
1nqulry are agaln apparent.

When I returned to college, my role changed. I became
involved with quality assurance and acted as the link
with CNAA in the mutual arrangement of validations. I
continued to experiment with critical incident as a way
of gathering data for evaluations, basing the work in
teacher education. Data gathered by using the technique
offered the advantages of realism, of being embedded in
the lives of the students. (French 1992) Ruddock (1981)
echoed some of my concerns when he described the web of
realities, values and interests in which evaluations
were located and the many levels at which learning
occurred., In Ruddock's view, if a simple purpose was
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stated for an evaluation, further thought as to whether
it was worthwhile was warranted. He added:

evaluation is generally initiated in the interests
of the 'system' and those who control it, and we
might think of the possibility of evaluation from

the view of those designated as subjects.
(Ruddock 1981 p36)

That thought has influenced this inquiry. On CNAA
validation visits there were mandatory conversations
with students and, in their evaluations, tutors were
obliged to show that they had obtained student feedback,
but there was a sense of unease about the superficiality
of some of the procedures. A CNAA conference was held to
discuss what methods to use to gather data about the
experience of students, and how to use the data as part
of quality assurance. (CNAA 1992) The first stated
purpose of gathering feedback was to help teaching staff
"understand the students' learning experience." It
seemed to me, however, that too often the agenda was
that of the providers with students being seen as
learners, customers, users of facilities, those who
should be empowered or as co-course planners. They were
not seen as people with their own preoccupations.
Perhaps because of primary school teaching experience
and certainly because of my MPhil study of the lives of
teachers in their schools, I wanted to understand the
students better. Rather than starting from the course
perspective, I was becoming increasingly interested in
their day-to-day lives and the part that their studies
played in them. To consider a course as something apart
from the rest of life seemed to favour tidiness over
distortion. That was the key thought behind this study.

Students taking the BA Combined Studies were chosen as
subjects because, unlike those in teacher education,
they had no particular career in mind, which made them
more challenging and interesting. Their experience would
also be of more direct relevance to the rapid moves from
an elite to a mass system of higher education. I was in
a good position in relation to the BA. I knew the course
but my teaching involvement had been minimal, limited to
a small input in its early days. I was not a. BA Combined
Studies tutor during the fieldwork and was not known as
such to the student informants. Nonetheless I started
with the benefits of insider knowledge and contacts.

Broad and Fletcher argue that practitioner research can
take a variety of forms: inquiries arise from questions
practitioners pose themselves: as people with values,
professionals with responsibilities, post-holders with
problems or 'doers' with processes. (Broad and Fletcher
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1993 pl65) It may be helpful in summarising my own
background and values to say that I began this study:

as a former primary teacher with an interest in
education;

as a teacher trainer with a sceptical stance towards
theory in relation to practice;

as a higher education tutor with an interest in the
preoccupations and development of students;

as an evaluator/researcher with an interest in
obtaining rich subjective data.

In line with the above, I sought an account of the
students' worlds from their points of view to enhance my
understanding of their concerns and experiences. The
purposes of the research were as follows:

1 To explore the experiences of a group of BA Combined
Studies students as they come to college, go through
the course, and then as they complete it. To gain a
clearer picture of what it is like from their point
of view.

2 To develop a style of ethnography involving the
generation of organizing ideas from a sequence of
interviews based on the critical incident technique.

3 To explore the potential contribution of a loosely
elicited sequence of student stories as data for
course evaluation.

In time the third purpose became less important except
in terms of evaluation as portrayal (Stake 1972, Parlett
and Hamilton 1972) in its widest sense. The second
purpose, the development of the critical incident
technique, remained central, but that purpose was a
means to what remained as the main end, the exploration
of the experiences of a group of HE students.

The Main Findings

Earwaker (1992) argues that the HE student experience
has changed dramatically within a short space of time.
The anonymity of an open competitive system in which
there is a very much greater diversity of higher
education institutions and students has replaced any
idea of a unifying academic community. He argues that
what is a more diverse system exposes divisions and is
divisive and that HE students now have very different
experiences. The context, the composition of the student
body, the size and range of institutions and their
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purposes have all changed. Even within one institution,
being a student can come to mean different things. At
the micro level, this study illustrates how that is so
even in a comparatively small college among students
taking the same course.

