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CHAPTER 1:  Introduction 

 
This study is about self-perception and its affects upon adult learners.  Over the last two decades, 

there has been a plethora of research in the areas of adult and workplace learning.  Little of this 

research, however, has focussed on learner self-perception and the part it plays in the learning 

equation.  This exploratory study provides a response to this gap in the research.  

 
There is a plethora of research to suggest that adults’ social, educational and personal experiences 

form a backdrop for their new learning environments (Burns 1995a, Knowles 1990, Merriam & 

Brockett 1997a).  Nevertheless, my own observations and experiences as a workplace trainer, 

teacher and lecturer were that many educational settings did not contribute to enthusiastic and 

purposeful learning attitudes from students.  A frequent comment from many older adults, for 

example, was that they believed formal programs of training would be too difficult for them as 

they had not been in a classroom for up to twenty-five years.  Based on my professional reflection 

on my experiences and observations, I have come to the hypothesis that the major mediating 

factor influencing participation in, and the quality of, the outcomes from training is self-

perception as a learner, or what might be called the internalising of self.  As a consequence, this 

current study explores the question of why adults often believe it will be difficult for them to 

engage in formal learning, and in particular, the extent to which self-perception plays a vital role 

in this process.   

 

 
Context for the study 

 
A little learning is a dangerous thing; 
drink deep, or taste not the Pierian spring: 
there shallow draughts intoxicate the brain, 
and drinking largely sobers us again. 

Alexander Pope 
 
The population of Australia in 2009 was 21 million with a workforce population of approximately 

10 million (Department of Employment & Industrial Relations 2007). Almost half of the 

workforce hold University, trade or Diploma qualifications (Department of Foreign Affairs and 

Trade 2009).  In the five years from 2000 to 2005, Australia’s workforce grew by 175,000 but 

projections suggest that the rate of increase will decline over the next two decades to 2030 the 

annual increase in Australia’s workforce will have fallen to just 57,000.  In 1999, the percentage 

of the population of Australia aged over 65 was approximately twelve percent.  This is expected 
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to double to around 25 percent by the year 2040 (Department of Employment & Industrial 

Relations 2007). 

 

In response to these trends, Australia will need its older workers to remain in the workforce longer 

and to ensure that their tacit knowledge is transferred appropriately and effectively to new 

employees.  There will also be a need to encourage semi-retired workers to return to work to fill 

the skills gaps.  The recently-announced increase in the retirement age from 65 to 67 reflects the 

Australian government’s acknowledgement of these demographic requirements for the workforce 

of the future.  

 

Australian education authorities currently implement programs designed to assist learners to 

easily gain formal recognition of the knowledge and skills that they already possess. These 

processes for augmenting the number of people seeking formal recognition of their prior learning 

(RPL) are designed in a large part to increase the numbers of people in formal training and, in 

turn, to increase the size of Australia’s skilled and qualified workforce.  

 

In a report published by the Department of Employment and Industrial Relations (DIER) mention 

was made of ‘almost 70% of [Queensland] employers being already affected by labour and skills 

shortages’ and that ‘it is imperative for workforces to develop age-friendly workplaces and keep 

older workers in the workforce longer’ (DIER 2007:1). This report also alluded that older adults 

seem to have a lower perception of themselves as learners than do younger adults.  The report did 

not, however, comment about the impact self-perception may have upon adults actively seeking 

out and attempting learning opportunities.   

 

It is expected that sixty percent (60%) of the current labour market has the intention to retire by 

the year 2015 (DIER 2007) and this, coupled with a recent drop in skilled or re-skilled employees, 

creates a real workforce skills dilemma for all organisations.  The accelerating drop in real terms 

in Australia’s skilled workforce precipitated the launch of a new Occupational Trainee Visa by the 

Australian Immigration department in early 2009.  This visa is designed for people, born outside 

Australia, who want to improve their occupational skills and thus employment opportunities 

through training with an Australian organisation or government agency (Department of 

Immigration and Citizenship 2009b).  People utilising this visa can elect to stay in Australia upon 

gaining their new qualification or to return home with their new skills.  This visa and other 

government initiatives were designed to recruit skilled workers from overseas to help meet the 

skills shortages in Australia. Many occupations listed on the Skilled Occupations List (SOL) often 
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carry easier entry requirements into Australia in an attempt to entice qualified workers from 

overseas (Department of Immigration and Citizenship 2009a).  

 

The options for study in Australia for specific qualifications are initially assessed by an entrance 

test designed to determine whether required industry levels of literacy and numeracy are held by 

the applicant. These tests are based on the National Reporting System (NRS) for Adult Literacy 

and Numeracy.  Many existing Australian citizens, however, have literacy and numeracy levels 

less than those required under the NRS and so, in August 2009, the Australian government 

provided a media release (Department of Immigration and Citizenship 2009b) detailing its plans 

for improving the literacy and numeracy levels for all workers within Australian workplaces.  

 

In 2009, the Industry Skills Councils of Australia (ICS 2009) published a report on Adult Literacy 

and Lifeskills (sic). This report was based on a survey performed by the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, and endorsed a significant industry demand for high levels of literacy and numeracy for 

the workplace, particularly in the context of global markets and much better informed customers. 

The report stated that most people are facing increased literacy and numeracy demands in every 

aspect of their lives, including a much greater reliance on information technology and written and 

oral communication skills. The Industry Skills Councils report also argued that Australia will face 

a long-term slump in the population of skilled workers if adults cannot be better motivated to 

attend learning opportunities.  It posited that motivation to learn not only implies that the learner 

realises what is required but also that the person already exhibits the critical thinking skills to 

investigate, determine and access the best program for their situation.  This is compatible with the 

National Reporting System (NRS) descriptor for minimum entry level to the workforce, which 

suggests that individuals should be able to indicate their ‘own immediate learning needs, short 

term goals and related (and preferred) strategies’ (DEEWR nd:8). 

 

Research examining adult and workplace learning is plentiful; however, there is a paucity of 

conceptually sound and methodologically rigorous research that addresses the relationship 

between learner’s self-perception and motivation to learn.  According to Knowles (1990), 

motivation is one of the key instruments for self-directed learning. Often, however, workplace 

training programs are mandatory rather than voluntary, and for many adults, this elicits fear and 

angst in regard to their perceived ability to succeed in those learning environments. 

 

The fact that adult learners use experiences from their past when faced with new learning 

situations is not new in the research literature (Burns 1995a, Knowles 1990, Merriam & Brockett 

1997a), whereas specific research about the impact of past experiences upon the development of 
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adult self-perception are difficult to find.  Several studies emphasised other aspects such as; that 

adults utilise their previous knowledge, their prior learning, the current situation, their own self-

identity and their emotional disposition when attempting to match new experiences with past 

events (Caffarella 1994, Farney 1999, Hanold 2003 & Owen 2004).  The effects of self-perception 

upon adults entering new learning situations are not explicit within these reports however, but the 

researchers have noted that intrinsic motivation prompts many adults to learn.  Burns added that 

results of learning experiences become permanent knowledge or change only when ‘adults receive 

intrinsic reward with the discoveries they make’ (Burns 1995a:256).  Highlighting the need for 

research about self-perception, Burns also suggested that adult educators must be aware of 

learners’ attributes if they are to encourage meaningful and active participation (Burns 1995b).  

Jung (cited Knowles 1990:40) also recommended that learning experiences should encompass 

‘the whole of the consciousness’, which indicates that knowledge of self-perception would be 

valuable in providing adult learners with a deeper consciousness of self.  Jung also suggested that 

adults used four functions or four ways of extracting information from their experiences in 

achieving understanding, namely; ‘sensation, thought, emotion, and intuition’ (cited Knowles 

1990:40).  

 

A different perspective, proposed by Smith (2002:para.15), is that ‘self-efficacy’ is one of the 

methods used by adults to evaluate new learning situations and that a ‘high self-efficacy’ will 

enable adults to confidently achieve their expectations from the learning environment and 

subsequently increase their performance and effectiveness on the job.  Smith added that when 

faced with new situations, adults use ‘direct experiences and cognitive resources’ (Smith 

2002:para.15) in appraising the situation.   

 

Self-perception as defined by Rogers (cited in Knowles 1990:1) suggests that adult learners see 

learning as a ‘completely internal process controlled by themselves’.  Rogers (1996) also stated 

that learners perceive new situations with themselves as the centre and evaluate the outcomes 

from their perspectives only.  Bowerman and Collins (1999) reported an alternative position, 

stating that a person may have a personal image and an understanding of him or herself within his 

or her [workplace] environment.  They suggest that the personal image can be altered with 

coaching, thus improving the person’s ability to learn new skills by ‘awakening the will’ 

(1999:297).  Echoing the previous literature, Bowerman and Collins (1999) also stated that self-

confidence was an important factor in individual learning. Existing literature suggests that self-

perception may also be linked to the learner’s intrinsic motivation, as well as to the learners’ 

attributes and will or commitment (Burns 1995a, Bowerman & Collins 1999).   

 



 

 5 

The impetus to conduct this research and further explore learner self-perception arose from a 

formal process of professional reading and reflection I undertook in order to prepare two 

conference papers in 2004 and 2007 (Kling 2004 & Kling 2007).  I came to realise that self-

perception was both a consistent and significant factor in many of the conversations – formal and 

informal – I had engaged in with learners over my twenty-five years as an adult educator.  My 

experiences with adult learners encompasses a variety of settings from government and non-

government organisations, TAFE colleges, Schools and Universities, VET accredited training 

programs, community education programs, sports coaching and online learning environments.  

Across all of those contexts, self-perception and its link to motivation to learn was a consistent 

theme.  The two dominant beliefs that had emerged through my experiences were: (1) that 

because of low self-perceptions of their abilities and prior knowledge, many adults are faced with 

significant challenges in simply taking the first step to enrol in learning programs; and (2) 

increased self-perception as a learner emerging from successful achievement in a program of 

study acts as a motivator for adults to engage in further learning events and programs. 

 

Given this context, my primary research interest and goal has been to explore and develop a deep 

understanding of self-perception and its impact in the field of adult learning.  In particular, I have 

developed a deep interest regarding possible links between perception of self as a learner and the 

emerging workplace imperative for self-directed learning.  My ultimate goal for the research has 

been to inform and demystify self-perception for educators and learners alike, and perhaps to 

provide insights and direction that will encourage a higher participation in adult learning generally 

(Caffarella 1994).   

 

 

Purpose of the study 

 
The specific purposes of this study are to: 

 

1. Identify whether significant links exist between self-perception and adult learners’ 

motivation, self-directedness and learning outcomes; 

2. Explore the nature and impact of those links; 

3. Provide insights into whether self-perception influences the learner’s predisposition to 

seek out and value learning.   
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Key research questions 

 
The key research questions for this study are:  

 

1. What experiences most influence the perception of self as a learner? 

2. What aspects of self-perception promote the development of self-directed learners? 

3. Can self-perception change, and if so, how?  

4. Can an understanding of self-perception by a learner improve their learning processes and 

outcomes? 

5. Is self-perception linked with conscious interaction?   

 

The particular reasons for identifying each key research question are summarised in Table 1 

below:  

 

Table 1 - Research questions and objectives 
 

Research Questions and Related Research Objectives 

Research Questions Related Research Objectives 

Question 1. 
What experiences most 
influence the perception of 
the self as a learner?   

To find out whether environmental (historical and 
situational) factors may contribute to the development 
of self-perception as a learner - to investigate the 
relationships between past learning experiences and 
current self-perception. 

Question 2. 
What aspects of self-
perception promote the 
development of self-
directed learners? 

To investigate to what extent self-directed learning 
may be linked to a perception of self as a learner.  To 
find out whether self-perception impacts upon the 
successful transfer of learning – in particular - applying 
the learned skill in the learner’s work. 

Question 3. 
Can self-perception change, 
and if so, how? 

To investigate whether there are contributing factors 
which may initiate or alter a perception of self as a 
learner. 

Question 4. 
Can an understanding of 
self-perception by a learner 
improve their learning 
processes and outcomes? 

To develop a model showing the possible effects of 
self-perception – particularly implementing workplace-
learning or team-based programs.   

Question 5. 
Is self-perception linked 
with conscious interaction? 

To find out to what extent a positive or negative self-
perception is linked to the engagement of learners in 
learning.  Question 5 and the objectives above are 
cyclical as they return to Question 3 and its related 
objectives in the formulation of the research outcomes. 
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Key definitions 

 
 
There are five key terms used throughout this thesis that need clear definition in order to ensure 

consistency and clarity of understanding by the reader.  The terms are: self-perception; learning; 

learners; learning environment; and change. 

 

Self-perception is defined for this study as an adult learner’s own interpretation and 

understanding of himself or herself as a learner.  It includes the assessment of their own learning 

styles, their understanding and concepts of what learning entails, their opinion of their own 

abilities, and their willingness to attempt learning (particularly where learning is not mandated).  

 

Authors, such as Dealtry (2004), prefer to use the term ‘perceptive competence’ which is 

generally defined as ‘knowing yourself and others’ and understanding what you have learned 

along your path and ‘visualising a progressive pathway’ (Dealtry 2004:103).  Such authors see 

‘perceptive competence’ as a tool to enlighten learners about their own personal uniqueness and, 

it is in this way that ‘perceptive competence’ is seen to be closely aligned to the definition of self-

perception used in this study.  The definition of self-perception used in this study, however, 

differs from the concept of ‘perceived competence’ in that it relates specifically to the learner’s 

inner voice and both the conscious and subconscious reckoning of their ability in any learning 

situation. 

 

Alternatively, authors such as Maybury (2001) relate ‘self-perception’ to the notion of ‘self-

perceived self-awareness’, which in essence describes the change in a person’s awareness of self 

when they remember ‘transformational learning epiphanies’ from their past (Maybury 2001:125).  

The definition used for this study is somewhat broader and more encompassing than Maybury’s 

focus in that it includes the effect of latent and developing self-perception rather than just that of 

episodic or retrospective epiphanies of self-awareness.   

 

Learning, in the context of this study, is defined as the acquisition of new ideas, task 

performance, situational responses and tacit information such as facts, figures or specific terms.  

In this sense, learning embraces improved practical knowledge demonstrated by the improved 

physical adeptness to carry out tasks.  There is little disagreement in the literature about this 

definition of the term ‘learning’.   
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Learners, for the purposes of this study, are defined as people who actively seek out learning 

opportunities, who search for answers to questions, who display a thirst for new experiences, and 

who are self-motivated in seeking out learning opportunities.  Learners are also people who are 

expected to attend training or education programs as part of their employment and are people who 

may also have a reticence to initiate or attempt learning without some level of concern.  Again, 

there is general agreement in the literature around this definition. 

