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Abstract

This paper reports on my completed PhD researcv(@@006) which investigated
how educational practitioners were able to adagtapply their knowledge and skills
across different workplace contexts. One of thdlehges in my research was to find
a suitable methodology to use to validate an exay model which had been
developed in the first stage of the research. Bee#ue theoretical framework of the
research was essentially based on the preceptsciafl $earning theory, | needed to
find a methodology which would enable my stage Rigipants to validate the model
in a manner which was inclusive of contextual défeces. This meant that the
generalisations which they made in the validatioocpss needed to be the result of
the embedding of different contexts within one &eotrather than the more prevalent
type of generalisations which result from abstiacti

Predictably, | could not identify an existing metlotogy which would do what |
required. Therefore, | designed a process and stiqneaire which would provide the
type of embedded generalisations | was seekings paper reports on the resultant
methodology; its effectiveness in the research ggscand the evaluative comments
of my participants on their experience of usingipgrating in and evaluating the new
methodology.

Introduction

This paper looks at the design of a methodologgutbmy wider research project. It
starts with an explanation of the wider researdjeat and then specifically addresses
the rationale for designing a specific researchhositlogy which would provide a
context-sensitive validation of the theoreticaldalowhich was established as a result
of the Stage 1 methodology. This methodology isired briefly and relevant
responses from the stage 2 participants of tharelsare discussed. The paper ends
with a conclusion which looks at my appraisal af thsearch methods and their
effectiveness in answering the key research quegtiat is, how these practitioners
perceived the transfer of competence (that is, \whaple already know and can do)
occurred, and on how they facilitate its develophwéthin their practice as teachers.

Theresearch journey

My PhD research journey, on which this paper iedabas focused on learning and
transfer, and how it is perceived by a group ofcadional practitioners. It has

involved searching for, reading and thinking aboelevant educational literature;

listening to researchers present their findingscanferences; interacting with

presenters and participants during research wopsshtiscussions with friends and
reflecting on my ever evolving perceptions and usi@dadings. Although | have

forgotten, or deliberately rejected, much of thi®imation | read or listened to, there
has been no dross in this journey. It is througéractions with others - either directly
or through some artefact- that we come to undedstard be shaped by the social
world. Such interactions offer us riches beyond snea
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The prime purpose of my research journey was ttebetinderstand how people

“transfer” or adapt what they already know and danwhen they move to a new

work situation or when their work changes subsgdigtiThe objective of the research

was to explore the perceptions of training pramtiérs, based on their own experience
and on their expertise as facilitators of situaleaning. It focused on how these

practitioners perceived the transfer of competenceurred, and on how they

facilitate its development within their practice @schers. That is, the focus of the
research was the capacity of training practitioriersransfer their own competence

between different settings and, to a lesser degrethe capacity of these practitioners
to develop this capacity in their learners.

The participants in the research were vocationatation and training practitioners
who had experienced moving to a new job and/ortankially changing their work
roles and functions; were involved in preparing/anchentoring others to prepare for
different work changes; and could reflect on tleaiperiences of learning from and at
work.

The purpose of the research was to provide an exyed practitioner voice in the
current debates on the transfer of learning aatdfesent workplaces and work roles.
In current Australian vocational education andnirsg (VET) rhetoric, learning
transfer is assumed to happen and is the basisuol rof the new policy which has
been introduced over the last decade or more (S&nieating, 2003, pp., p. 219).
The development of competency-based training, aathing Packages in particular,
has been premised on the belief that if these ctanpes are developed then people
will be able to transfer them to different contex@sich an assumption is a contested
one from two points of view. First, it assumes ttrahsfer occurs spontaneously, a
concept which is not supported by current reseéeatp. Billett, 1994, 1996, 1998;
Mulcahy & James, 1998; Taylor, 1997). Secondlygrtores the contextual nature of
learning and the need to adapt existing learningnaine context of the learning is
altered.