It can be seen in these data that taking a course can
have different levels of significance in individual
students' lives and have different meanings for them. It
can be the most important thing a student has ever done
or it can be marginal. For most of them, it is probably
somewhere in between. During the time that the student
informants were taking the course, they had different
experiences. They were faced with their own problems,
had different levels of support and they changed to
different degrees. They may have been taking the same
course, but what they were individually facing, what
they were overcoming and what they were learning were
the same only in the general terms of what emerged as a
theory of transformation. Their stories showed the
informants' individuality and how their personal lives
interrelated with the demands of the course.

Life for these students was not the idyllic interlude it
1s sometimes seen as. It had its tensions and anxieties.
A romantic image of the poor scholar or the more hard-
headed realisation that, for many students, money is
tight and getting tighter is a reminder of one obvious

source of worry.

The student experience is spoken of less in terms of
fun and freedom, and more in terms of anxiety and
constraint. Nowhere is this more clearly seen than
in the economics of student life; students are once
again becoming very poor. (Earwaker 1992 p40)

Fun and freedom were present in the stories of the
students in this study, but anxiety and tension were the
more striking features. The extent of their insecurity
and anxiety came as a surprise to the researcher. It may
have been that their insecurity reflected the societal
uncertainties and institutional upheavals referred to in
previous sections, but those links were not consciously
made by them. Neither was their anxiety primarily to do
with the economics of student life, with money. Their
worries were about being accepted by others, finding a
way to balance priorities in coping with the course, and
coming to recognise and accept themselves. Put simply,
these students' tasks were to find their feet by finding
friends, to find a way to manage the demands of study
and assessment within the context of their priorities
and circumstances, and to find a platform into the wider
world by finding themselves. Although the stories were
individual, common patterns could be seen and a process
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of transformation could be discerned in them, Crucial to
this process were support, determination, and realism,
Portraying these students' insecurities and struggles,
finding common patterns and showing where a process of
transformation could be seen is the core of the thesis.
Given the small number of subjects and the particular
setting, claims for wider relevance are tentative.

It is argued that a key concept in understanding the
processes 0of personal change and transformation is the
notion of phases of exposure, an idea which provides a
focus for the kind of challenges each of these students
had to try to overcome. There was, first, the challenge
of social exposure; the need to find acceptance and
support in a new setting, facing informal assessments by
others. Second in time and perhaps in importance was the
challenge of academic exposure; having to find a way to
manage the requirements of study and formal assessment.
Third was the challenge of personal exposure; exposure
of self to one's own critical and informed judgement, a
time for turning the lens inwards. This challenge was
self-appraisal and self-acceptance, seen from a wider
cognitive perspective on the world and one's place in
it. Transformation was rooted in personal exposure.

The concept of transformation brings together knowledge,
emotion and action and incorporates educational wvalues
in a way that other concepts of HE do not. The theory of
transformation as it emerged in this study is compared
with the work of other transformation theorists and the
differences are discussed. It is a concept not usually
associated with higher education.

This study is uniquely grounded in the experiences of a
group of undergraduates as they reported them for their
significance to them. It includes their experiences of
life beyond the course and college, addressing what is a
neglected area in educational research. It displays the
informants' tensions, sets out their routines and shows
the consequences of them. Turning points and influential
contingencies in their careers are illustrated.

Seeing undergraduate education as transformation has
implications for the idea of 'value—added' and is tested
against it. It is also argued that a transformation
perspective has relevance for how tutors perceive their
role and their practice,

If a the transformation perspective that is developed in
this thesis is adopted, it must prompt thought about
aims, ethos, and the relationship between tutoring and
supporting individual students. This inquiry set out to
develop the critical incident technique, an important
aspect of which was generating questions to draw out the
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student informants' concerns. Such questions were shown
to provide rich data and they could have a place within
tutorial practice, being potentially helpful to both

tutors and students. Research into informal questioning

by tutors, including questioning that goes beyond the
curriculum, is suggested.