 

Learning environments, in the context of this study, are defined as any formal or informal setting 

in which learning takes place.  A learning environment can be a place where structured, 

purposeful learning occurs, but it can also be a place where incidental or unintentional learning 

occurs by exposure to new information or proximity to others with that knowledge (for example, 

learning on the job) or by accessing new resources (such as talking to experts or performing 

online research).  This study focuses on just one category of learning environments – workplaces.  

 

Change, for the purposes of this study, refers to the recognition, understanding, and knowing of an 

altered state by a learner.  This altered state may extent to situational, physical or intellectual 

change as well to social or emotional change.  Change can, and usually does, embrace learning 

new tasks or understanding new concepts, or both.   

 
 
 
Importance of the study  

 
 
The importance of research relating to workplace learning was emphasised many years ago by 

Elias and Merriam (1980), who suggested that training methods should be developed to ensure 

enduring learning experiences for adult learners.  One of the most perplexing questions for any 

organisation is how to build organisational knowledge and sustain organisational growth (Stewart 

2001).  To remain competitive, organisations need to utilise ‘the knowledge latent within the 

organisation itself [which is] the memory and potentiality of employees’ (Stewart 2001:147).  

Similarly, Dealtry (2004) suggested that it is people learning to learn within their organisations 

that ultimately determine the sustainability of the business as well as their own individual business 

acumen.  This current research study enhances those findings by providing valuable insights about 

the importance of self-perception to learners and learning, and the impact of that perception on 

employee motivation and performance.   

 

It is argued that understanding the precursors for adults pursuing and engaging in meaningful 

learning opportunities will greatly advance the practical application of training in general.  This 
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research study provides insights as well as potential new models that depict how self-perception 

and self-directed learning are linked in a self-reinforcing framework.  The models are designed to 

assist learners to develop a greater understanding of their own learning processes, and to assist 

teachers to develop a more targeted and productive understanding of those they teach.   

 

The importance of understanding self-perception and how it is linked to learning was highlighted 

by Brooks (2004:213), who stated that, ‘many of our most guarded beliefs about ourselves and 

our world … are inferred from repetitive affective experience outside of awareness’.  

Understanding the nature, formation and development of learner self-perception, therefore, may 

not only provide information about the motivation to seek out learning opportunities but may also 

be a powerful factor in explaining how and why adults function in different learning 

environments.  It is reasonable to assert that learning will be facilitated better if we realise that 

there is a dialogue with the self and that this dialogue incorporates the feelings and emotions that 

arise during the learning process (Brooks 2004).  Further, Boyd (cited in Brooks 2004) suggested 

that recognising self-talk has the potential to improve transformational learning – learning that is 

based on an understanding of one’s own tacit assumptions and the expectations we have from the 

learning event or process.  Boyd’s theory, however, was based on speculation rather than research. 

This present study extends Boyd’s work by providing research-based insights into the practical 

application of his propositions. 

 

The growing emphasis on workplace learning and learning theories (Illeris 2003, Hanold 2003, 

Matthews 1999 & Owen 2004) has seen researchers investigate ‘best practice’ methods to support 

learners who are facing new complexities in their work (including the need for multi-skilling) and 

who need to gain the skills to handle the ever-changing and competitive business world.  

Diversity, global market trends, new technologies, job rotation and sharing, skills shortages and 

increasing numbers of mature-age workers, are but a few of the pressures driving workplace 

trainers to find faster, more successful and more cost effective ways to train and develop staff.  

Effective workplace learning, however, involves much more than just the formal training and 

development process – it also necessitates a deep understanding and integration of theory, 

organisational needs and individual desires (Matthews 1999).  How adults feel about themselves 

directly influences their individual desires and indirectly influences organisational needs through 

levels of motivation and commitment (Matthews 1999).  This study, then, directly contributes to 

our understanding of effective workplace learning by exploring the practical realities of 

translating self-perception into effective performance in the workplace. 
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This study also makes a major contribution to knowledge and practice by providing insights into 

the thinking undertaken by learners during the learning process, as well as the mechanisms they 

use to internalise their thoughts in ways that affect their future processes of, and attitudes towards, 

learning.  Matthews (1999) found that not only are the issues of the organisation and its values 

and goals reflected in the training and development needs of the workers, but that the individuals’ 

subjective issues such as attitudes, commitment, motivation and self-image are particularly 

important for any learning to be successful (1999).  Similarly, Ballantyne (2000) highlighted the 

importance of ‘self’ in the learning process and, in particular, the importance of using past 

learning experiences to inform future processes.  Biggs (cited in Ballantyne 2000:264) added that 

how learners perceived the learning environment would arouse or inhibit their approach to 

learning and that the ‘factors present in the learning environment’ are seen in ‘light of their [own] 

personal characteristics’.  Biggs (cited Ballantyne 2000:267) also stated that knowledge of this 

will help determine the effects on students and suggested that important associations existed 

between conceptions and approaches to learning.  This current study explores the nature of those 

associations through case study methodology. 

 
The necessity to understand and accommodate for employee backgrounds before being able to 

understand the ‘dynamism in the [learning] encounter’ (Illeris 2004:432) has been highlighted as 

an important issue by several writers (Amar 2004, Billett 2002 & Illeris 2004).  However, it is 

beyond the scope of a single exploratory study such as this to explore all of the dimensions in a 

learner’s background that may influence self-perception and learning processes in the workplace.  

Nevertheless, the current study does – through the way its, albeit limited, sample can be 

partitioned on the basis of age, gender and family background – provide some initial insights into 

this issue.  In particular, the study is able to provide some important insights into the influence of 

age on learner self-perception.  Amar (2004), for example, has highlighted the importance to a 

national economy of attracting, retaining and engaging particularly young adults to learn on the 

job, and this study is able to provide some ‘real world’ data relevant to that issue. 

 
 
 
Research design 

 

This study employed a qualitative research paradigm in which the focus is on developing a ‘rich’ 

understanding, based on the experiences of participants, of why things happen and the meaning 

that participants themselves have ascribed to events.  As Creswell (1998) suggests, the qualitative 

paradigm is about exploring and understanding rather than describing and explaining.  Its primary 

concern is what an issue or event means to the individuals involved (Neuman 2006). 
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The theoretical perspective employed for this study was ‘Grounded Theory’ (Strauss & Corbin 

1998:12), which is “theory that is derived from data systematically as it is gathered and analysed 

through the research process”.  Grounded theory is inductive rather than deductive in nature in 

that inferences are drawn from the data after rather than before it is collected.  Using a Grounded 

Theory perspective will deepen “insight, enhance understanding, and provide a meaningful guide 

to action” (Strauss & Corbin 1998:12). 

 

A multi-method design was used for the study involving semi-structured interviews, 

questionnaires and participant observation.  Semi-structured interviews involve a set of essentially 

similar open-ended questions being asked of each participant in the study.  Open-ended questions 

allow respondents to answer in whatever way seems relevant and appropriate to them; that is, they 

are questions that largely prevent the researcher from directly influencing the exact focus or 

nature of the response, allowing the respondents themselves to determine what is relevant and 

important.  Interviews occurred over a period of sixteen months, with the interview guide 

developed in accordance with principles proposed by Minichiello, Fulton and Sullivan (1999). 

 

Participant observation is drawn from the field of ethnography, and involves the researcher 

immersing herself in both the environment and culture of the participants for the purpose of 

making a qualitative analysis of events, behaviours and the setting (Creswell 1998).  

A major strength of participant observation is that issues and phenomena are viewed from the 

‘inside out’, rather than the ‘outside in’.  In practice, Neuman (2003:76) proposes that participant 

observation involves the “researchers… spend(ing) many hours in direct personal contact with 

those being studied” in order to understand actions and events in their context and to acquire an 

in-depth understanding of how the participant creates meaning in everyday life.” 

 

Data analysis involved interrogation of the full data sets (notes of interviews, Questionnaire 

responses, and observation notes) in order to identify and report both the unique and common 

issues and themes provided by respondents (Smith 2004).  

 

The sample for this exploratory study involved 66 participants (30 female, 36 male) undertaking 

the same year-long public training course with the same training provider.  The sample had an 

average age of 41 years, along with a wide variety of work backgrounds, qualifications and life 

experiences.  The decision was taken to use this sample for two major reasons: first, it involved a 

relatively large group of people with a wide variety of backgrounds and experiences of formal 

learning, and thus significantly different bases on which to develop their self-perceptions as 
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learners; and second, the use of a single class allowed the researcher to maximise interaction with 

participants and to control for extraneous variables. 

 

The methodology used for the study is discussed in detail in Chapter 3.  
 
 
 
Limitations of the research 

 

With any research there are limitations and parameters with restrictions often outside the control 

of the researcher, and in that respect, this research is no different. 

 

A major limitation on this study was time.  Many of the issues worthy of investigation required 

longitudinal data collection and analysis beyond that allowed for completion of the award, 

particularly when the researcher is a part-time student with her own work commitments.  It was 

for this reason that the study has been promoted as exploratory in nature – one that identifies 

issues and possibilities rather than one that elicits definitive models and conclusions.  However, 

notwithstanding limitations of time, data saturation for the focus of this research attained at a level 

satisfactory for an exploratory study by utilising a qualitative, purposive sampling method 

(Minichiello et al. 1995).  For example, if after seven interviews had taken place there were 

essentially similar themes and concepts identified, and these themes and concepts were 

compatible with the researcher’s own field notes, then saturation was considered achieved.  One 

limitation to this method, of course, is that saturation is dependent upon the author’s interpretation 

of reiterated themes in the interview data (Minichiello et al. 1995).   

 

Another major limitation of this study was sample size.  For quite pragmatic reasons of time and 

research money, this research was limited to a single case study investigation of the issues, and 

hence the capacity to generalise its findings is also limited.  The study was limited to a sample of 

participants chosen purposively from those attending a vocational training course conducted by 

the researcher.  As discussed previously, the limited sample size restricted the nature of the study 

to an exploratory investigation that focussed on identifying issues and insights rather than drawing 

firm conclusions. 
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The researcher: personal background, assumptions and beliefs 

 

As with all qualitative research projects; this study is inevitably subject to the bias of the 

researcher, particularly as her thoughts and perspectives would have been conveyed – explicitly or 

implicitly – through her interactions with participants in both the research and the learning 

environments.  Further, the researcher brings to this study a set of beliefs and values developed 

over time from her own experiences that will inevitably influence the interpretation of the data 

(Guba, in Denzin & Lincoln 2005).  

 

The researcher’s earliest memories extend back to her first years of school with experiences 

throughout most of the curriculum-based school system.  These experiences were galvanised by 

the progression through higher education and workplace learning environments.  All learning 

settings provided many opportunities to form judgements of how the ‘self’ behaves in each 

setting.  These experiences have shaped the overall sense of how the researcher believes others 

will behave and which drove the interpretation of observations of participants in this research. 

This, according to Denzin and Lincoln (2000:11) is how we make judgements related to our own 

images of the world and whether research data says something to us.  Interspersed throughout the 

researcher’s memories is the excitement felt with prospects of success mingled with the anxiety of 

failures.  It is these memories that influence the discovery of findings within the research data 

(Denzin & Lincoln 2000:11).   

 

As is common to qualitative research, the interpretive, naturalistic approach utilised in this 

research included making sense of the natural setting; turning introspection, interview, stories and 

interactions into meanings in an attempt to represent the real world.  Influences related to the 

researcher’s exposure to adult learning theories as part her employment in the adult training 

discipline are also evident.  Several of her students’ stories suggested they attempted to familiarise 

new information by achieving an understanding of themselves within their current surroundings 

based on previous events.  Other students also declared their interaction in past learning 

environments as indicative of their current self-perceived ability to learn new skills.  For these 

students their formal results confirmed their self-perception, yet often in direct contrast to the 

perception of their successes from the researcher’s observations.  Similarly, students from both 

university and workplaces learning environments who exhibited a negative self-perception prior 

to entering the learning environment returned disappointing results.  This apparent impact of self-

perception was observed regardless of age, culture or gender of students.  Likewise, from Shield’s 

research, student identity was reported as being related to the student’s sense of self-competence 

and, in turn the sense of self-worth (Shields 1995:10).   
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Perhaps, further research into the influencing factors upon the development of learner self-

perception will provide adult learning practioners with greater understanding of this phenomenon 

and facilitate better learning outcomes.  More importantly, with the existing, and long-term skills 

shortage, encouraging adults to continue to learn at work may be vital in retaining the tacit 

knowledge of the Australian workforce and may stem the loss of skills.  Rich descriptions of the 

social world are valuable in qualitative studies (Denzin & Lincoln 2000:164) and to that end this 

research follows the established and recognised interpretive paradigms as extrapolated further in 

Chapter 3.  

 

 

Structure of the Thesis  

 

Chapter 1 of this thesis ‘sets the scene’ by providing the context and purpose of the study, the 

key research questions pursued, definitions of key terms, the research design, the importance and 

limitations of the study, and a background profile of the researcher.  

 

Chapter 2 reviews the current literature with relevance to the key research questions, identifying 

not only what is already known or believed, but also the current gaps in the research. 

 

Chapter 3 provides a detailed discussion of the research methodology used to collect and analyse 

data for this study.  

 

Chapter 4 presents the data analysis and research findings.   

 

Chapter 5 discusses the implications of the findings and provides conclusions as well as 

suggestions for further research.  

 

Appendices A, B, C, D, E, F, G, H, I and J, cover:  

 A- Participant consent forms 
 B - Participant interview coversheet and interview questions 
 C - Participant in-depth interview questions 
 D - Online survey questionnaire 
 E - Survey participant demographics 
 F - Interview techniques and alignment to premise 
 G - Interview recordings 
 H - Interview observation notes 
 H - Survey responses for Questions 15 to 19 
 I - Survey statistics - frequency distributions for Questions 1-14, respectively. 
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CHAPTER 2 - Literature Review 

 
Introduction 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to interrogate the existing literature and research in order to provide 

information and insights relevant to the five key research questions elaborated in Chapter 1.  As 

stated previously, there is a plethora of research in the area of adult and workplace learning, 

including into areas such as adult learner motivation, the evaluation of competence and self 

initiated learning.  The review of the literature, however, has revealed a paucity of conceptually 

sound and methodologically rigorous research and thinking regarding the link between self-

perception and learning in the context of adult education.  Smith and Clayton (2009:29), for 

example, note that there is a “lack of any rigorous longitudinal research in this area”, while the 

Australian Position Paper to the OECD on informal and non-formal learning (Misko et al. 2007: 

110) notes that while “there have been some excellent research studies undertaken [in Australia] 

on this topic....the number is limited and the questions still to be answered are numerous”. 