Stage 1 resear ch methodology

The first stage of the research involved an oppastic sample of twelve
practitioners, all of whom were known to me, andstritad worked closely with me
during the 1990s. Half of these were industry teestrainers and the remainder were
from Registered Training Organisations. All tweleame from either NSW or
Victoria with 5 males and 7 females comprisingshenple.

Unstructured (or minimally structured) interviewene used to collect the stage 1
data. My choice of this data collection tool camaf my perception that, if | wanted
the respondents to think deeply about how theyebetl the transfer of competence
across different work contexts occurs, then theriméw needed to happen over time
and in a format that allowed the respondents toloegpfor themselves their
experience and perceptions of the phenomenon.

Fontana and Frey (2003, pp. 74-85) recognised eegeindata collection known as
polyphonic interviewing (p. 81) and this was theltd chose to use. It involves
recording the voices of the subjects with mininmdluence from the interviewer and
then letting each data set stand on its own, witlamllapsing the collected data
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together. Instead ‘the multiple perspectives of thdous subjects are reported, and
differences and problems encountered are discussgder than glossed over’
(Fontana & Frey, 2003, p. 81). It is also an apg@haothat sits comfortably within an
activity theory approach.

The analysis of the data collected from this pobypb interviewing technique was
done using Yjro Engestrom’s framework for analysangrocess of change/learning
under four key questions. This is a matrix whichpg¢he answers to the questions:
who are changing/learning?; why do they changeif&awvhat do they change/learn?;
and how do they change/learn? against the fiveciples of activity theory. These
are: that a ‘collective, artefact-mediated and cbggiented activity system ... is ...
the prime unit of analysis’ (Engestrom, 1999, p4)p.the multi-voicedness of activity
systems; the historicity of the community; the cahtole of contradictions as sources
of change and development; and the possibility xjaesive transformations in
activity systems.

The result of this analysis was a four stage mdgthelt is, exploration, enactment,

engagement and enhancement) of how the learninggeldaover time as the

contextual boundary crosser moved into a new workext. | presented this model at
a number of research conferences and the feedlzak, discussion it evoked,

convinced me that a process of validation was reeéaleletermine the accuracy and
usefulness of the model. However, | could not fiad existing, recognised

methodological lens through which to do this andaseew approach needed to be
designed and implemented

Stage 2 objectives and parameters

The key objective of this stage of the researchtwaslidate the models and schemas
developed in the first stage of the research alsd, @& provide feedback on the
acceptability of these research outcomes. Thusgtlestions which needed to be
answered were: how applicable are the models agakideveloped in Stage 1 to a
wider group of participants?; what basic learning@ples and approaches underpin
the transfer/adaptation of competence across wackplcontexts?; What skKills,
knowledge, attributes, etc. do people need to netlag transfer/adaptation across
workplace contexts?; and how should this be supdoaind/or reflected in formal
educational contexts?

These sets of questions guided the research dgsimpess and findings. However, as
in all social processes, it is the unintended amelkpected outcomes that often have
the potential to convey important meanings, proditleat we are heedful of them.
Therefore, the objectives of the research had dingiirole rather than a controlling
one and acted to direct the research rather thastreon it.

The design of Stage 2 proved difficult. Althouglbadnducted a number of literature
reviews, | could not find a suitable process f@ tbsting/validation of an educational
model. It seemed to me that | needed to find age®evhich enabled the respondents
to have the model explained to them, have the appity to ask questions about it
and then to be able to consider their own respomsasries of focus groups seemed
suitable, but this would have been both time-consgrand expensive, unless all the
participants were nearby. For these reasons, ngg staesearch had been necessarily
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restricted to people who | either knew well or wh@re in close geographic
proximity. Thus, focus groups were ruled out.

Also, a web-based process was ruled out as, ddbpitiechnological advances of the
past ten to fifteen years, | knew from work progedhat there are many excellent
VET practitioners and enterprise trainers withoeliable computer and/or e-mail
access. So | decided to use a questionnaire syt reading matter, a video and
phone support.