Another area for further work is the possibility that
different categories of students may face an increased
likelihood of having to cope with particular risks. For
example, young male students could be more likely to
suffer the tensions of maintaining peer credibility
while fulfilling academic requirements and mature female
students be more likely to create their own tensions by
expecting too much of themselves in terms of marks and
workload. To research that possibility would involve a
focused study on a much larger scale. An immediate step
would be to supplement course evaluation data with
interviews held with subgroups across courses.,

The rationale for the form that this inquiry took, the
thinking behind the choice of a small-scale study using
qualitative methodology with successive individual
interviews based on critical incident style questioning,
is given in the next chapter. Given the centrality of

critical incident, the chapter has a full discussion of
that technique.,
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CHAPTER TWO
CHOICE OF APPROACH, METHOD AND TECHNIQUE

Chapter One set the inquiry in context; in its time and
place, and as it arose from the personal history and
interests of the researcher. That this was felt to be
necessary shows a commitment to embedded inquiry, a
belief that the advantages of positivistic objectivity,
of scientific distancing, measurement and testing may be
bought at too high a price or applied too early in the
social world, because people, including the researchers
themselves, generate meaning and significance. People
are not just subject to causal laws; they act on their
understandings and purposes and they do so in their own
particular situations. Once a high degree of confident
knowledge and a justified precision in formulating
categories and questions have been reached, precoded,
even researcher-proofed, instruments of measurement,
giving ease of numerical analysis, may be appropriate,
but that was not the case here. The focus had to be on
the students, on their understandings, on what was
significant to them in their circumstances. Increasingly
sceptical of official perpectives on being a student and
taking a course, I felt it important to see how the
course related to them and to their lives., I wanted to
understand more, to try to find my way about, possibly
to find reasonable questions to ask. The choice in terms
of fitness for purpose was a qualitative approach.

Qualitative Methodology: Concerns and Problems

And yet I find this method more honourable than the
quantitative method. The honour comes from the

integrity of being able to admit that much is still
a mystery. (Fletcher 1974 pl04)

Such an admission was reflected in my uneasiness about
too ready an acceptance of precision in education and my
commitment to embedded inquiry, to trying to understand
in context from the perspectives of the subjects of the
research. Because qualitative research takes different
forms and covers a range of stances - phenomenology,
symbolic interactionism, ethnomethodology, for example -
it can be difficult to locate a specific style. There
1is, however, some agreement that its concerns include an
acceptance of the importance of context, of natural
settings, of discovery, and of holism. (Sherman and Webb
1988) A major contention is that experience cannot be
understood if it is fragmented or out of context, for
example in situations artificially contrived for testing
preconceived ideas.
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Qualitative research, then, has the aim of
understanding experience as nearly as possible as

its participants feel it or live it,.
(Sherman and Webb 1988 p7)

One of the roots of qualitative research is in
anthropology, when an outsider spent time living with a
remote and clearly bounded tribe in an effort to
describe and analyse their society. This was not without
problems, given the difficulty any outsider would have
in gaining authentic insider understanding, and the
charges researchers faced that they took a 'colonial'
attitude to 'savages'. Both these problems stem from the
fact that what observers see is bound to be affected by
the perceptions and concepts they bring to a situation.

When anthropology 'came home' and its practitioners
began to research into what was on their own doorsteps,
the perceptual gaps between researcher and subjects
narrowed. Arguably, that narrowing can make gaps easier
to overlook. However that may be, the focus of much of
the work shifted to life in situations that were less
easily circumscribed than tribes, to life in modern
towns and cities for example, and new difficulties were
added, among them the methodological concerns of
reconciling participant observation, the main source of
data, and holism to situations of greater complexity.
(Burgess 1984 ppl4/16) 'At home', studies of whole
societies had to give way to inquiries centred on parts
of society, on particular groups, locations or themes;
eg drug users, prisons, pain management. Selective
studies, particularly small-scale in-depth inquiries,
higlighted questions about their generalisability. What
was their relevance to understanding similar people in
other situations, different locations, or the wider
society beyond the particular group or location studied?