 

Much has been written in the field of psychology about self-perception, which generally is seen to 

refer to notions of pride, self-esteem, and feelings of knowing and familiarity (Laird 2007). 

Psychologists, however, are divided over whether self-perception is the driver of our behaviour, or 

whether our behaviour provides us with the information and perspectives from which we 

construct our self-perception (Gilovich et al. 2006).  The reality is that the argument is somewhat 

a ‘chicken and egg’ exercise, because what generally operates is a continuous cycle in which 

behaviour drives self-perception, which in turn drives behaviour. 

 

A consistent theme in the literature is that people often have low self-perception as a learner 

because they do not appreciate fully the value and extent of what they have learned through life 

and work experiences – variously referred to as experiential or informal learning.  Research by 

Livingstone (2006), for example, found that the workers he interviewed consistently denied that 

they had knowledge and skills that he had formally observed them employing in their workplace. 

Similarly, Hager (1998:533) notes that: “learners themselves, influenced by prevailing 

assumptions about education and knowledge, are often unaware of the significance, range and 

depth of their informal learning”. 

 

Conducting a review of the literature that discusses the adult learner in direct relation to their 

perception of self as a learner is challenging owing to the fact that existing literature on adult 
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learning is largely embedded within and across a variety of topics such as motivation, learning 

styles, workplace training, higher education and psychology.  

 

 

Adult Learning Theories 

 

This section examines the major theories and models of adult learning and considers the extent to 

which self-perception impacts on those theories and models.  It should be noted, however, that 

researchers are hindered in their attempts to identify how adults learn because, according to 

Merriam and Caffarella (1999), there is no single theory that explains adult learning. 

 

The experiential learning model developed by Kolb (1984) argues that the experiences of learners 

are central to the nature and quality of learning outcomes.  Kolb suggests that learners decide 

whether and to what extent to engage in learning by considering their experiences in the learning 

environment through either feelings or cognition or thoughts.  Consequently, he views learning as 

‘the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience’ (Kolb 

1984:41).  For Kolb, learners experience the environment through either doing and watching or 

thinking and feeling.  Their experiences are either immediate or concrete and they form the basis 

of both a person’s reflection and observation.  In turn, the person’s reflections guide the person 

and their actions within new learning environments.  It would seem to follow, then, that the 

development of a perception of self as a learner may be quite well aligned to the explanation of 

experiential learning and, in particular, the emphasis on a person’s actions, following the 

reflections of previous experiences.  It would also seem to follow that what the person feels or 

thinks about a new learning environment may be dependent upon their previous experiences and 

the formation of their own self-perception within those learning environments. 

 

Kolb’s theory included that one of the main aspects constituting learning is ‘transfer’ which he 

argued occurred through a four stage learning cycle: integrating experience; perception; thoughts; 

and actions (or behaviour).  According to Kolb’s model, this process then continues as a 

continuous spiral, with an increasing level of complexity as each pass of the spiral occurs. 

Learners become aware of the environment through a process based on how they comprehend the 

situation (Kolb 1984:43).  Further, learners shape and interpret the environment either through 

internal reflection or through their actions and behaviours.  Significant to the current research 

study is Kolb’s suggestion that learners who employ internal reflection may inadvertently 

concentrate on avoiding failure and therefore miss the opportunity to learn.  Alternatively, Kolb 

suggests that people who predominantly use action as their tool to assimilate new information 
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may similarly miss the opportunity to learn.  This suggests that effective learning, in Kolb’s view, 

is about establishing the appropriate balance between behavior and internal reflection.  

 

Kearsley (2010) contends that contemporary theories linking self-perception, motivation and 

learning draw heavily on the early Self Actualisation and Existence Relatedness Growth (ERG) 

theories of Maslow and Alderfers respectively.  Maslow’s self-actualisation model suggests that 

there are five hierarchically-arranged levels of need, each of which must be satisfied before 

moving to the next.  The five levels are: physiological, safety, social, self-esteem and self-

actualisation.  Of particular importance to this study was Maslow’s assertion that internal – not 

external – motivators are the most effective in promoting a commitment to learn.  External 

motivators include better jobs, promotions, and higher salaries. Internal motivators include self-

esteem, recognition, better quality of life, increased job satisfaction, greater self-confidence, and 

self-actualisation.  It is reasonable to assert that what Maslow was implying is that those 

motivators that have the greatest impact on out perception of ‘self’ as learner are most likely to 

motivate us to engage in further learning. 

 

 Alderfers later compressed Maslow’s theory into three hierarchical levels: existence; relatedness 

and growth (Kearsley 2010).  According to his theory, and depending upon a person’s situation, 

and in some contradiction of Maslow’s sequential staged approach, the movement between the 

three levels may oscillate forwards or backwards depending on circumstance.  This suggests that, 

where existence is met and relatedness is apparent, the person may ‘naturally’ seek growth or that 

the opposite may occur and that growth is not considered where either of the two previous levels 

are compromised.  The issue of ‘relatedness’ also introduces the notion of perceiving ourselves 

largely on the basis of how we believe others perceive us – a notion pursued in the current 

research study. 

 

O’Connor (2007) conducted a detailed analysis of the contemporary relevance of the Maslow 

theory, and concluded that Maslow’s 1943 hierarchy of needs is ‘taken out of context and offered 

in a too narrow perspective’.  In particular, O’Connor argues that Maslow did not intend the 

interpretation of each step in the hierarchy to be in an ‘all-or-none relationship to each other’ and, 

in fact there may be ‘several needs operating simultaneously’ (O’Connor 2007:742).  The critical 

inference to be drawn from all of these authors, however, is that personal growth always involves 

self-confrontation (O’Connor 2007), and that self-confrontation necessarily involves reflection on 

experiences and achievements which, in turn, inform the perception that people have of 

themselves as learners. 
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The theory developed by Boud and Solomon (2003) suggests that we develop (and name 

ourselves as learners) by interpreting and understanding our identity within the norms and values 

that exist in workplace environments and in other’s impressions of us.  Similarly, Wojciszke 

(2005) theorised that we are prone to pursuing and safeguarding our own interests by either 

attempting or avoiding situations of a positive or negative (perceived) affect respectively.  In a 

similar vein, O’Connor (2007:28) suggests that learners ‘construct objective and subjective 

shyness’ when they encounter new learning situations.   

 

Probably the most influential theory of adult learning and the processes for motivating adults to 

learn is the theory of Andragogy developed by Malcolm Knowles (1990).  A central theme of 

Knowles’ adult learning principles is that the nature and quality of adult learning is strongly 

influenced by the prior experiences and achievements of the learners, and in particular, by the 

perception of themselves as learners that those experiences and achievements cultivate.  Knowles 

argued the importance of previous experience and achievement from two perspectives: the power 

of success as a motivator of learning, and the ‘personal comfort’ associated in applying learning in 

the context of what is already known and experienced.  Knowles also believed that what he 

termed ‘self-concept’ as a learner is significantly determined by the perceptions that others 

express about the learner; that is, that much of our self-perception as a learner is determined by 

what we think others think about us. 

 

This belief is supported by research by Ryckmann (1993) who found that our self-concept as a 

learner is related to the regard that others exhibit towards us as learners.  Ryckmann also 

concluded that evidence generally supports the proposition that people learn better if they 

perceived threats in the learning environment are low, and they have sufficient self-perception to 

‘take on’ what threats are there.  The findings of a study by Illeris (2003:174) support this view, 

noting that “if something occurs that the individual experiences as defeat, humiliation or other 

negative experience ... very quickly a thick wall of defence can be mobilised” that ensures that the 

individual avoids engagement in learning”. 

 

Knowles’ theory is based on the belief that adults are self-directed and self-resourced, and learn 

best when the learning event is presented in the context of real world applications.  Teachers of 

adult learners, argues Knowles, should make “an intellectual case for the value of the learning in 

improving the effectiveness of the learner’s performance or the quality of their lives” because, he 

says, learners have a “deep psychological need to direct their own learning processes” (Knowles, 

1990:58).  He further asserts that experience is a major contributor to the self-identity of adult 
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learners, and that if the learning processes ignore or devalue the students’ experiences, “they 

perceive this as not rejecting just their experience, but rejecting them as persons” (p.59). 

 

In a similar vein, Biggs (2003:11) argues that adults become ‘ready to learn’ when they 

experience “a need to know or do something in order to perform more effectively in some aspect 

of their lives”.  Biggs, however, goes on to argue that the capacity of adults to be a ‘powerful 

resource for their own learning’ is directly linked to the person’s perception of ‘self’ as a learner 

because the ability to seek out and find unambiguous information may be difficult if adults were 

not confident in their status as learners.  Further, Biggs asserts that in order to interact in the 

learning environment when resourcing relevant information, adults need to collaborate with other 

adults – something that is very difficult if they have low self-perception as a learner. 

 

The Australian Government Position Paper to the OECD on Non-formal and Informal Learning 

(Misko et al. 2007) found strong evidence of the validity in practice of the learning theories 

posited by Knowles and Biggs, providing a wide range of examples to demonstrate that adults 

guided through a process of self-reflection  “often come to realise just how much they already 

know and can do, and this enhanced self-perception can give them the confidence to enrol for a 

qualification or training programme that they otherwise might not have attempted, or at least 

would have approached with trepidation” (p.116).  The Report went on to argue that because of 

low self-perception as learners, many adults required significant encouragement and support in 

order to develop their self-perception as a learner to a level at which they were prepared to at least 

consider enrolling in a formal learning program.  Self-perception, the Report argues, is “a key 

element in motivating adult learners to achieve success in any learning programme” (p.116).  

These findings are supported by Smith and Clayton’s 2009 research into participant insights and 

perspectives of adult learning. Smith and Clayton concluded, for example, that “the most valuable 

part of recognition of prior learning [to the adult learner] is not the credit granted but rather the 

confidence and self-esteem they gained by reflecting on what they had already done and learned” 

(p.20).  

 

Existing adult learning theory, then, argues for a direct relationship between the self-perception of 

vocational learners and the nature and quality of the vocational learning with which they engage. 

The theoretical models of adult learning also posit that guided reflection is one of the most 

powerful processes for improving the level of self-perception as a learner.  These findings are well 

summarised by Velez (2006:15) who noted: “you cannot effectively motivate students 

extrinsically who lack intrinsic belief in themselves.....self -perception is not a quality given, it is 

an attitude cultivated” 
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Perspectives from the research 

 

Analogous views in relation to adult learners and self-perception are many in the literature.  This 

section presents a representative sample of those views, some of which are based on conducted 

research while others are based on conjecture and rational analysis. 

 

A 2003 study by Boud and Solomon reported the interesting finding that vocational learners often 

do not recognise when they are learning, or indeed, what it is they have learnt.  This finding is 

potentially very significant, because if self-perception is best enhanced by past experiences and 

successes as a learner, it is of considerable concern that individuals may not recognise many of 

the relevant learning experiences and achievements they need to enhance their self-perception. 

Boud and Solomon suggest that deciding and naming yourself as a learner is not a simple matter 

and ask the question: “If a person understands something they do as learning, do they therefore 

understand and identify themself as a learner?”.  The Boud and Solomon study focussed in 

particular on the question of what would happen to an employees’ identity as a worker if they are 

simultaneously labelled as a ‘learner’.  Interestingly, they found that for many workplaces, the act 

of naming oneself as a learner carries the implication of novice worker; that is, learning is seen as 

job preparation, not continuous improvement.  

 
Similarly, Billett (2002:11) suggested that “workplaces respond to exploitive and discriminatory 

practices’ with regard to ‘social justice’ and that concerns such as ‘social inclusiveness’ and 

‘professionalism of practice’ are not outcomes of workplace learning”.  Billett infers that the 

experiences that workers are ‘afforded’ are “shaped by power and political interests and forces” 

(p.11), drawing a parallel with some of the findings from the Boud and Solomon study (2003).   

 

The inference that can be drawn from these authors is that adult workplace learners may suffer 

detriment if they deliberately name themselves as learners (Boud & Solomon) and conversely, 

may face discriminatory practices if not seen as part of the controlling political environment and 

perhaps this extends to being known as one of the more ‘competent’ employees (Billett).  It would 

follow, if these perspectives hold, that the processes of defining learners and their traits may have 

a direct bearing on how they, themselves, view their own competence, thereby potentially altering 

(and improving) the environment they face within their workplaces.  If, as Billett suggests, social 

inclusiveness plays no role in the position of workers, then perhaps anyone who has a low self-

perception of themselves as a learner will also be at high risk of those discriminatory practices 

also mentioned by Billett.  
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In 2004, Bauer et al. conducted an exploratory study into the relationship between epistemological 

beliefs and learners appraisal of their workplaces as effective learning environments, postulating 

that “adults conceptualise their learning according to their epistemological beliefs” (p.3). 

Similarly, Chan (2002) conducted exploratory research in Hong Kong into the relationship 

between personal beliefs about learning and learning capacity, and the approaches used for study. 

The findings of both studies were far from conclusive, but nevertheless, were strong enough to 

recommend the need for more rigorous research into the influence of self-perception on learning 

processes and success. 

 

In 2005, Wojciszke conducted research into the concepts of morality and competence and found 

that ‘social information processing’ depended upon the “evaluation of [the] perceiver’s current 

goals” and that this processing most frequently depended upon the criterion of ‘self-interest’ and 

‘avoidance’ in an effort to “preserve the perceiver’s immediate well-being” (p.156).  These 

findings strongly suggest that self-perception is integral in the evaluation of self and in forming an 

awareness of self for social interaction, competition, reward, growth and existence within the 

complex and often stressful social environment of the average workplace.  Wojciszke stated that 

“self-perception process are strongly saturated with evaluations and other affective processes” and 

he went on to suggest that the evaluative responses are often “unconscious and automatically 

related to behavioural tendencies” (p.162).   

 

The impacts of self-perception, as defined in this study, are clearly linked to those described by in 

the following statement:  

 

...since attitudes (including self-attitude, i.e., self-esteem) are basically 
affective phenomena...[and]...self-ascribed competence is...strongly linked to 
self-esteem [and that]...own competence fosters stronger affective responses 
than own morality 
                                                                                        (Wojciszke 2005:178). 

 

Wojciszke proposed that morality and competence are two predominant stereotypes for 

leadership, as perceived in the mind of the ‘evaluator’.  He found that morality and competence 

were replicated over six countries as distinct stereotypical evaluation criteria in forming an 

opinion of leadership and the evaluation of positive or negative desirable traits in another.  