That way, | expected that respondents would exaitieenodel either by sight and
sound (via the video) or through the perusal ofratem paper depending on what
their learning preferences were. They could contaetby phone if they had any
gueries or they could complete the questionnaieetednically or in hard copy and
could return it via e-mail or the postal servicéhisTwould enable me to include
respondents from all parts of Australia as wekasnall group from other countries.

Stage 2 resear ch methodol ogy

Self-administered questionnaires are a form ofctined or semi-structured interview
(Fontana & Frey, 2003, pp., p. 62). The choice ofuestionnaire as the data
collection instrument in Stage 2 of the researcls wa response, firstly, to the
relatively large number and geographical dispevséhe expected participants in this
stage; and, secondly, to the purpose of this stgyea mechanism for seeking
validation and feedback on the Stage 1 findings.

However, it was also necessary to ‘ground’ the toesaire, so that participants
responded to each question on the basis of thpereence and not just on what their
theoretical frameworks and/or working theories ttidm should happen. This was
done by asking the respondents to first identifyee¢hstories about situations of the
transfer of competence across different workplagetexts. One of these was an
account in which the respondent was the main aotwe, where another person was
the main actor but the respondent was concernetnme way and the third “story”
was a future scenario about which the respondahbkan thinking. This process was
designed so that the respondent would reflect srohher experience, the experience
of others (given the usual limitation that we cankoow exactly what others are
thinking) and then to test out their working thesrwith a projection of experience.

Bradburn (1983) notes that most structured intersideave little room for the

interviewer to improvise or exercise independendggment. However, a self-
administered questionnaire is administered in aabaoteractional context and is
influenced by that context. Thus, the respondeatsny questionnaire wrote their
answers as if conversing with me, changed the wgrdf questions to better suit their
purposes, showed evidence of wanting to pleasetherwise, and felt quite at liberty
to ignore those questions they did not want to @nsand did not fully complete the
questionnaire in those cases where the time théycspend was limited.

Descriptive statistics are often used in postpastic qualitative research. Denzin and
Lincoln note that:
Although many qualitative researchers in the pastpst tradition will use
statistical measures, methods and documents ag afwacating groups of subjects
within larger populations, they will seldom repdineir findings in terms of the
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kinds of complex statistical measures or methodshich quantitative researchers
are drawn (i.e., path, regression, or log-linealyses).
(20034, pp., p- 15)

Because of the relatively large number of expeotsgonses (90), | decided that five-
point Likert-scale items would be needed within 8tage 2 questionnaire in order to
test the support for or importance of particulancapts. These were analysed (using
SPSS computer software) as to frequency, weightegins) and simple measures of
comparison. These Likert-scale items were acconegdny the provision of space for

comments after every group of Likert-scale itemd @spondents were encouraged to
explain or expand on their choices or to give athep feedback they considered

important. In addition a number of open-ended doestwere also asked on relevant
issues.

Importantly, the questionnaire was designed asaanileg experience in order to

enable participants to think through the variouseats of the stage 1 model, and to
bring to the surface many of the tacit understagglwhich underpin their everyday

practice. The “stories” which participants wer&easto choose and record, provided
a learning device to ensure that their responsee Wwased on a consideration of
practice, rather than theory or rhetoric.

Many of the respondents recognised this and exgadesgeir concern that they may
have chosen the wrong stories; thus assuming liea¢ twere “right” answers. There
were not. What the internal variation (that is, ge@me item having two or three
different responses from the same respondent) llidv swas that the experience
represented by the stories was contextually baaed, thus there are no “right*
answers.

The items within the questionnaire were eitherestegnts of, or questions which were
designed to probe, educational beliefs. Multipkpmnses for the same item given by
the same respondent provided support for the b#ief learning is situated and is
shaped by the multiple contexts and contextuabfacivhich impinge on the learner
and his/her learning.