The primary aim of this study was to explore the
experiences of a group of BA students. The purpose was
an increased understanding. It was a very different
situation from that faced by an anthropologist living
with a tribe, and, given that I was an insider, who had
spent many years in college, it was different from that
usually faced by a researcher trying to understand drug
takers, life in a prison, in a hospital ward, or, for
that matter, a classroom. All the problems outlined in
the previous paragraph nonetheless applied. Questions
could be raised about the validity of the data. Would I
be getting a true picture of the students' experiences
and perspectives? My experience as a student had been in
a different era, in very different circumstances. Now
there was a considerable age gap and I was a member of
the staff, which meant that there was a power imbalance
between me and the students. However much I might pride
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myself on a having a democratic outlook and a non-
threatening demeanour, how students saw me was another
matter. My position would cast doubt on the full
authenticity of the data.

A perennial problem is where, when and how to gather
data. What would be the bases of a selective process?
Students would not attend the same classes and would
probably go their separate ways in the evenings, at
weekends and during vacations. 'Holism' means the whole
experience of being a student, informal as well as
formal, off as well as on campus. Being a student brings
freedom on a much greater scale than being at school: to
leave that out of the reckoning could be to ignore an
essential feature. Finally, if a valid account were to
be gained of some students' experiences at Bedford, what
relevance would that account have for understanding
other students at Bedford and elsewhere?

Validity, reliability, selectivity and generalisability
are especially intractable in small-scale qualitative
studies and these issues are specifically discussed
later. A detailed description of the research process
and full case studies in Part Two of the thesis present
the evidence for the validity of the data and commentary
chapters illustrate the concept-indicator links (Rose
1982 p42/3) that inform the overall account. In Part
Three the possible wider relevance of that account is
discussed. What the above issues have in common is a
concern with the truth, and, at this stage, 1 shall set
out a perspective on that concept before returning to
the choice of method and technique.

Truth and Evidence

Rosen argues for a wider appreciation in management
studies of social constructionist research, where the
researcher's task is, "to describe and analyse the world
from the perspective of those involved.." (Rosen 1991
p6) That task is, however, not as straightforward as it
sounds. It may even been said to be impossible.

Writing about the problems that beset the ethnographic
description of social worlds, Hammersley (1992) argues
that the assumptions behind the approach can ensnare
researchers in a contradiction. On the one hand, there
is the relativity implicit in accepting the legitimacy
of different world views, cultures and perspectives,
different constructions of reality, and, on the other
hand, there is the claim to the "ethnographic realism”
of close observation, of knowing because one was there.
Hammersley argues that the contradiction lies in taking
a "naive" view of realism; a view that the aim of social
research is to "reproduce" that which is independent of
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the researcher. This is said to be impossible since "we
are all part of reality". All we can do is "represent”
reality", represent it from our point of view.

Thus, there can be multiple, non—-contradictory and
valid descriptions and explanations of the same
phenomenon. Hammersley (1992 p51)

Any strict idea of inter-observer reliability, that
different observers can be relied upon to give identical
accounts of what they observe, has then to be abandoned
in qualitative research, where mystery is accepted and
observers' eyes cannot all be precoded., Reliability has
to take on a more subtle meaning, as, for example, in
the clarity of concept-indicator links mentioned above.
To overcome the contradiction between subjectivism on
the one hand and "naive realism", the search for the
unerring reproduction of what is 'out there', on the
other, Hammersley advances the notion of "subtle
realism”, which accepts that research investigates
phenomena independent of the researcher, but also
accepts that knowledge is a human construction and that
direct access to those phenomena is impossible.

Perhaps most important of all, subtle realism is
distinct from both naive realism and relativism in
its rejection of the notion that knowledge must be
defined as beliefs whose validity is known with
certainty. Hammersley (1992 p52)

The question is, how then can validity be established?
How can we judge that we have found what we set out to
find, and that what we have found is the truth?