Interestingly, Wojciszke, drawing on parallel work by Fiske et al. (1999), argued that the two 

basic dimensions responsible for stereotyping others were warmth and competence.  Competence 

as an attribute, whether seen as a stereotype or leadership quality – is often observed as a principle 

element of adult learning and workplace learning research.  It was found that a person would 
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avoid contact with a colleague who was perceived as having both negative and positive attributes 

as a strategy to avoid being exposed to ambiguity.  Of importance to the focus of this research is 

the statement:  

 

...when selecting information, perceivers (are generally more interested) in 
morality than competence related qualities of the perceived person.....[but] 
when the perceiver’s goal pertains to the target’s competence (as in the 
course of employment decisions) the [perceiver] will be highly tuned to 
information on the [target’s] abilities [competence] 

(Wojciszke 2005:167). 
 

The competence or perceived competence of an individual and their portrayal of that competence 

may, therefore, be very much affected by the notion of self-perception as a learner, and thus in 

turn, personal assessments regarding the ability to learn (or to become competent).  As a 

consequence, Wojciszke (2005:175) suggested that: 

  

...since competence is a typical agentic quality and such qualities are highly 
valued in individualistic societies, they probably constitute the core of an 
individualistic self-identity, and this may explain why self-esteem appears in 
our research so strongly correlated with self-perceived competence. 

 
 

Research by Okukawa (2008) found that adult learners construct meaningful experiences from 

learning environments using their own individual constructs.  Okukawa suggested that some of 

major the psychological factors pertaining to learner’s constructs included: self-concept, attitude 

toward learning, and personal values.  He found that learners’ reflection on self-image and their 

changed self-concept were consistent with his definition of what he interpreted as meaningful and, 

in this research, is compatible with the definition of perception of self as a learner.  The learners in 

Okukawa’s research continually exhibited a desire to improve the low value they believed were 

perceived of them by others (Okukawa 2008).  Further, he found that the “reflection on self-

concept and self-direction in learning...supported by intimate human relations with teaching 

staff...[was] crucially important in developing meaningful learning experiences for learners” 

(p.56).  

 

Harrison (2003) suggested that the learner’s role is to capture and use the knowledge of the 

teachers, and the role of the teacher is to assemble the knowledge into digestible chunks.  He 

stated that the “image of knowledge as an entity which exists outside ourselves, floating free of 

context, is deeply embedded in our habitual ways of thinking” (p.5).  Harrison’s analysis suggests 

that knowledge assimilation may be dependent upon the teacher setting up a learning environment 
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that is conducive to both encapsulating and disseminating knowledge.  This is not necessarily in 

conflict with Okukawa’s view that knowledge transfer depends upon the intimate relationship 

which the trainer builds with the learner, because the relationship with the learner may facilitate 

the establishment of the learning environment, and the establishment of an effective learning 

environment may facilitate the development of the relationship between learner and teacher. 

 
 
The offer of support from experts in workplace learning, according to Billett (2002:38), may be 

construed by some individuals as “being welcomed and supportive guidance or as an affront to 

their competence”, which would also depend, perhaps to some degree, upon that individual’s 

perception of himself or herself as a learner.  Billett claims that learners might engage in guided 

learning activities (such as mentor programs) according to what they feel as the ‘intent’ of the 

program.  For example, he suggests that, where workers perceive the delegation of more 

responsibility to them, they may be skeptical of attending the training and, if they believe they 

have more knowledge than the mentor, they may reject the offer of support entirely (Billett 2002).   

As a suggested extension to Billett’s report, and as is also integral to this study, lead to this 

investigation of how individual’s perceive their capacities and what influences the development of 

their perception.  Billett suggests that understanding the impact of the individual’s capacities and 

how that interacts in engaging learners will facilitate better workplace learning practices.  

 

Dealtry (2004) takes a somewhat different perspective, arguing that one of the most important 

factors in learning is for an individual to understand and reflect on the learning-to-learn 

experiences they have gathered and to become competent in managing their own personal 

learning process.  Dealtry further surmised that “learning to become an effective self-directed 

learner is probably the greatest intellectual and psychological challenge that an individual can face 

in a lifetime” (p.9).  This implies that the process to becoming a ‘savvy learner’ (Dealtry 

2004:103) is not a simple and easy path.  If a learner has already developed a sense of self as a 

learner, perhaps this progression suggested by Dealtry will be less difficult however, where a 

perception of self as a learner is low – perhaps the pathway becomes extremely challenging.  The 

learner’s development into a ‘savvy learner’, then, may be quite dependent upon the ‘bromide’ of 

characteristics embedded in the learner’s own psyche, which is defined for this study as learner 

self-perception.  As Dealtry concludes; acquiring a strong self-perception means that learners 

“will eventually own....and become accountable for their learning efficacy [and] be on the road to 

realizing (sic) their full potential” (p.109).   
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Contributing to the research on learner’s perception of self as a learner is the work of Donnon 

(2001) who wrote that there are “amongst individual students, with corresponding low rankings of 

academic achievement...greater dissimilarities between [their] perception of education 

achievement and other differentiated conceptual meanings”(p.2).  The research examined how 

meaning is differentiated between individuals and their individual schemata and how the 

relationship between this and their approaches to and successes in an academic environment exist.  

Elaborating on the existing theories it was suggested that critical to determining how individuals 

differentiate meaning through learning are the concepts of self-interpretation, reflection and 

performance.  Adult learners bring to the learning event their own perceptions and frames of 

reference to the process of learning when defining these experiences for themselves (Elias & 

Merriam 1980).  The three main components of a developmental learning process in a learner are: 

the impression of one’s self worth as defined by the emotional state of one’s mind; an 

understanding of one’s adaptive ability in achieving goals; and the person’s underlying values, 

beliefs and interpretations developed in light of their personal life’s experiences.  The different 

meanings learner’s place on the learning outcomes may be an important aspect to study when 

determining the driving factors for learning motivation, approaches and subsequent learning 

outcomes.  Donnon’s stated goal for his research was to demonstrate that the meaning a learner 

brings to the process of learning contributes to their approach to learning and that the perception 

of self as a learner that one holds may also be a contributing factor in the development of this 

meaning.  He hypothesised that the development of self as a learner is a precursor to the 

development of the meaning the learner brings to the process of learning and in identifying 

“personal and social-related concerns that are inhibiting or supporting [learner’s] academic 

success” (Donnon 2001:6). 

 

The research emphasises the liberation and consciousness of not only an individual in 

understanding their own learning identity but also a collective recognition of social constructs of 

reality as viewed by groups of people, and displayed as a social awareness.  All meaning is 

context dependent and that as a consequence self-perception could, therefore, be quite dynamic.  

Approaches to completing learning tasks are directly related to the corresponding attitudes, 

intentions and motivations of the learner and these aspects are “known to dictate whether or what 

one chooses to learn” (Donnon 2001:54).  Donnon suggests that: 

 

...one’s functional routines as a learner are based typically on an operational 
imperative of self-motivation, and an immanent need for a sense of congruent 
meaning, as one negotiates individually and participants collectively in a 
formal educational setting 

       (Donnon 2001:156). 
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The notion of context dependent meaning derives from the Mezirow’s Theory of Transformative 

Learning (1997) which suggests that for learners, the beginning of learning is a disorienting 

dilemma and the end a change in the individual’s perspective of self.  Transformative learning 

environments are described as where individuals are able to become critically reflective of the 

learning and, as groups, search for a common ground or synthesis of their differing points of view 

(Mezirow 1997).  If transformative learning occurs to individuals within groups, then the 

outcomes of that may depend on the dynamics of the group.  In turn, the dynamics of the group 

are very much linked to each individual’s perception of himself or herself within that 

environment, as well as their own competence.   

 

Mezirow (1997) argued that the perception one has of ‘self as a learner’ impacts upon the 

environmental conditions for transformational learning.  Transformative learning, he proposes, is 

based on how people communicate with each other and how each person’s ability to shift his or 

her views to become more autonomous as a person reflects the learning of the group as a whole.  

The ability to interact in a group-learning environment and to gain ‘autonomy’ may often be 

impacted by the person’s perception of self as a learner within that particular learning 

environment.  

 

Graham (2002) undertook a study with a sample of adult learners into the transfer of learning 

from research.  He found that one of the greatest challenges for learning facilitators is to facilitate 

“desirable transfer where learners manifest appropriate application and reasonable consistency 

over an acceptable period of time” (p.2).  The successful transfer of learning, he found, could be 

unsettled by the dynamics of the person’s workplace, the person’s past learning experiences, and a 

range of relevant societal influences (Graham 2002).  What is of significant relevance to the 

current study is that Graham’s implicit definition of ‘unsettling dynamics’ was anything which 

undermined one’s self-esteem and positive self-perception.  Graham (2002:62) suggested that 

“learners carry within them a cognitively constructed inner world that is analogous to, but a 

greatly simplified and highly subjective version of, their external world”.  He also spoke of how 

we bring our “epistemic, sociolinguistic and psychological meaning perspectives”  (p.62) to the 

learning environment and, for example, a woman growing up in a culture where women’s roles 

are defined as submissive will mean she will evaluate her social position in a learning 

environment as similar.  Significant to the learning process, is that learners will go through a 

process of critical reflection and will search for assumptions to match their own ideas but will 

resist any processes that are different from their own.  The “assumptions learners take into the 

learning environment are entrenched as they have developed over many years” (Graham 2002: 

68).  Learners, suggests Graham, will instinctively tend to reject breaking down their own 
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assumptions as it is easier to reject new assumptions than rework their existing ideas (Graham 

2002).   

 

The perception of self as a learner is linked, explicitly or implicitly, by much of the literature to 

the behaviourist paradigm in that the learner develops their concept of self through active 

behavior-based processes of doing, thinking and feeling.  There is a duality in the learning 

environment, one within the learner where they are identifying and examining the self in respect 

of the other, and the other in the social environment where they are developing an understanding 

of ‘self’ through their interactions with others.  Schuller et al. (2002:14) reported that “the most 

fundamental and pervasive benefit from learning of every kind is a growth in self-confidence”. 

They suggested that learners with enhanced confidence will be able:  

 

 to make sense of their own personal experience 
 to put forward their own ideas 
 to acknowledge mistakes 
 to confront problems rather than hide from them 
 to challenge the views of others 
 to ask for help 
 to accept the views of others even if vastly different from their own  

and may mean changing their own viewpoint 
 to put themselves in unfamiliar situations. 

    (Schuller et al. 2002:4). 
 

The Schuller study sought to trace possible links between people’s experience of schooling and 

the development of self-confidence, or what they termed their ‘subsequent trajectories’.  Schuller 

et al. found that learner participation and motivation are directly linked to their previous 

achievements and enjoyment of learning, postulating that perception of self as a learner is directly 

correlated with previous successes at learning (p.17).  They suggested that successful engagement 

in learning develops in adults ‘a sense of one’s own identity … an insight into their own 

personality and dispositions.... [and] a valuing of the ‘self’ more highly” (Schuller et al. 2002:52).  

These outcomes were stated as both positive and negative effects, depending upon the success of 

the learner within the learning environment.  

 

Research undertaken by Waller (2005) found that students, particularly those labelled as failures 

as children, would ‘reframe’ aspects of their identity upon their return to education as an adult and 

this return was often viewed as a mixture of resentment, regret and a sense of wasted 

opportunities.  Waller spoke not only of the learner’s desire to make good as an adult learner but 

the subsequent further damaged sense of self-esteem for those who were unsuccessful on the 
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course.  The impact upon those who could cope with the challenges, according to Waller’s 

research, is a significant strengthening of a student’s learner identity. 

 

Prior to Waller’s research, Dwyer (2001) looked at what he called ‘successful training strategies 

for the twenty-first century’, and suggested that: 

 

...an ideal learning environment has the qualities of: 
 being emotionally safe 
 being free from intimidation and rejection 
 being high in acceptable challenge 
 having active participation; and 
 being a place where learners experience a relaxed alertness. 

 (Dwyer 2001:312). 
 
 

Dwyer investigated the effect on learners who were exposed to environments that they perceived 

to be threatening and found that the thinking process generally constricts and diminishes.  His 

explanation was that learners may experience symptoms of flight or fury, with significant negative 

impact on their perceptions of self-worth (Dwyer 2001:312).  The emotions often experienced by 

adult learners emanating from a fear or experiences of failure are ingrained in memory, and 

“although these feeling may be suppressed, they cannot normally be completely erased” (p.312).   

 

From a different perspective, Athanasou (2005) suggested that there are two key factors that 

people consider in their evaluation of training: the social aspects of learning; and their own self-

evaluation of success.  The problem, according to Athanasou, is that people may not have an 

accurate evaluation of self and that they may tend to underestimate or overestimate themselves.  

People, he suggests, self-assess in order to determine their potential and future responses to 

situations and, in particular, their likelihood of success.  In the process, they may “rate themselves 

more favourably than they should” (Athanasou 2005:297).  The possibility of self-evaluation 

being a form of self assessment to assist people in forming an indication of what they have 

learned, and of it being a valuable tool in the interaction between student and teacher by providing 

feedback to the student about the learning standards, is a consistent theme in the adult learning 

literature.  A general belief expressed is that if the perception of self were less or greater than the 

expected standard, or the formal educational level, this may impact greatly upon the successful 

learning outcomes for the individual.  It is for this reason that Athanasou recommends self-

evaluation as part of a learner’s development and achievement is a highly valuable component to 

include in adult learning programs. 
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The relationship between self-perception and learning is something intrinsic to the human species 

that has evolved over thousands of years and while the ways in which memory and learning are 

linked still elude science, what is clear is that the outcomes of learning are stored in the central 

nervous system and become a schemata or pattern for our learning behaviour behavior.  

According to Illeris (2004), the system of memory includes three dimensions: the thinking process 

(cognition); how the person feels (emotion); and resulting behaviour (societal).  Positive learning, 

says Illeris, occurs when these three dimensions are in balance or ‘harmony’.  Alternatively, 

learner motivation is diminished when the ‘triad’ becomes unbalanced (Illeris 2004).  The triad 

becomes ‘unbalanced’ when the learner makes incorrect or distorted assumptions about his or her 

learning.  This, says Illeris, explains why learners often resist learning in order to protect 

themselves from an uncomfortable situation.  Illeris (2004:176) highlights the relationship 

between learning outcomes and the perception (pre-understanding) of a person entering a learning 

environment: 

 

...one develops some general pre-understandings within certain thematic areas 
and, when one meets with influences within such an area, these pre-
understandings are activated so that, if elements in the influences do not 
correspond with the pre-understandings, they are either rejected or distorted 
to make them agree. 