As a learning “device” or tool, the questionnairaswdesigned to draw people into
Vygotsky’'s (1978) zone of proximal development. fTisaa cognitive zone, in which
the difference between what the learner knows anat whe learner has the potential
to know, is highlighted. It is, therefore, a statanind where certainties become less
so and contradictions and paradoxes loom largenaed to be resolved. As llleris
(2002, p. 118) argues, it is this tension whichvmes both the need and the
motivation for learning.

Stage 2 data collection and analysis

Most of the 90 participants in the Stage 2 reseaitheceived a mailed copy of a
questionnaire kit. This consisted of a CD-ROM arnghge of instructions on how to
use the material on the compact disk. The matenahe CD consisted of a video clip
of a presentation of the model followed by a questind answer session; copies of
the paper in both Word 2002 and Word95 formatstaokdiagrams in pdf format; a
link to the internet to download the QuickTime safte necessary to play the video
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clip; and a link to the internet to download AdoBerobat in order to read the
diagrams.

Participants who had reported that they did noehav e-mail address or a computer
with a CD-drive were sent an equivalent packagthémail, consisting of: a video
clip of my explanation and the question and ansession; the paper explaining the
model; hardcopy versions of the diagrams (in cqlamnd a letter of explanation.
Eight participants fell into this category.

Questionnaire and resear ch design

The research design of this part of the invesigats not standard. It combines a
number of methodologies and uses a mixture of nustiio seek the answers to the
key research question. It was specifically desigieednswer this research question
rather than to validate a standard methodologypraach. It also contains a research
methodology inside of a research methodology —résearch equivalent of double

loop learning ((Argyris, 2000; Down & Hager, 1999).

One of the intentions about the design of the guesaire was that its completion

should be a thought-provoking and worthwhile exgeee. It also was important that
it reflected the characteristics of learning whittte research was exploring. It,

therefore, seemed important to ask the participhats they had felt both about the

design of the research (which had been explainethém in the materials they

received when they volunteered, or agreed to, qpatie in the research), and about
the design of the questionnaire which they had detag.

This was an appropriate course of action given shaéenty of the participants (78%)
had undertaken post-graduate courses and coultefdhe be assumed to know
something about research and questionnaire deligs). therefore, interesting that
nearly all those who did not answer this sectiomedrom the higher education
sector.

Of the seventy participants who responded to s$eistion, 80% either “definitely
agreed” or “agreed” that the design was appropgaten the research question being
investigated. Forty-seven people provided additiocamments, all except two
supporting the research design. For example, orteipant asked some key design
questions when she wrote:
| do think it is appropriate and valuable to gdie tnsight of a group of people on
these issues. We have all experienced a varietgaohing experiences, at least
through primary and secondary school and, | susgectmost of your sample
through tertiary qualifications as well. To answiee questionnaire you must have
experienced transfer of learning in work contegts tSo this is most likely a well-
informed, articulate, appropriate group of peopte ask to reflect on their
experiences.
(s2p031)

A second patrticipant commented that the decisiogréond the research in stories of
personal experience was an appropriate way td gleidata. He wrote:
Basically, | thought the design was good. | endafse approach of asking
participants to identify specific stories to crétily analyse in order to respond to the
guestions. This enables you to capture more spedtfithentic and objective
performance characteristics based on actual evatfsr than just general opinions.
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In the absence of such specific stories responsmddwbecome much more
generalised and subjective.

We use this strategy for self assessment of studientCompetencies by requiring
students to reflect upon ‘real’ performances rathi@an a student’s general
perceptions. Also, basing the analysis on ‘stofpesvides a ‘context rich’ platform
for critical reflection — obviously important fanis research.