Hammersley's stand against naive realism in qualitative
research brings with it a recognition of the dangers of
"being led astray" by our cultural assumptions and of
the "need to be more vigilant" about evidence. There is,
however, more than a hint of a straw man in Hammersley's
argument. The straw man stems from his being too reliant
on the correspondence theory of truth and comparative
neglect of the fact that the nature of evidence differs
according to what is being claimed. There are other
theories of truth. |

Having grounds for truth claims on the basis of their
correspondence with what is actually there, with what is
visibly taking place or being physically said, must, of
course, be fundamental to communication. Sense data are
the basic furniture of the world, an ontological stratum
upon which knowledge is based. The presence of rain, of
the cat on the mat, the fact that Dan is in a history
class, or that Mark said he came to college to enjoy it
(whether he meant it or not); in such examples, truth is
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established by the corresponding state of affairs. Sense
data are the external test. Under normal conditions, eg
no bad light or hardness of hearing, there is little
room for argument. But then, what can be established by
correspondence alone is of little interest. For example,
what people are feeling and thinking are mental states
of affairs, which are accessible only to them, making
correspondence inapplicable as a public test. A case has
to be made in giving interpretations of other people's
behaviour, including their verbal behaviour, and, while
elements of the case are made up of what has been seen

or heard, there is no public sense datum corresponding
to the case itself.

The coherence theory of truth, like the correspondence
theory, operates ontologically and epistemologically,
giving a perspective on what is actually there and what
can be known. Ontologically, the coherence theory finds
its home in metaphysics, with the idea that everything
is interconnected in the Absolute. Only God has the
overall view, the truth; researchers have but partial
glimpses. When we observe something, what we cannot see,
in particular everything to which what we are observing
stands in relationship, is missing. When we state what
we see, that statement is a tiny fraction of the whole.,
Ideas of the Absolute and total interconnectedness may
sound unworldly, but they find echoes in chaos theory
and in 'holism'. Research must be partial, but a warning
against the dangers inherent in selectivity is apposite.
In terms of grounds for truth claims, the coherence
theory cannot, of course, insist on a demonstration of
universal interconnectedness. It does, however, insist
that what is claimed is interconnected in the sense of
being logically consistent. An important part of the
evidence needed to support a representation of events
and utterances is not only that it corresponds to what
is actually seen and heard, but that it hangs together,
it is coherent. Whether that is so or not is a matter
for public judgement.

A different form of grounds for truth is found in the
third classical theory, pragmatism, associated with the
USA, and, in particular, with John Dewey. The appeal of
pragmatism was no surprise in the 'new world', where
energy, fresh challenges, and a frontiersman mentality
meant that the world was a set of problems. In those
circumstances, what is true is what works. There are, of
course, differences between speculative inquiry, the
attempt to establish what is the case, and trying to
solve a practical problem, A workable solution may stem
from false ideas. The test for truth cannot just rest on
results in practice, but it is always pertinent to ask:
Does this theory work? Does it represent and reasonably
account for what is going on?
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In May 1994 a seminar at Cranfield by Professor Gioia of
Penn State University, entitled 'Qualitative Rigour...
Presenting Credible Qualitative Research', was billed as
being targeted to a 'potentially sceptical audience'. In
line with the argument in this study, Gioia stressed the
interpretive in understanding what people qualitatively
experience. To attain rigour, a researcher should, he
said, "leave a trail of evidence leading to a plausible
representation of informants' experience”. Rigour in
research is, however, generally associated not with
plausibility, but with the truth. Typically, deceivers
are said to be plausible, whereas researchers should be
above reproach. Matters are not, of course, that clear-
cut. 'Truth', in the toolbox of words (Wittgenstgein
1958) we call language, is used to persuade as well as
to state. To call a representation reliable and wvalid,
an account true, is not to make a statement about it, it
is to put forward a claim, to make a case. The validity
of that claim is established, not by holding it up
against the world as Hammersley's "naive realist", does,
but by providing satisfactory answers to the following
kinds of question:

Is the account faithful to the facts?
Is the interpretation coherent and consistent?

Does the interpretation/theory work by fitting the
facts and by offering an enhanced understanding?

Is the case put forward persuasive?

The difference between researchers and deceivers lies
not only in their honest intent but, crucially, as Gioia
pointed out, in their leaving a trail of evidence. In
the next section I discuss the major choice I made in
gathering evidence; the decision to use successive
interviews with a small group of students as the main
means of data collection.

The Choice of Successive Individual Interviews

There was no problem in terms of access to the college.
When the project began in 1989, I was a member of staff
with an office/tutorial room at Polhill. That remained
the case until the end of August 1992, when I retired
from full-time work. The networks I had established and
my then becoming a visiting lecturer ensured that I had
continued ease of access to colleagues, documents and
students. I was never aware of barriers or gatekeepers.
The location for the research, to that extent, presented
no difficulty. The subjects were to be BA students. Both
where and from whom data should be gathered appeared to
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be straightforward. The major decisions would be the
method of data gathering and the selection of students.