     

Many years before the work of Illeris, Schein (1996) investigated what he termed a person’s 

‘career anchor’ (p.2) and suggested that a person will estimate their career possibilities utilising 

‘his or her self-concept...[and] self-perceived talents and abilities’ (Schein 1996:2).  Others have 

suggested that learners’ self-awareness is built from an underlying understanding of what may 

cause them to flee (the flight mechanism) and what they consider as conflict and potentially 

damaging to the self (Schein 1996 & Maybury 2001).  Human behaviours, feelings and 

motivations are responses of both a learned and intrinsic nature, implying that self-perception may 

be determined by personality formed by both heredity factors and environmental influences 

(Maybury 2001).  From this perspective, self-perception can be viewed as a component strongly 

rooted in the psyche of the adult – one that can or may alter with the person’s performance in and 

exposure to new learning environments.  As previously discussed, people have different 

perceptions of their own abilities (or perception of self in a learning environment) which are 

related to the incidences of training they received and the nature of the outcomes they received 

from these sessions.  Acknowledging the importance of these questions, Orpen (1999:21) suggests 

that more research is needed to identify what he calls ‘the limiting conditions of the mediating 

affect of self-efficacy’, or in simple terms, the impact of self-perception on learning.   
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Research by Parker (2005) found that predominantly personal, behavioural and environmental 

events interact to influence learners’ impressions of themselves in learning environments.  He 

concluded that the otherwise added effect of the environment is mediated by the personal 

constructs developed by the person’s experience and their “current behavioural tendencies” 

(p.1022), so that personal experiences have a more dramatic effect upon self-efficacy than that of 

the environment.  Parker also concluded from his research that although a person may know what 

actions to take to perform a particular task, the person must have a belief in themselves and their 

ability to perform (that is, an appropriate perception of ‘self’ as learner) prior to attempting the 

task.  Self-efficacy, according to Parker (2005) is related to those beliefs a person has about their 

capabilities and whether they can perform at a certain level and the affect their capability has on 

their existence.  Parker’s conclusions suggest that if having the confidence to put learning into 

action is vital to a successful learning outcome, then self-perception of self as a learner may be 

fundamental to the person originally attempting to learn new tasks, and in fact, perception of self 

as a learner may be implied well before they have developed the self-efficacy to action the 

attempt.   

 

MacLennan (2008) was concerned with her experience that many people seem convinced they are 

simply not able to learn particular things.  As a consequence, she embarked on a research project 

in which she personally undertook a program of learning that she believed would be impossible 

for her to complete successfully.  Her aim was to understand the thinking and decisions processes 

as a learner when confronted with an overwhelming learning challenge.  For MacLennan, 

‘learning is a process of perception that requires us to replace many processes of perception 

already ingrained in our minds and, viscerally, in our bodies’ (MacLennan 2008:397).  In simple 

terms, MacLennan’s basic hypothesis was that believing that you cannot learn may remove any 

logical reasoning suggesting that you could learn.  Learning, she argues, “cramps your feet, makes 

you dread, makes you feel less, makes you feel incompetent, makes you question yourself, [and] 

undermines your self-confidence’ (MacLennan 2008:397).  Understanding the process of 

developing a perception of self, she argues, includes knowing how we may go wrong, and 

understanding how our perception of what may go wrong is a form of internal conflict and where 

and when we may think irrationally or illogically about ourselves.   The conclusion is that having 

a perception of our inability to perform a task may override and be stronger that our will to try, no 

matter how consciously powerful that will may be.   

 

Many years before MacLennan, Shields (1995) looked at the link between identity, attributions 

and self-esteem for adults returning to study and found that people “tend to take credit for their 

successes but deny responsibility for failures” (p.262).  Shields also found a general tendency, 



 

 30 

especially for those people with lower occupational statuses, for the perception of self in the 

learning process to be linked to personal development and career or occupational advancement.  

Student identity, Shields found, is often related to the sense of pride, social competence and of 

fulfillment of personal pursuits. 

 

Research by Kling (2004) found that when adult learners speak of memories, of school 

experiences, of experiences as an adult student, the language they use often conveys “a recurring 

displeasure with restrictive, inflexible and ‘spoon-fed’ (sic) learning experiences” (Kling 

2004:16).  Kling also found that adult learners frequently attribute “previous exposure to, and 

experience with, early learning environments [with] their existing attitude to learning” (p.18).  

Participants in Kling’s study consistently mentioned their level of motivation to continue study as 

being based on “self-initiated career change, promotion (or the prospect of promotion), pleasure, 

self-improvement’ and to ‘ensure current knowledge’ for their job” (p.19).   

 

The aspect of learning in relation to workplace currency, particularly when linked to a desire for 

promotion, is a consistent theme within much of the research and often seemed to precipitate 

learning.  The research study by Shields (1995), for example, investigated in part the phenomenon 

of learner self-efficacy within a workplace setting and returned many positive correlations with 

levels of adult self-esteem and job status.  Similarly, Bennett (2004) found that learner goal 

activities were initiated to acquire better jobs, to achieve career development opportunities, to 

meet new people or to relieve boredom and also just for the pleasure of learning.  Further, Bennett 

found that what motivates students to enrol in formal learning programs is related to their 

perception of their own academic ability developed from a positive learning history.  Where, 

however, low self-esteem or low perception of academic ability were formed, Bennett found that 

students were less likely to enrol in further study. 

 

On a similar theme, Wlodkowski (2004) suggested that creating motivating learning environments 

for adult learners was a challenge due to the variety of perspectives, experiences and different 

ways of understanding they bring to the learning event.  Wlodkowski developed a model which 

suggests that several conditions are required for adults to develop an intrinsic motivation for 

learning, including “a respectful learning atmosphere, a ‘favourable disposition’, and ensuring the 

learning was something of value to the learner” (Wlodkowski 2004:146).  Wlodkowski also 

argues that successfully engaging learners in the learning environment also includes emphasising 

the relevance of the learning event to the learner and providing the learner with some challenge.  

He believes that learner experiences are both conscious and subconscious, and that their memory 

of learning environments, if positive, enhances their engagement in subsequent learning 
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environments.  Wlodkowski (2004:146) suggests: “if subconscious association with the [learning 

environment] itself is positive...motivation to learn...is compelling”.  Resulting impressions about 

the learning environment, he argues, are ‘multidetermined (sic)...from cognitions, feelings, and 

actions that are inseparable from memory” (p.146).  Wlodkowski’s work, therefore, strongly 

supports the thesis of this study: that perception of self as a learner impacts upon and underlies the 

motivation to learn as well as the learning outcomes.  Adults have to see themselves as personally 

endorsing their own learning, and people strive to determine their lives as an expression of their 

deepest beliefs and values.  Learning is no exception.  

 

Research conducted by Coutinho (2006) found that “self-efficacy was the strongest predictor of 

performance” (p.1).  She suggested that researches have tended to focus individually on variables 

such as metacognition, achievement goal orientation, learning style and self-efficacy in relation to 

performance, rather than considering the way these variables interact to form a single learning 

framework.  Coutinho suggested that self-efficacy refers to the learners’ belief in their ability to 

perform a task, and that students will expend the effort to perform a task if they believe they have 

the ability to complete it.  Further, she suggested that “people with minimal or inflated self-

efficacy tend to perform poorly...relative to people with optimum self-efficacy” (Coutinho 

2006:4).  For Coutinho, metacognition is best described as a student’s perception of their progress 

in class – a perception, she says, that could alter their study habits considerably.  In this sense, 

metacognition is closely related to self-perception in that it directly relates to the adult’s knowing 

of oneself as a learner and of their perception of their ability to perform certain tasks.  

 

Apte (2009) explored a framework with which to assist in transformative learning outcomes for 

participants by enhancing reflection of facilitators.  He investigated the affect of facilitators 

attempting to shift participants’ frames of reference by using provocative empathy, conversation, 

ideas, and questioning to evoke a new realism for participants in the learning environment.  Apte 

found that facilitators are  “‘continually making choices about how to navigate through the 

perception of participants and their ideas, and confirming, stretching or challenging participants’ 

‘frame of reference’ “ (p.179).  He concluded that facilitators must become “empathic 

provocateurs” who understand the relevance of a participant’s existing “personal history [and] 

personal stories” (p.180).  It can be argued that, for participants with low self-perception as 

learners, transformative learning may be more confrontational than Apte suggests, and that people 

with high self-perceptions may be better disposed to interact, discuss, debate and defend their 

existing ideologies more fervently than participants with lower self-perceptions.  Acknowledging 

this possibility, Apte proposed various solutions including, talking about the change, staying with 

the participant during the change (pacing the response), assisting the development of a new 
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perspective and supporting the participant through “tentative steps and experimentation” (Apte 

2009:185).  Apte also acknowledged that a key aspect for facilitators driving transformative 

learning is that they may also experience their own transformative learning and may have to alter 

their own assumptions and accept new emerging possibilities.  Consideration of both the 

facilitator and participant are essential to the development of successful learning outcomes and 

both are important in the learning equation.   

 

Pfahl and Wiessner (2007:9) investigated the capacity of adult learners to evoke the “meaning of 

their lived experience through storytelling”, suggested adult learners may advance their 

development.  Story-telling, they argue, not only assists the learner but provides facilitators with a 

powerful understanding of the learner’s history (p.10).  The premise is that by using the human 

tendency for listening to and telling stories, the communication between learner and facilitator 

transgresses any awareness of power in that relationship.  This is particularly important as story-

telling alleviates the literate requirements of written expression, providing a greater capacity for 

interaction by all in the learning environment, regardless of level of literacy.  Pfahl and Wiessner 

suggest that story-telling is “unrelated to educational level” (p.11) and is particularly relevant for 

a group with diverse backgrounds and experiences.  They suggest that what story-telling 

establishes is a “‘conscious perception of reality through direct and indirect participation in 

events” (Pfahl 2003:507 cited in Pfahl & Wiessner 2007:10).  For Pfahl and Wiessner, story-

telling is a powerful mechanism for building self-perception as a learner, and in turn, for 

enhancing learning outcomes.  

 

Stone (2008) investigated the impact of university study on a group of mature-age students. 

Stone’s research participants were predominantly from lower socio-economic backgrounds with 

minimal education or positive experiences with study.  Using a qualitative, narrative research 

paradigm with in-depth and semi-structured interview techniques, Stone found that many of her 

participants expressed their feelings in terms such as “anxious…out of my 

depth…frightening…very overwhelming…” (p.275).  Lack of encouragement from family, a 

general expectation for women to marry at a young age, and a sense of not being ‘smart enough’ 

were consistent findings from Stone’s research.  Further, reference was made by most participants 

to the incidence of negative schooling memories impacting upon their perception of self as a 

learner.  An interesting assertion made by Stone (but not able to be directly addressed in the 

current study) is that the impact of negative support and personal concept is more evident among 

women than men.   
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In 2008, Daniels published an article reporting her post-doctoral research involving mature-aged 

women in VET.  Daniels, like Stone, chose to investigate her topic through the use of stories and 

narrative inquiry.  Of relevance to this study were her conclusions that learning success was 

heavily influenced by “previous negative experiences of education” (p.97) and that “learning is a 

contextualised experience, developed in negotiation with other parts of people’s lives” (p.101).  

 

Research by Helterbran (2007) specifically investigated informal learning for mid-life learners 

with less than a degree in education.  Helterbran probed mid-life learners’ beliefs with regard to 

self-direction, motivation to learn and self-efficacy, by examining their attitudes to their own 

learning.  He concluded that adults predominantly seek learning for “an enhanced self-image” and 

for “forging their own learning paths” irrespective of their past learnings (p.15).  He also 

concluded that adult learners exhibit “an overarching belief that they were generally efficacious” 

when speaking of their career strivings, and the uncertainty or fear of learning (p.12). 

Interestingly, Helterbran concluded while adult learners display an ability to recognise when tasks 

are beyond their control, motivation and cognitive or physical abilities, they do not consider this 

to be a demonstration of a low or negative self-efficacy but rather to be a positive affirmation of 

their capacity to understand their personal limitations.  In contrast to most contemporary 

literature, Helterbran concluded that adult learners do not exhibit any diminishing enthusiasm for 

learning regarding age, life experiences (crises) or occasional lapses in confidence, and in fact 

argued that the reverse is evident in that learners tend to hone and redirect their efforts, with 

mistakes being viewed (retrospectively) as positive learning opportunities.  Again contrary to 

most of the literature, Helterbran also found supporting evidence that previous disappointments 

“acted as a ‘springboard’ to stimulate more effort” (Helterbran 2007:12).   

 

Dack et al. (2009) suggest that ‘self-efficacy, causal efficacy, self-esteem and self-evaluations 

about areas of a person’s life’ are prone to positive or negative conditioning.  For them, the 

relationships between actions and outcomes are noted as determinants for the development of a 

‘cause and effect disposition’ from the event.  They also suggest that the originating situations or 

relationships may be manipulated and alter the degree of cause and effect by the individual, 

consistent with the concept of ‘learned helplessness’ (Dack et al. 2009).  These findings raise the 

question whether learned helplessness could be linked to the development of negative self-

perception.  Hamm (2009), for example, suggests that the traditional development of personality 

(his definition of which is very close to that of self-perception as used for this study) primarily is 

influenced by family, culture and social involvement.  He goes on to argue that the disillusion of 

the family unit may place more emphasis on the role of societal norms in the development of 

personality and self-perception, and indeed, may provide significant opportunities to develop as a 
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learner through “potentially traumatic disappointments, and learning of frustration tolerance 

necessary for self-differentiation’ (Hamm 2009:58).  The concept of identity for adults, he argues, 

is the projected image of self, and if that image and self-realisation has developed without 

supporting family structures, then representation may be enhanced as a form of protection.  A 

person who exhibits a confident and outwardly self-effacing persona may, in fact, have low self-

perception, and may simply be presenting “a sort of psychological window dressing’ (Hamm 

2009:59).   

 

 

Informing the research questions: conclusions from the literature 

 

The key research questions for this study are: 

 

1. What experiences most influence the perception of self as a learner? 

2. What aspects of self-perception promote the development of self-directed learners? 

3. Can self-perception change, and if so, how?  

4. Can an understanding of self-perception by a learner improve their learning processes and 

outcomes? 