(s2p003)

Overall, the positive reactions could be summarksethe following comment:
| was very impressed with full research design rhoaied the researcher’s
admission that the process of transferring competés not always linear. | found
the questions very pertinent to the topic of thee@gtions of practitioners about the
transfer of competence across workplace contexts.
(s2p078)

The respondents perceived the advantages to takicly an approach as providing a
wealth of data; combining qualitative and quantratesearch; its effectiveness; its
grounded nature; its personalised nature; its cwfiéy and its benefit to the
participant (a very common response). On the quesif risks and disadvantages,
these could be categorised under seven headiragssilthe roles and functions of the
stories: the lengthy, time-consuming nature of tla#a collection; the choice of
participants; the failure of many intended part@cits to respond (as over 200
participants originally agreed to participate ie tlesearch); the innovative design; the
validity of the data and analysis and the compjeaitthe process. For the majority of
the participants, their responses indicated theatatlvantages outweighed the risks

The question “What did you find useful and/or emjble about the questionnaire”
elicited responses on learning; structure, the toprewire Kkit; reflection on
experience; thinking about learning and challengiftgs is typified in the following
two responses:
it presented the researcherthe audience — itself a form of learning. It ypdsd
visual cues and clues by way of professional diagravhich ... lent further
elaboration and modification.

(s2p034)
the opportunity to reflect, analyse, evaluate asir. To, in fact, fully understand
your project and acknowledge the value of the stHgespondents’ input.

(s2p050)

Sixty-six of the participants (73%) responded te tjuestion “What did you find
annoying about this questionnaire?”. Of these, responded that they had found
nothing annoying in the questionnaire. The remgmasponses concerned issues of
time and length; language; difficulties accessimg technologies used; questionnaire
items; impact of the questionnaire kit; use of f&s’; information given to
participants; and the need for discussion.

The following response from a participant probadtgurately sums up those things
which participants found annoying and also the vesfud attitude shown by the
participants. She wrote:
| actually found it very time consuming, which, givmy current workload, was
guite annoying. | had to keep stopping and puftiegide, and then coming back to
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it later, just to make sure that my responses weganingful and to stop myself
lapsing into ‘who cares, just say anything’ mode.

| respect the effort that went into developing thedel, the paper, the videos, and
this questionnaire. | also respect the importanfceneaningful answers for the
researcher. So despite my mounting work pressurdsnay frustration with the
process | did make an effort to give meaningfupoeses.

(s2p052)

Reflections on the resear ch process

The inclusion of the questions on the research guestionnaire design served a
number of functions within the research processabBse this is research about the
perceptions of the participants, the thesis toesapture the voices of 109 people, that
is, eighteen stage 1 participants, ninety stagarficgpants and the researcher. By
their participation in the research, the stage d 2marticipants are collaborators in

the research. Therefore, it was considered ap@i@ptihat they had a chance to reflect
and comment on the data gathering and analysiegses as far as possible.

Another consideration is that whilst the particiggaare not strictly subjects of the
research insofar they are not being subjectedrteesitreatment” or intervention, their
taped explanations or questionnaire responsesnaigsad, described and used as the
base material for the identification of generahtte or commonalities. As such, they
needed to be given the opportunity to comment upenresearch and questionnaire
process.

In general, participants were quite satisfied witle process and those who had
concerns were able to express these and they lerermted above. The comments
they made provided valuable information, not oridgpuat the research process but also
about their perceptions about research participatio

For instance, throughout the responses there wiea dindications as to their
collective wish to please. Whilst this was inferresther than explicit for most
participants, it was more marked for others. “is that you want?’, “I'm not sure if

| chose the right stories” or "my answers seemetdhe same for all my stories” were
typical of comments indicating a wish to pleaser &thers, this attitude was more
muted. They indicated that other participants mighttgive me the answers | wanted
or | might find the divergent responses hard téateland to make meaningful.

An extension of this was the wish that there haghlsme mechanism for discussion
or interactive dialogue. This is not surprising env the passion, energy and
enthusiasm which came through the responses tquistionnaire. It also underlines
the need for interaction which is at the heareafhing and human endeavour.