Students were the focus of the inquiry, the main aims
being to follow their experiences, to explore how they
made sense of them and to get a purchase on what they
found significant in their circumstances. Surveying
everyone on the course, which at the time was just 150,
studying different year groups over a year, following a
whole cohort through the course; these were all possible
and were not ruled out by the adoption of a qualitative
methodology. Data could have been gathered from a larger
number of students through open—-ended questionnaires,
group interviews, informal conversations and/or the
keeping of diaries. More students could command more
general credibility. On the other hand, there would be
better chances of obtaining rich data on individual
experiences and for checking data with individuals if I
restricted the study to a limited number. Establishing
trust would be key in overcoming any staff/student power
imbalance. Getting to know the informants was central to
my purposes and so I chose to restrict the number of
students to single figures.

Qualitative research is normally based on observation,
interviews and documents. I chose to rely on interviews,
to the apparent relative neglect of observation and the
study of documents, because I was an insider-researcher,
because there were convincing practical and theoretical
reasons for doing so, and because I already had some
similar research experience on which to build. In terms
of fitness for my purposes, successive individual
interviews seemed to offer the most promising prospect.

When the study began, I had both administrative (quality
assurance) and tutorial roles, the former having brought
me into fairly regular official contact with the BA.
That administrative role meant that I had a good
knowledge of the course and of the documentation
associated with it, Two decades of working in what was a
small college, albeit primarily as a teacher trainer,
also meant that I knew most of the BA staff. I did not
have to get to know key people or read documents in
order to get a purchase on the institution and the
course. That is why I used the phrase "apparent relative
neglect” of observation and documents. As a long-
standing participant and "observer" in the college, I
had a fund of knowledge that would necessarily feed into
the research. In that sense, my practitioner research
had multiple methods built in.

My background was, however, a problem, as well as an
asset, the problem being that my experience was as a
tutor in education and an administrator. To extend the
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point Hammersley (1992) made about representation to
experience, it cannot exist in vacuo. Experience has to
be lived from some point of view, and my point of view
could cloud my windscreen., It was students' experiences
I needed to understand and, to do that, I would need to
listen to them. There were practical reasons, too, why
interviews were more appropriate than observation. My
interest was in the whole experience of being a student,
in their formal and informal lives, off as well as on
campus. However few the students, they would be in
different places for a large proportion of their time
and I simply could not be with them in every situation,
or even every sort of situation. Even on campus they
would not have a lecture or seminar room in common,
since they were taking combined studies. As the inquiry
progressed, I did have occasion to visit some sessions
in which one or other of 'my students' was taking part,
and I met them informally both off and on site, but
never by design. In any case, as a full-time tutor, I
was not in a position to set aside the extended periods
needed for participant observation even if I had thought
it worthwhile to do so.

In studying how six teenagers adapted to the demands of
life in a comprehensive, Stanley (1989 pl75) 'lived with
them' in school, but commented that the only "genuine
ethnography"” occurred when she stayed overnight with one
pupil and her family. Half way into her data collection,
"ethnography metamorphosed into something very like oral
history". (ibid pl71) I decided from the outset that it
was better to ask students to tell me their experiences.
Burgess (1984) raised the methodological concerns of
reconciling participant observation, usually the main
source of ethnographic data, and holism to situations of
greater complexity. To counter such concerns I relied on
reported experiences as the main source of data and used
interviews as a form of vicarious observation.

Observation has to be selective and it seemed right to
leave the selecting to the students. They could choose
which experiences to report. A powerful theoretical
reason why observer selection is suspect has to do with
the nature of perception. Even when an observer has
chosen times and places, certain features of what is
observed will stand out rather than others. Perception
is selective.