5. Is self-perception linked with conscious interaction?  

 

The primary purpose of this literature review was to interrogate the existing literature and research 

in order to provide information and insights relevant to the five key research questions.  This 

section summarises the key information and insights gained through that interrogation of the 

literature. 

 

In the review of the literature I presented significant and relevant links from a broad range of 

writings.  Several of the key concepts exploring links between perception of self as a learner and 

learners’ experiences are summarised below.  One of the elements found were the implications in 

the person’s power or status within the workplace according to others’ perception of their acumen.  

Boud & Solomon (2003) found a person’s own impression of himself or herself as a learner, and 

the naming of such, may negatively impact upon their repute within their organisation.  Wojciszke 

(2005) suggested our self-concept and understanding of our own competence (as a learner) may 

be linked to that which we perceive others have appraised as our ability and that this may guide us 

to attempt learning as part our self-interest and immediate well-being.  A related aspect of self-

concept, suggested by Okukawa (2008) pertained to learner’s constructs of attitude to learning and 

personal values.  It was also noted that the motivation to learn may be linked to perceptions of 
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existing competence as well as the scepticism for the reasons behind training and, in particular, 

how this may be reflected in increased workplace responsibility (Billett 2002).  The concept of 

knowledge as free-floating and accessible by exposure to the environment rather than a 

consequence of the training (Harrison 2003) also has relevance as it may depend upon the 

learner’s perception of their ability to learn from an information rich environment.   

 

Learning to learn appears to be a challenge for most people (Dealtry 2004) and the ‘knowing of 

having learned’ may only be half the journey with the meaning one brings to the process of 

learning also having an impact upon the approach to learning.  ‘Meaning’ is also context 

dependant and may not only impact upon the learner’s understanding of their own sense of self 

and identity and the value they place on the self but may also affect self-esteem and learner 

identity if undertaking the study as a mature adult (Waller 2002). The development of identity or 

self-efficacy may rely upon the incidence of formal training and may have a mediatory effect on 

learning (Orpen 1999) and its development also appears to be related to both the innate and 

learned sources (Maybury 2001).  There is evidence that self-concept is used in the estimation of 

career options (Schein 1996) with adults attempting to control and safeguard themselves in 

learning environments using intrinsic defence mechanisms (Illeris 2004).  Other links to learner 

self-perception appearing in the literature strongly suggested self-efficacy is related.  As far as 

Orpen (1999) was concerned, self-efficacy has a mediating affect upon the learner and, many 

years later (MacLennan 2008) spoke of self-efficacy as a learning process of perception.  

MacLennan suggested that failure occurs due to the irrational thoughts of the learner (MacLennan 

2008).  MacLennan, comparatively to my own interpretation of self-perception suggested those 

irrational thoughts are ingrained in a learner’s mind.  In my own previous research (Kling 2004), I 

also found evidence of links between learner history and current perceptions of ability.  My 

interpretation of the data was that a person’s self-perception would play a part in their seeking out 

and attempting new learning.  My findings were also comparable to those of Bennett who, at the 

same time (2004) found that a positive learning history contributed positively to a person’s 

likelihood for enrolling in academic study, as was the opposite effect.  Wlodkowski’s (2004) 

findings supported the emphasis of the self in the learning environment where he suggested links 

to memories of past learning environments as intrinsic and which develop subconsciously in 

association with the positive (or negative) experiences of the learner.  He found these perceptions 

affected learners’ current learning situations.  

 

The literature suggests that being exposed to numerous positive learning situations would allow a 

strong self-efficacy to develop, and that where more experiences are negative or unsuccessful this 

may also be reflected in future learning episodes.  However, we have also seen that the affect of 
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positive influences such as successful episodes and positive teaching methods may supersede the 

negative effects on a higher ratio than the actual events.  This suggests that where we may include 

good teaching techniques, engage and perhaps challenge learners, while providing a positive 

supportive environment, a progressively more positive self-efficacy will result (Coutinho 2006, 

Nielsen 2008 & Apte 2008).   

 

Several emphases were noted from the literature for both mature-aged learners and, in particular, 

women.  Daniels (2008) found that the learning is often based on a complex merge from many 

aspects of the person’s past and often these were negatively tainted with previous experiences of 

education.  Coupled with those results, Daniels (2008) commented on the added impact of 

inequity for women in the VET sector.  Similarly, feelings of fear and lack of encouragement or 

support from immediate family was concluded from Stone’s research (Stone 2008).  The impact 

of past histories on self-efficacy was also found to be of little effect for some adult learners. 

Learners with a sense of their own efficacy and an understanding that all events contribute to 

growth, in fact, perceived negative events, mistakes and setbacks as opportunities for 

development (Helterbran 2007).  Suggestions of self-perception with relation to learned 

helplessness and a portrayal of inflated self-image have some implications in the development of 

self-perception according to (Dack et. al. 2009 & Hamm 2009).  Clearly, there is a degree of 

complexity about adult self-perception and the affects upon learners not elucidated fully within 

the research literature.  

 

The emphasis of positive learning experiences and self-directed learning was also important to 

Hogg (2007) who described as his own learning journey from an engineer to an adult trainer.  

Hogg (Hogg 2007:25) stated training is often conducted without specific guidelines, and by 

people ‘with specialized (sic) knowledge but little background in adult education’.  Hogg 

suggested that what often happened was an unguided effort to foster self-directed learning.  He 

stated the ‘the problems associated [with] education and human psychology’ are more complex 

than ‘exact numbers [or] clearly quantifiable data’.  I mention Hogg’s self-reflection as it 

demonstrates that adult educators, apart from also being learners, often develop an understanding 

of self-perception with insight into their own learning history based on their experiences as an 

educator.  Hogg’s statements aligned well with the current results and my own understanding of 

self as a learner when he stated: 

 

“I have had more formal university classes in areas outside of engineering  
even before beginning the Adult Education program. I had expected to be  
more prepared than most to move rapidly into another field of study” 

(Hogg 2007:26).  
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Hogg’s summary of his own journey as an adult learner showed alignment with the development 

of self as a learner, when he commented ‘it has been a challenge and it has refreshed my 

perspective’ (Hogg 2007:26).  

 

Interestingly, in her article on alternative approaches to workplace assessment, Timma (2005) 

suggested that it is often the assessor (in the VET environment) who uses their impressions and 

interpretation of competence in determining the competence of others.  Would this suggest 

therefore that an assessor’s impression of self as a learner may also reflect that which they would 

like to see demonstrated in others?  When determining the competence of others, can we remove 

the subjectivity and humanness in the equation or is this what makes a realistic assessment?  

Timma (2005) stated that the process of determining competence could only be made by assessors 

who have become skilled in making valid and reliable judgements and she proposed a model (for 

in-house assessors) which included ongoing observations and discussions of the employee’s and 

skills transfer (Timma 2005).  I suggest that in the assessment environment the (self) perception of 

the learner is under the greatest scrutiny (by him or herself) and will, therefore, play an extremely 

important role in their negative or positive outward presentation of confidence, skill and 

competence.  This is what I suggest an inexperienced assessor may notice perhaps which further 

describes that which was suggested by Timma (2005) as the assessor’s impression.  I pose the 

following questions and statements in my analysis of the literature.  Could it be that within the 

assessment of competence from another’s perspective; lies the learner in all of us, and our self-

perception?  As I believe, could our self-perception unconsciously affect our development 

whether or not we are also assessors assessing the work of others?  Findings drawn from the both 

qualitative data analyses and survey results found that self-perception develops from either (or 

both) positive or negative historical or situational events specific to either past and current 

learning experiences, or both.  
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Summing up  

 

In summary, the literature review revealed several significant and relevant messages and findings. 

Much of the literature suggested learner self-perception is linked with many aspects of the adult 

learning environment with motivation and psychology featuring often.  The perception of self as a 

learner was found to be governed by bi-directional cycles where either self-perception would 

drive behaviour or that behaviour was the driving force for the development of self-perception.  

Learners’ reflection of their experiences from their immediate environment and past experiences 

determined the person’s self-reflection evolving in increasingly complex processes.  Reflection 

was found to be related to the behaviour exhibited in learning environments, which again drove 

further reflection of behaviours in subsequent learning events.  A balance between behaviour and 

reflection was suggested as the formula for effective learning.  Learners’ lack of understanding of 

what constitutes knowledge and skill coupled with assumptions that may overlook the 

significance of informal learning was seen as a precursor of low self-perception and several 

internal and external motivators were found to contribute to the motivation to learn.  A significant 

contributing factor in the development of self perception as a learner was suggested to be those 

motivators which encouraged learners to engage in further learning.  

 

The threat perceived from new learning environments and the learners’ perception of self were 

found to be related and an indicator of whether the person would initially attempt the learning.  

Arguments were presented which suggested adult learners are driven to direct their own learning 

and are self directed to learn when the learning is linked to their need to know something or 

perform new tasks.  It was also found that those qualities driving adults to seek learning resulted 

from a cultivated intrinsic attitude rather than an extrinsic motivation.  Yet conversely those adults 

with a lack of confidence in their ability or self as a learner were less likely to successfully seek 

out relevant learning opportunities. 

 

One of the key elements found was that developing the self as a learner may be dependent upon 

the person knowing what actually constitutes learning.  Yet, conversely, naming oneself as a 

learner was seen to carry implications of being a novice which could adversely affect the person 

being included in the environment.  A differing finding suggested that the portrayal of 

competence would demonstrate the notion of self-perception and competence which were both 

correlated to self-identity and self-esteem.  Thus the personal assessment of adults regarding their 

ability to learn was seen as a duality.  
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It was suggested that one of the greatest challenges for adults learning to learn was to be able to 

construct positive reflections from their learning experiences.  Several aspects related to the 

perceptions of self as a learner and which may increase this challenge were framed as being 

adaptive, in achieving goals and in interpreting the impressions of self and self-worth within a 

learning environment.  The ability to form these impressions was found to be related to the 

persons’ consciousness of self as part of the social constructs that may exist in a given 

environment.  It was found that this awareness may be context driven and therefore not a static 

situation adding more complexity to the behaviour the learner exhibits in the environment they are 

faced with.  This was also found to impact upon the learner choosing to learn and one’s ability to 

gain autonomy within the learning environment.  Many authors suggested that a desirable transfer 

of skills was related to the societal influences within learning environments.  

 

Another term within the literature was self-confidence, which was framed as the ability of learners 

to put forward their own ideas, to recognise areas for improvement and for being able to ask for 

help and to be able to challenge the views of others.  Correlated strongly with confidence was the 

person’s perception of self, formed by previous successes in learning environments.  However 

self-confidence could be counteracted where the learner makes an inaccurate evaluation of self, 

either overestimating or underestimating himself or herself.  It was also found that learners will 

reject or distort what does not correspond with their own evaluation of the environment in an 

attempt to make the situation match their impression of self.  

 

Self-efficacy was found to be linked to a learner’s belief in their ability to perform and a high self-

efficacy was linked to both the confidence to seek learning opportunities and achieving successful 

learning outcomes.  On the other hand it was found that people may convince themselves they are 

unable to learn and as a consequence this may override their will to try and early learning 

experiences were found to be an indicator for the perception of ability. It was found that the 

development of self-efficacy or self-perception may have a mediatory effect on learning and 

which may also be responsible for learners’ current perceptions of ability.  However being 

exposed to numerous positive learning events may be a precursor for the development of a strong 

self-efficacy.  It was also found that learners with a positive self-efficacy may perceive negative 

events simply as mistakes, setbacks or an opportunity to develop. Overall it appears the 

development of a perception of self as a learner is a complex merge of many aspects and that this 

degree of complexity is yet to be fully explored within the research literature. 

 

The following chapter, Chapter 3, provides an explanation of the methodology and research 

design adopted for this study.  
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CHAPTER 3 – Methodology and Research Design 
 
 

Introduction 

 
This study investigates the relationship between self-perception and adult learners’ motivation, 

self-directedness and learning outcomes.  Little previous research has been identified that relates 

to the nature and impact of that relationship, and so the research described in this thesis is an 

exploratory case study that primarily seeks to provide insights into whether self-perception 

influences the learner’s predisposition to seek out and value learning.  As a consequence, a 

constructivist-interpretive qualitative paradigm which incorporates significant elements of 

grounded theory, ethnography, symbolic interactionism and phenomenology was chosen for the 

research methodology.  This approach is preferred because it focuses on exploration and 

understanding rather than on description and explanation (Creswell 1998:15 & Chamaz 

2005:508).  

 

 

Interpretive research 

 

The qualitative interpretive approach to social science research focuses on developing an  

“empathetic understanding of the everyday lived experience of people in specific settings” 

(Neuman 2006:75).  It is based on the philosophical perspective that social life “exists as people 

experience it and give it meaning” Neuman (2006:77).  As Minichiello et al. note (2000:10): 

“Qualitative researchers seek to uncover the thoughts, perceptions and feelings experienced by 

informants.  They are most interested in studying how people attach meaning to and organise their 

lives, and how they, in turn, influence their actions”. 

 

Qualitative interpretive research uses inductive reasoning as opposed to deductive reasoning 

which characterises the positivist paradigm.  Its focus is on feelings, emotions and reactions as 

reported and explained by the participants of the research.  As a consequence, this study does not 

begin with an hypothesis to be tested (as is characteristic of the positivist paradigm): rather, it 

begins with a topic to be explored using inductive reasoning.  Interpretive researchers collect and 

analyse data using a range of qualitative tools in order to construct a model or theory.   Neuman 

(2006:76) describes this process as a “systematic analysis of socially meaningful actions” through 

interviews and observation in order to achieve “understandings and interpretations of how people 

create and maintain their social worlds”.  Interpretive qualitative research, according to 
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Minichiello et al. (2000:10), allows the researcher to “gain access to the motives, meanings, 

actions and reactions of people in the context of their daily lives”. 

Symbolic interactionism 

 

The association of the interpretive paradigm with symbolic interactionism dates back to the 

Chicago School of Sociology in the 1920s (Minichiello et al. 2000:2).  Symbolic interaction is a 

distinctive philosophical approach that emphasises the role of meaning in social experience 

(Chenitz & Swanson 1986:ix).  The focus for symbolic interactionists is on the meaning that 

people attach to events.  How a person attaches meaning is personal to each individual, and 

determines their response to the events the person encounters.  

 

Mead (cited in Chenitz & Swanson 1986:4) suggests that “it is in social interaction that the 

individual achieves a sense of self.”  According to Blumer (1969:2), there are three criteria that 

govern this interaction:  

 

1. human beings act toward things on the basis of the meaning things have 

for them; 

2. meaning of such things is derived from, or arises out of the social 

interaction that one has with one’s fellows; and 

3. these meanings are handled in, and modified through, an interpretive 

process used by the person in dealing with the things he encounters. 