Many of the participants recognised that the qoastire had been designed as a
learning process. That is, it was designed to emghgm in reflection about the
transfer of competence across work contexts iniqudat and about learning in
general. It was designed to result in expansivenieg rather than to lead them to an
already known position about learning and its ti@nacross different contexts. There
were no right answers any more than there weren@ogg answers.
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The design of the questionnaire was predicated tipmneed to ground the responses
and to ensure that they were based on experierct@ractice rather than on learnt
theory. | was looking for the participants’ perdaeps which had grown out of their
own practice. Whilst it was obvious that, given #ducational background of the
participants, these perceptions would inevitablynfieenced by educational theory, |
wanted to ensure that it was theory verified arfiched by practice. | saw the “stories”
as providing a means of doing this.

This strategy seems to have been successful. Npdahthe responses to the stories
provide statistical evidence of internal variatigiving support to the context-
sensitivity of learning, but they also providedhrigualitative data about difference in
experience and situations.

The design of the questionnaire was also predicatethe need to gain responses
from a widely geographically-separated group oftipgrants. As has been already
stated, as a validation instrument, it was necgdsagnsure that the participants were
introduced to the model and the thinking behindHince, a video was provided for
those participants with a preference for auralniegy as well as a more traditional
paper to read. The questionnaire needed to ber@déctgiven that the majority of
participants were used to working with personal potars and providing information
in this form. However, the range of participantsamethat it also needed to be
compatible with the inevitable different softwar@dacomputers to which the
participants had access and hardcopies were alsdedefor those without easy
computer access.

These are the lessons learned from my researchriempe. Anything using
information and communication technologies will peone to breakdown and
incompatibility issues. In addition, it will alselsensitive to the effectiveness of the
human-machine interface (Suchman, 2000). Thaths, gaps between what our
computers can do; what we know our computers caartbwhat we can easily make
our computers do.

Interestingly, those who opted for hardcopy versiohthe paper and diagrams and a
video tape made no complaint about the questioakaiand its usefulness. Also, the
return rate for those receiving the non-electrgaickage was 100%.

Conclusion

The methodology used in the second stage of my d&tiDdiscussed above proved to
be very effective in promoting the double loop teag which | wanted to achieve;
both for myself as researcher and for the partitgpas active collaborators in the
research. It also proved concomitant with the ldauy crossing which is the context
of the research.

The following three comments which came from thelgsis of the data on the
research and questionnaire design provide excetlentment on what was being
attempted and what was achieved . The first comms the participant who wrote
‘these questions about the questionnaire are fabu{e2p087).

The second is from a participant who commentedttiebenefit of the questionnaire,
for her, had been that ‘it made me think about Whagre passionately about, reflect
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on my own communities of practice and to interregatisting theoretical positions’
(s2p087).

The third comment was concerned with the persoeaéfit this particular participant

had gained from the research process. She wrote:
It made me think carefully about my own transfeeermd competence across a
number of roles and about how we support and alsdt dupport new staff in our
organisation as well as those that undertake difteroles which require additional
skills. It also made me think about the extent toclw competent people with high
employability skills tend to transfer competencerewhen they have not been
supported by a network or mentors.

It also gave me the opportunity to forgive myself &ppearing to take so long to
develop competence in my new position althoughoitild seem that | am probably
now moving toward the validation and integratioagst (Whew, I'm pleased I'm
almost there!)

(s2p067)

In conclusion, the methodology | devised for theosel stage of the research project
proved effective in enabling the participants tep@nd in depth to the questions,
grounding their perceptions in “stories” of thexperiences. In particular, it
demonstrated their ability to generalise by emhagldifferent contexts within each
other and thus avoiding generalisation by abstracthis, then, provided empirical
examples of the application of the theories of Bed®99) and Van Oers (1998).
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