Even in a very small-scale setting we could not

describe everything and any description we do

produce is inevitably based on inferences.
(Hammersley and Atkinson 1983 pl3)

It is not only that. Even in a very restricted setting
we do not see everything as others present see it.
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I commented above that being a staff member could "cloud
my windscreen"” and, earlier, that previous experience of
a situation "narrowed perceptual gaps", but, arguably,
at the possible cost of making the remaining gaps easier
to overlook. What is seen in a situation is informed by
the understandings and feelings that are brought to it.
As I pointed out in discussing truth as correspondence,
what people are feeling and what they are thinking are
accessible only to them. The concepts that determine our
experience are public in that they arise in shared forms
of life, but, in another sense, they are private and so
is the experience that they inform. This is the problem
with 'shadowing exercises'. Being in a seminar with
students does not amount to having the same experience
and finding out about how the world looks from their
viewpoints takes time. It is perhaps not surprising that
Stanley's idea of getting to know a comprehensive class
as a group by spending two yvears with them was, with
hindsight, a "non-starter”. The key was to get to "know
a few of them as people.” (Stanley 1989 pl3)

My main aim was to explore the experiences of a group of
students as they came to college and went through the
course. Snapshots of groups of students from different
years of the course would condense the process, but
would not fit the purpose. It was important that the
interviews should take place over time and, primarily
for the theoretical reasons articulated above, that they
should be with individuals. I held conversations as far
as possible with the same individual students over a
period of three/four years. This process was true to the
purpose of the study and gave two significant benefits:
the opportunity to check back on previously gathered
data and, what was particularly helpful in a study of
education, it offered me a window on any developments in
the students' thoughts and attitudes. The choice of
successive individual student interviews as the main
source of data fitted the purpose of the research, it
was true to the nature of perception, it was feasible
and it fitted my situation. Countering problems inherent
in observation by relying on reported experiences did
not, however, escape the difficulty of selection, which
was transferred to the means of eliciting reports, to
the questions that would be put in the interviews. In
this I had some experience to draw on,

Questions and Stories

An unusual variation I had tried in interviewing is the
'Self-Q Technique' (Bougon 1983). Bougon was interested
in exploring the concept-structure of individuals.

A cause map of a person's concept-structure can be
interpreted as a map of his or her motivation
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structure, as it displays that person's ends, means,
conflicts, and contexts for sensemaking.

An observer watching a person's activities without
knowing their context, as displayed by that person's
cause map, may well endow these activities with a

meaning different from the one that person attaches
to them. (Bougon 1983 p181)

To uncover personal meanings, Bougon devised the self-
questioning technique, the Self-Q. He claimed it was a
nondirective, nonreactive way of interviewing, which
passed most of the steering and validating problems to
the interviewees. It is a four stage process. During the
first interviews, the researcher lists the specific
questions the subjects pose themselves. At the second
interview, each subject is asked to verify and to place
in order of importance concepts extracted from these
self-posed questions. They are set out on card, eg 'my
prestige with my friends'. The third stage centres on a
questionnaire designed to elicit the strength of
motivating beliefs and concerns. Graphical displays of
the "cause maps"” are presented at final meetings and
subjects asked whether they make sense to them in a
global validity check with each individual,

I tried the first stage on teachers taking in-service
degrees at two other colleges. Following Bougon's
instructions, a chart was drawn to help the flow of
questions when respondents faltered. The chart was not
directive in specifics, but it was in the perspectives
suggested. In the centre was the course with the self as
'I'" and "Me', subject and object, and others involved at
college, work and home. Suggested perspectives were:
self as seen by others and then looking at others and
taking a look at oneself. The circle containing these
vectors was set in the wider social context, the world
outside. The idea was to point and say, "How about
trying it this way?" (Bougon 1983 pl84)

How does the course help me in my teaching? That was a
question teacher students frequently chose to pose
themselves, but more specific questions about subjects,
strategies and skills were not as forthcoming. Some left
question—-posing, the Self-Q, all together to talk, for
example, of having been in a rut and of the support the
BEd group offered. One asked whether tutors realised
they had families and jobs, another whether people at
home and at work appreciated the demands of doing a
degree part—-time. One asked why he invested so much in
it, professional interest or a long-standing wish for a
cap and gown? The interviews raised concerns I might
have missed, but I had reservations. Respondents found
it hard and I was not comfortable, Getting questions
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from them was difficult and they tended to go into long
answers to those they did pose. I used only the first
step of a four-stage technique. However, I did note the
importance of the personal within the professional life
and the idea of successive individual interviews with
the continuous checking and refining of ideas.