 

Symbolic interactionism asserts that people create meaning from their experiences through social 

interaction with an event or person in a particular situation.  The symbolic interaction researcher 

needs to have an understanding of the world of the participants so that they can “learn their 

interpretation of self in the interaction and share their definitions” (Chenitz & Swanson 1986:7).  

 

 

Grounded theory 

 
Grounded Theory is an approach in which theory emerges iteratively and systematically from the 

data collected.  This is in contrast to empirical research approaches in which a theory is postulated 

or hypothesised, and then data are collected to test or validate the theory.  Strauss and Corbin 

(1998: 12) contend that theories that emerge through a grounded research approach “are likely to 

offer insight, enhance understanding, and provide a meaningful guide to action”.   The following 

elements define a grounded theory approach (Strauss & Corbin 1998:9-10): 
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a). the need to get out into the field to discover what is really going on; 
b). the relevance of theory, grounded in data, to the development of a 

discipline and as a basis for social action; 
 

c). the complexity and variability of phenomenon and of human action; 
 

d). the belief that persons are actors who take an active role in responding 
to problematic situations; 

 
e). the realisation that persons act on the basis of meaning; 

 
f). the understanding that meaning is defined and redefined through 

interaction; 
 

g). a sensitivity to the evolving and unfolding nature of events (process); 
 

and 
 

h). an awareness of the interrelationships among conditions (structure) 
action (process) and consequences. 

 

 

Grounded theory is usually part of a mixed-method research design as it primarily complements 

other research methods, rather than replaces them (Chenitz & Swanston 1986).  In particular, 

grounded theory is usually interlinked with two other qualitative approaches: phenomenology and 

ethnography (Creswell 1998). 

 

 

Phenomenology 

 

The focus of phenomenology is on the meaning that people themselves attach to everyday events. 

As such it supports the symbolic interaction paradigm.  Carole and Swanson (1986:4), suggest 

that: “Both phenomenology and symbolic interaction are concerned with the study of the inner or 

‘experiential' (sic) aspects of human behaviour, that is, how people define events or reality and 

how they act in relation to their beliefs”. 

 

Phenomenology focuses on how human beings understand their world through direct experiences.  

Reality, therefore, is different for each individual, and depends on the way that each individual 

has interpreted experiences and events.  For phenomenologists, truth is a product of direct 

experience, even though the experiences are themselves personal and subjective (Littlejohn & 

Foss 2005).  Feelings, emotions, aesthetics, previous experiences, knowledge and institutional 

culture, as well as cognition all interact to create meaning (Gubrium & Sanker 1994).  The 
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meanings that individuals attach to events may not be similar nor necessarily accurate in the 

objective sense.  Discrepancies and paradoxes existentially represent reality for the experiencer.  

The primary aim of a phenomenology, therefore, is to discover and describe the meaning that the 

experiencer attaches to the experience. 

 

 

Ethnography 

 

Like phenomenology, ethnography focuses on direct interaction within a natural setting in order to 

learn about and understand their activities, actions and experiences.  Neuman (2006) suggests that 

people display their culture best in their natural settings through what they say and do.  

Ethnography, he says, is about making explicit the tacit knowledge that individuals use everyday 

in everyday settings.  It is about making inferences that go beyond what is explicitly seen or said 

to what is understood as meant or implied. 

 

Ethnographers use rich, detailed description of how individuals make sense of their activities and 

environment in a quest to describe explicit or tacit cultural knowledge (Geertz 2003).  

Ethnomethodology requires the researcher to immerse herself deeply in the culture under 

investigation in order to develop an understanding of the norms and the assumptions that define 

what people do.  It is based on the axiom that observed behaviour, of itself, does not convey 

meaning. Rather meaning must be inferred and thus must focus on what is intended or implied.  In 

a sense, ethnographers deconstruct events and behaviours and then put them back together in a 

way that makes explicit tacit cultural knowledge. 

 

 

Case study 

 

Stake (2000:436) defines a ‘case’ as a “specific, unique, bounded system” that becomes the basis 

for purposeful sampling and qualitative inquiry.  Case study, he says, “is not a methodological 

choice but a choice of what is to be studied” (Stake 2000:435).  Case study involves collecting 

comprehensive, systematic, and in-depth information about the system under investigation. 

 

Case study research is based on analytic rather than enumerative induction (Neuman 2006); that 

is, the focus is on capturing the complexity of a single or small number of cases rather than the 

capacity to generalise to all or most cases.  Case study research emphasises the depth rather than 

breadth of knowledge and understanding.  It is about “the particularity and complexity of a single 



 

 44 

case, coming to understand its activity within important circumstances” (Stake 1995:xi).  Case 

study research seeks to “demonstrate a causal argument about how [certain] forces shape and 

produce results in particular settings” (Walton 1992:122). 

 

Exploratory case studies are conducted when “researchers lack a clear idea of the problems they 

will meet during the study ... or need to develop concepts more clearly” (Cooper & Schindler 

2006:143).  Exploratory case studies are particularly useful when there has been limited previous 

research around a topic, where speculation and theory rather than evidence currently informs 

thinking.  Exploratory case studies can provide powerful insights that can guide subsequent 

detailed research. 

 

 

Sample 

 

Purposive sampling was used to select potential participants for this study. The aim of purposive 

sampling is not to select a representative sample of the population under investigation, but rather 

“to identify purposive cases that represent specific types of a given phenomenon” (Minichiello 

2000:140).  The sample for this study was purposefully selected on the basis of adults who may 

have had experiences with learning.  Participants with at least five years work experience, and 

who were currently, or had previously been, involved in a learning program related to their work, 

were selected.  The exclusion criteria were based on the same conditions.  For convenience, the 

sample was drawn from participants attending training conducted by the researcher.  In order to 

select as diverse a sample as possible, participants were selected from a cross-industry training 

program.  

 

After purposively choosing the initial set of potential participants for the study, theoretical 

sampling was then used to guide data collection.  Participants were selected from the purposive 

list as the inquiry progressed, and not in a predetermined order.  

 

Strauss and Corbin (1998:201) define theoretical sampling as: 

Data gathering, driven by concepts derived from the evolving theory and  

based on the concept of making comparisons, whose purpose is to go to  

places, people, or events that will maximize opportunities to discover 

variations among concepts and to densify categories in terms of their  

properties and dimensions. 
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Theoretical sampling is a process that continued throughout the study, where analysis guides the 

sampling process and data collection (Strauss & Corbin 1998).  Purposive sampling allowed the 

researcher to derive categories of interest for the study.  Subsequent theoretical sampling allowed 

the researcher to verify, develop, densify, and refine those categories (Strauss & Corbin 1998).  

The sampling was guided by the concepts that emerged from analysis and that appeared to have 

relevance to an inductively emerging theory (Strauss & Corbin 1998). 

 

Theoretical sampling involves the observation of groups with a view to extending, modifying, 

developing and verifying theory (Burgess 1984, cited Minichiello et al. 2000).  Theoretical 

sampling, according to Denzin and Lincoln (2000) assists the researcher in defining the properties 

of the categories and to identify the context in which these are relevant.  Further theoretical 

sampling extends to specifying the conditions under which the categories may expect to be 

visible, suggesting that the sample may include environments and events which support the 

development of theory (Denzin & Lincoln 2000).  

 

Over a twelve-month period participants attending a public training course were invited to 

participate in the research.  Participants had no prior contact with the researcher, or prior 

knowledge of the nature or purpose of the research study.  The public training program was a 

cross-industry standard and not aligned to any particular industry, so participants from a broad 

representation of the workforce attend the course.  Potential participants were provided with a 

cover letter detailing the intention of the study, a consent form, a list of possible questions, ethics 

approval notification and complaint information (Appendices A and B).  The final sample size 

employed during the period of the study was 66, comprising 30 females and 36 males.  Biographic 

details were provided by the 60 respondents who completed survey questionnaires during the 

study.  Appendix E provides a table detailing the characteristics of the 60 members of the sample 

who completed surveys questionnaires.  The key features of the sample are: 

 

Number of respondents was 60, all members of the same public cross-industry training program 
 
 Median age of the sample was 41 years 

 50% of the sample was female and 50% female 

 51% of the sample were business people (white collar workers) 

 All of the participants were in some level of employment.  93% of the sample were in full 

time employment.  Three participants (5%) were in part-time employment, and one 

participant was in casual employment. 

 68% of the sample had been employed for more than ten years 
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 25% of the sample held a Certificate as their highest qualification, 11.5% a Diploma, 

21.6% an undergraduate degree, 21.6% a post-graduate degree, and 20.3% a Senior School 

Certificate. 

 

 

Data collection 

 

Data collection for this study included in-depth interviews with the sample of adult learners, 

researcher observations, and survey questionnaires.  

 

In-depth Interviews 
 

Chenitz and Swanson (1986) defines an interview as an extended conversation for the purpose of 

collecting and validating ‘rich’ data.  The aim is to gather personal narratives obtained in the 

“social, dialogical context of the interview” understanding that the language between the 

participant and the interviewer “is not exclusively public and true” (Tanggaard 2009:1500).  

Similarly, Kaufman (1994) suggests that the purpose of conducting an interview is to collect 

information in the participants’ own words in order to elicit description and detail.  Interviews 

assist the researcher “to acquire an in-depth understanding of how the participant creates meaning 

in everyday life.” (Neuman 2003:76). 

 

In this study, the researcher used the unstructured recursive model of interviewing and 

questioning as suggested by Minichiello et al. (1995:81) as “close to the ideal form of research for 

those researchers who follow the interpretive approach”.  The defining characteristic of this form 

of interviewing is the informal conversational tone used by the researcher with the interviews 

themselves best described as ‘guided discussions’.  

 

Rapport building is a critical process if the interviewer is to understand and identify with the 

participants’ world.  Bandler and Grinder (1979, cited in Minichiello et al. 1995:80), for example, 

argue that: 

 

Rapport with another person is basically a matter of understanding their  
model of the world and communicating your understanding symmetrically. 
This can be done effectively by matching the perceptual language, the 
images of the world, the speech patterns, pitch, tone, speed, the overall 
posture and the breathing patterns of the informant. 
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Good rapport with the researcher allows the participants to feel more comfortable when 

communicating, and thus more likely to reveal their feelings, in part because they will consider 

that their thoughts and ideas will be respected and valued.  This, in turn, increases the quality and 

authenticity of the data collected (Minichiello et al. 2000). 

 

A number of authors (Strauss & Corbin 1998, Minichiello, Fulton & Sullivan 1995, & Kaufman 

1994) argue that interviews should be given structure and direction through the use of an 

interview guide which contains a set of general questions, topics and issues.  The interview guide 

is, however, just that – a guide.  The researcher must be ready to make significant amendments to 

the guide as the interviews progress and new concepts emerge.  As Strauss and Corbin (1998:205) 

note: “To adhere rigidly to initial guidelines throughout a study as is done in some forms of both 

qualitative and quantitative research, hinders discovery because it limits the amount and type of 

data that can be gathered”. 

 

Interview strategies are critically important for encouraging participants to continue talking or to 

explain in more depth. Minichiello et al. (1998) recommend the use of a recursive model for in-

depth interviews that incorporates a conversational approach, a respect for the individual nature of 

each participant, and a process where the content of each prior interview influences the direction 

of each subsequent interview.  The major strategy employed to guide the interviews in this study 

was ‘funneling’ (Trochim 2000).  This involves the interviewer initially using broad, open 

questions on the general topic area, and then increasingly refining the questions to obtain more 

specific information in order to understand specific issues at deeper and deeper levels (Swanson 

1986). 

 

Another interview strategy used for this study was story telling. Story telling allows participants 

to retell past events in their own words and on the basis of the aspects that have embedded 

themselves most in their memory.  The data from story telling is “often rich and descriptive [and] 

valued precisely for its closeness or fit with reality” (Minichiello et al. 1998:85).  

 

A number of probing questions were used to support the above strategies.  Probing questions are 

designed to motivate participants to give more information or detail. The most commonly used 

type of probe is the ‘nudging probe’ (Minichiello et al. 1998) which involves the interviewer 

remaining totally silent or making ‘encouraging sounds’ such as “mmm” or “ahh”.  Other nudging 

probes include those that ask for the next event, for example “…and then?” or “tell me more”, or 

those that ask for more detail or clarification, for example, “I don’t quite understand.  Can you 
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explain? ”, or those that request explanation, for example “Why? How come?” (Schatzman & 

Strauss, cited in Swanson 1986:72).  

 

In-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted on a regular basis from May 2006 to March 

2008 with a sub-sample of seven participants.  Four people volunteered to participate in the 

interviews and another three were purposively selected and agreed to participate.  As each 

participant was provided with the Participant Consent Form (Appendix A) and the Participant 

Interview Coversheet (Appendix B).  These forms described the research and the expectations of 

the participants in detail.  Five participants were interviewed in the training rooms where they 

indicated they felt comfortable, while two participants requested interviews to be conducted in 

their own workplaces due to travel constraints.  

 

Interviews were structured around the following common set of introductory open-ended 

questions: 

 

1. Can you tell me, in your own words, about your past and current experiences of learning 

generally and learning on-the-job? 

2. Tell me about your learning at work and how you embarked on learning opportunities – 

how did you feel? 

3. Tell me about you and your learning history – at work or otherwise. 

4. Tell me about your workplace learning opportunities – how did you feel prior to, during 

and after the learning? 

5. Tell me about your history with learning – go back perhaps to school or your recent adult 

learning – how did you embark on the learning, and how did you feel? 

6. Tell me about yourself as a learner – tell me what you do when you are faced with new 

learning experiences? 

 

Appendix G provides a detailed mapping of the interview questions, providing the rationale for 

each question, its links to the research questions, and the particular information sought by the 

interviewer.  
 
Information was collected during the interviews by both an audio recording device and by note 

taking by the researcher. 
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Observation 
 

In addition to in-depth interviews, the researcher acted as a participant observer of participants 

both during their training course and during their interviews (with respect to ‘body language’). 

This allowed the researcher to collect parallel data to that formally obtained in the interviews as 

well as to observe the context and behaviour of participants with respect to learning.  Davis 

(1986:64) argues that: 

 

The basic premise underlying field research is that there is 

interconnectedness between the environment in which a phenomenon 

occurs and how that phenomenon is perceived and experienced by those in 

the environment. 