During the Self-Q sessions, some teachers backed up what
they said with accounts of experiences. Questioning the
need for such an extensive workload, for example, one
told me how a family holiday had suffered. I thought the
story gave life and backing to the point he made.

There is sometimes a tendency to class as 'good'
data interviews which are well sprinkled with
stories. But is one justified in so thinking?....

I would argue that their value is in many cases
dubious...although stories are full of detail of
settings, reported speech, and so on, we cannot
assume that they thereby provide valid data, either
of what actually happened or of how the interviewee
actually perceived things to have happened.

(Askham 1982 p571)

Twisting reality to put oneself in a good light, the use
of exaggeration to be entertaining, are possibilities.,
Askham discusses stories as data in the context of a
study of marriage using semi-structured interviews. Some
stories, which were not specifically asked for, were
given as examples on particular themes, or to give life
to a description. Others, however, acted

as a way of continuing an answer, of avoiding losing
face by saying that one cannot answer, and of
deflecting the interviewer away from the difficult
questioNessese«e..The f£final circumstance in which
stories were told was when they had only an indirect
connexion with little or no bearing at all on the
preceding question. Almost a third of the stories
seemed to arise in this way, appearing to emerge
from the interviewee's own train of thought.

(Askham 1982 p565)

This did not seem to be an indictment because it was the
interviewees' trains of thought that I was interested
in. Young (1989), for example, showed how patients used
'irrelevant' stories throughout the ritual of undressing
and examination in the doctor's surgery in order to
preserve their identities. An example given is of a
patient talking about his war wound, which was totally
unrelated to the ostensive point of the visit. In their
stories patients reveal their anxieties and wishes. In
this sense, the distortions of a diverting story-teller
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may not be as great as those of researchers who preset
the format for the answers they require.

In his discussion of stories as evidence, Askham notes
that people generally tell stories about unusual and
unexpected happenings and not about the mundane business
of everyday 1life. Such stories can be informative about
assumptions, but as sources of data on what happened or
on how an interviewee pictures the world in general,
they are, in his view, unhelpful. However, assumptions
cannot be divorced from how someone pictures the world
and stories can be helpful in revealing one's beliefs
and feelings. Rather than accepting stories only as
examples to back up more formal responses, it can be
argued that stories provide an indirect but effective
starting point for a more thorough exploration.

Backing for an indirect approach comes from Nias (1991),
who set out to evaluate her PGCE course by following up
the teachers in their schools and soon realised that her
concerns were of little relevance to them. The main aim
then became trying to capture a comprehensive picture of
the subjective reality of primary teaching., She was
guided by three principles: to make her questions sound
natural, to seek concrete responses, and

Third, I approached sensitive areas, and especially
ones likely to be associated with strong feelings
(eg shame, love) with indirect rather then direct
questions (What changes in your school would enable
you to do better what you're trying to do? Why? Can
you give me an example of a really good day? bad

day?) (Nias 1991 pl50)

This was in some ways similar to my attempt to evaluate
an ln-service BEd course of which I was leader. That,
too, centred on capturing the subjective reality of day-
to-day teaching. A representative sample of forty of my
former students were followed up in their schools and I
used questions which specifically asked for reports of
events., (French 1988) At the pilot stage, I learned that
questions that sounded natural enough to me as a tutor,
eg on philosophy of teaching, mismatch between intention
and practice, or on specific themes like mixed ability
teaching, were the least effective. Responses were short
and stilted, or long and laboured. On the other hand,
reports of events selected from within very wide limits
by the teachers themselves, eg of a time when they went
home very excited about their work, and a time when they
felt they were bashing their head against a brick wall,
were both lively and engaging. They helped break down
any formal barriers, gave a picture of the teachers'
real concerns and provided us both with a helpful focus
for conversation. A very similar approach was used as
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part of the evaluation of initial teacher training
courses with existing students in college. (French 1992)
Prompts were again indirect such as, Tell me about a day
you were dreading on teaching practice.

These studies gave me confidence that sensitive asking
for reports of events could help overcome problems of
selection and observer perception. In the next sections
I give an account of the genesis and development of this
technique. My argument is that <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>