 

Participant observation is about observing participant behaviour and responses in the environment 

in which they usually operate, rather than in ‘experimental’ researcher-contrived environments.  A 

participant observer explores social meanings and multiple perspectives in their natural 

environment (Neuman 2003). In this research participants are observed in either their training or 

their workplace environments.  

 

The researcher can adopt a range of roles for participant observation, from the ‘outsider looking 

in’ to “being a complete insider who has ‘gone native’ ” (Creswell 1998:125).  In the course of 

this study, the researcher gradually changed roles as her role as researcher became more accepted 

and integrated into the lives of the participants.  She moved from an outsider, observing in a 

strongly objective manner from an outsiders perspective, to an insider who had to a significant 

extent become socialised into the participants’ culture and thus was able to perceive events from a 

significantly different point of view (Neuman, 2003).   

 

This approach, recommended by Creswell (1998), is common in ethnographic studies. 

 

Observations were made of the behaviours, body language and social and learning interactions of 

all people involved in the study, and in particular, those involved with the in-depth interviews.  
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Guiding questions for the observation included: 

 

 What factors appear to enhance or undermine self-perception as a learner? 

 What factors appear to motivate adults to engage in effective learning? 

 Does there appear to be a relationship between self-perception and the nature and quality 

of learning outcomes? 

 What appears to be the role of context?  

 What learning model appears most likely to motivate adult learning and why? 

 

In the particular context of the interviews, the important focus of observation relates to the ability 

of the interviewer to reconstruct the participant’s reality through the process of listening to verbal 

accounts of their experiences and ‘seeing’ events in tandem with the participant’s descriptions.  

Throughout the interviews, the researcher observed the body language and sub-verbal language 

represented throughout the interview.  ‘Sub-verbal language’ refers to the fluctuations in tone, 

pitch, pace, projection and tense evident in the descriptions participants provide of events in past 

or present environments.  These aspects were recorded after all interviews as observation field 

notes.  This method ensured the ethnographic context was maintained and also added to the 

contextual description and analysis. 

 

Survey 
 

Survey results were gathered through an adaptation of Osgood’s semantic differential scale 

technique (Millon, Lerner & Weiner 2003) with Appendix D providing the survey questionnaire.  

The scale was reversed from the first question as a stop-check ensuring participants were reading 

the questions.  Bipolar scales based on semantic opposites and the relevant intervals devised for 

this research are outlined below for online surveys questions, and including examples of several 

semantic descriptions.  Survey results were analysed and coded similarly to that of the interview 

data but are also presented with graphs depicting both descriptive statistics and correlations within 

and between data.  

 

Table 2 - Semantic differential scale and survey questions (presented below) provides an 

overview of the survey questions and a brief description of the intervals within the range for each 

question.  The semantic descriptions are general examples of the upper and lower concepts 

underscoring the questions.  The analyses from the semantics, often referred to as relational 

analysis, determined the relationship between identified concepts and measured incidences of 
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these concepts within the text.  These incidences and relationships were also analysed using 

Leximancer software.  Generally there are three categories for relational analysis including affect 

extraction, proximity analysis and cognitive mapping.  Affect extraction is used to describe an 

evaluation of the proposed underlying emotions driving the response.  This method is useful 

where the researcher also observes the participant as it is difficult to draw emotional inferences 

from text alone.  Only clearly stated and obvious emotions within the survey data were treated as 

affect terms.  Affect extraction, however, featured often within the interpretation of the interview 

data and field observations for this research.  Proximity analysis refers to measuring the co-

occurrence of concepts found within the text, whereas concept mapping refers to the relational 

analysis represented in a visual form.  Denzin and Lincoln (2000) also suggested that the two 

main social science traditions used to analyse interview data are conversation analysis and 

discourse analysis.  Conversation analysis has become recognised as the primary method for 

social interaction and where the researcher accepts that words are not a representation of reality 

but rather, according to Denzin and Lincoln (2000), the mechanics of the conversation and how 

words link together provides the meaning or reality.  These links and meaning are derived from 

the treatment of text often used in either conversation analysis, discourse analysis or other 

ethnographic methods.  Using Leximancer software analysis, many of the links and meanings 

underpinning the interview text were extracted and discussed.   

 

The semantic scale used against the survey data assumed the interval descriptions would be either 

similar to that perceived by the participant or relatively closely aligned (see Table 2 below).  

Although interval descriptions were not provided on the survey forms to ensure the survey 

appeared uncluttered and easy to use, motivating participants to complete it, it is assumed 

participants have a general understanding and experience with ranked questionnaires.  The use of 

the neutral option in the survey questionnaire is two-fold.  To allow the participant the option of 

not being forced to make a decision between a more positive or more negatively ranked answer 

and, although there is no assurance that the midline answer is neutral (as it may be due to 

reluctance to decide, not being relevant or applicable to their situation for example) to remove the 

resistance not to answer at all where the midline is not an option.  As this research did not intend 

to utilise any other quantitative analyses than descriptive statistics, a neutral answer would not 

impact upon any results, such as the deviation from the mean.  Responses were merely reported, 

with any non-responses affecting the median responses evaluated against the mean obtained.  

Using a midline also allowed the participants to ‘be’ neutral as several of the questions were 

leading (unlike those expected for true quantitative research).  The questions within the survey 

were designed to complement those recorded within interviews and questions were pre-empted to 

elicit key responses.  An advantage of using a survey method is the real-world relevance of the 
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data gathered due to the inaccessibility of participants other than those close to the researcher.  

Surveys, according to Denscombe (2001) are structured and purposeful with a wide and inclusive 

coverage.  Although access to surveys was only provided to participants attending training, the 

possibility of snowball sampling allowing a wider sample population access to the surveys was 

optional.  A disadvantage of the survey method used within this research may be that checking the 

accuracy or honesty of the responses was not possible due to the anonymity of the respondents 

(Denscombe 2001).  However, an advantage of using an anonymous sample is that the responses 

obtained add insights and depth to other data (Minichiello et al. 2000).  Qualitative research data 

relies on non-probability sampling methods which often include theoretical and snowball 

sampling (Minichiello et al. 2000).  The text analysis performed on both the interview data and 

survey responses examined the words, sentence structures, ideas, meanings and even what was not 

said (or answered).  This approach permeates the social sciences and the results from analysing 

text are eventually combined into conceptual models and theories, explaining the phenomena 

under investigation (Denzin & Lincoln 2000).  This research utilises the description of themes, 

ideas and suppositions evident in the data gathered and compares these across each individual’s 

response, within sample participants in each group, and across all texts gathered.  The analysis of 

the survey data features in chapter 4 of this Thesis; while an outline is provided in Table 2 below.   
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Table 2 - Semantic differential scale and survey questions 

 
Semantic Differential Scales  

Survey questions and descriptions of each interval in the range 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Q1. When faced with a need to learn new information, what is your level of 
worry? 
Very 
worried a lot, somewhat, neutral, some, little Not worried  

Q2. What do you consider is your ability to learn? 

Very low quite low, low, neither low or high, high, quite high Very high 

Q3. How well do you remember information? 
Not very 
well a little, not much, neither, somewhat, quite a lot Very well 

Q4. When learning something new – I find it easier if I have an opportunity to talk 
about it... 
Not 
normally quite, some, neither, some, quite  Always 

Q5. I prefer to have visual information to assist my learning... 
Never not often, occasionally., neutral, occasionally., often, Always 
Q6. I need to consider each step in learning new information before moving on... 
Never not often, sometimes, not sure, occasionally, often Always 
Q7.  I enjoy the challenge with learning new information...  
Never not often, sometimes, not sure, occasionally, often Always 
Q8. Rate your own perception of yourself as a learner... 
Difficult quite, not really, neither, some, quite  Easy 
Q9. Do you visualise the learning environment and your interaction in it prior to 
attending? 
Never not often, sometimes, neutral, occasionally, often Always 
Q10. I can remember what I learned at school.... 
Never none, some, not sure, a bit, a lot Always 
Q11. My learning at school was a bad experience.... 
Never not ever, sometimes, neutral, often, many times Always 
Q12. Learning I have undertaken has an adult has been very enjoyable... 
Never not ever, sometimes, neutral, often, many times Always 
Q13.  Learning I have undertaken as an adult has been very difficult.... 
Never not ever, infrequently, neither, sometimes, frequently Always 
Q14. I will deliberately seek out and attend learning opportunities... 

Never not ever, occasionally, not deliberately, often, 
frequently Always  

Short answer questions 
Q15. Can you tell me, in your own words, about your past and current experience 
of learning on-the-job... 
experiential learning, mentoring, coaching, transfer of skills, competence,  
Q16.  Can you describe how you feel (have felt) when required to learn a new 
process for your job? 
perception of self as a learner, changing self-perception 
Q17.  Please describe what you do prior to attending a training/learning program... 
perception of self as a learner 
Q18. Has your self-perception of yourself as a learner altered over time? If yes, 
please explain how you believe this occurred... 
changing self-perception 

Semantic 
Descriptions 

 
 
 

Disagree 

Negative 

De-motivating 

Uncomfortable 

Worried 

Stressed 

Major 

Unimportant 

Struggle 

Never 

Impoverishing 

Unknown 

Confusing 

Unpleasant 

Hard 

Bad 

Low 

Incomplete 

None 

Q19. Do you have any comments you would like to add? 

Semantic 
Descriptions 

 
 
 

Agree 

Positive 

Motivating 

Comfortable 

Relaxed 

Unworried 

Minor 

Important 

Calm 

Always 

Enriching 

Known 

Clear 

Enjoyable 

Easy 

Good 

High 

Complete 

All 
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Minimising researcher bias 

 

The adequacy and credibility of the data collected and analysed in qualitative research studies is 

difficult to establish because, unlike quantitative research, the qualitative paradigm does not have 

rigorous mechanisms for confirming levels of reliability and validity (Chenitz & Swanson 1986).  

The level of subjective observations and analyses in qualitative research makes it particularly 

vulnerable to researcher bias (Miles & Huberman 1994).  It is, therefore, important to establish the 

steps taken by the researcher to minimize the impact of researcher bias on the study (Charmaz 

2005).  Denzin and Lincoln (2005:22) summarised this well when they commented: “All research 

is interpretive; it is guided by the researcher’s set of beliefs and feelings about the world and how 

it should be understood and studied”. 

 

In order to minimise the effect of researcher bias, the methodology for this study employed the 

steps suggested by Creswell (1998) for maximising the reliability, validity, credibility, 

transferability, dependability and confirmability of qualitative inquiry.  First, the researcher 

maintained a detailed reflective journal throughout the study in order “ to re-examine her own 

interpretations, unstated assumptions and presuppositions as they became apparent over the course 

of data collection and analysis, and to question the consistency and authenticity of what was 

recorded” (Weatherley 2010:90).  Second, comprehensive field notes were kept during interviews 

and training sessions involving the participants that clearly identified the impressions that the 

researcher formed at the time, thus minimising the need to rely on memory.  Third, throughout the 

study, the researcher continuously challenged the consistency of her own interpretations by 

seeking alternate explanations.  This process was designed to ensure that the researcher was not 

collecting and analysing data according to pre-conceived self-fulfilling prophecy (Strauss & 

Corbin 1998).  Fourth, the researcher drew heavily on sources outside her study in order to 

validate impressions and interpretations.  In particular, the researcher talked with peers and other 

researchers about her ideas and consulted with her supervisors regularly.  Fifth, a “bricolage of 

methods” (Denzin & Lincoln 2005:4), including in-depth interviews, observations, and surveys 

was used to triangulate information and to confirm consistency of interpretation.  Sixth, the 

researcher regularly shared her thinking with participants, asked to verify conclusions and to 

identify areas in which they believe she had “got it wrong”.  Finally, by incorporating story telling 

methodology into the research design, the researcher was able to consider the ‘view from the other 

side’ when reviewing and analysing observational data. 
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Analysis of data 

 

Two primary methods were used for the analysis and interpretation of the data collected through 

the interviews, surveys and observations: subjective thematic analysis and computer-aided 

software analysis (Leximancer V3.07).  

 

Thematic analysis as described by Leedy in (1997) involves “identifying the common ‘themes’ 

(sets of related issues, suggestions or perspectives) that emerge from an holistic analysis of the 

complete set of data available to the researcher” (Smith & Clayton 2009:9).  The initial phase of 

thematic analysis involves coding the data from the interviews, observations, surveys and 

reflections on the basis of preliminary concepts.  The reason for developing these codes is to bring 

themes from deep inside the data to the surface (Charmaz 2006, Neuman 2003; Strauss & Corbin 

1998).  The coding of data in subjective thematic analysis is largely derived from the researcher’s 

experiences and background with the topic and, although highly subjective (as the title implies), is 

argued by many researchers to be a legitimate option for inductive theory (Denzin & Lincoln 

2000, Minichiello et al. 2000, Bouma 2000, Bannister et al. 2001).  

  

According to Denzin and Lincoln (2000) using ethnographic software programs to analyses 

qualitative data allows the researcher to identify and correlate predominant factors, search for 

subjective meanings, and relate the outcomes to “objective social structures” (p.824).  An 

interactive model of the data analysis model used in this research is depicted in Figure 1 below.  
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Figure 1 - Research model  
 

 
 
 
The model of the qualitative analysis above shows the timeline starting from the data collection 

stage of the research and, as such does not include the research proposal preparation time.  It 

depicts the three methods of data collection with each of the downward curved arrows, indicating 

interview, observation and online surveys.  The upward (darker) arrows depict the data reduction, 

analysis and coding performed systematically over the research period.  The fading in the 

downward arrows depicts the data becoming saturated until no new concepts are evident.  The 

fading in the upward (darker) arrows depicts the reduction of data and focus narrowing to several 

key theories.   The double-sided arrows demonstrate this data reduction with progressively drawn 

conclusions.  Where both arrow types overlap, this indicates the progressive review, comparisons 

and correlations performed during the research period for both data collection and data reduction.   

The ethnographic software program used to analyse qualitative data for this study was 

Leximancer V3.07.   

 

The Leximancer software program is designed specifically to analyse text and extract thematic 

links.  The tool was used to provide concept maps delineating primary and complex relationships 

derived from comparative analyses performed on the interview data.  The significance of themes 

was represented both in two dimensional random fractals as well as concept maps and relative 
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counts (percentage incidences of coded themes).  Diagrammatical and graphical representations of 

several of the relationships between words evident in the interview transcripts were also 

demonstrated using concept maps.  All were concluded with an analysis and discussion of 

possible meanings derived from relationships evident. 

 

The computer analysis was performed after the initial examination of data with the use of 

selective, focused coding and line-by-line coding, which illustrated several relationships between 

the ‘learning history’ of the participants and their current self-perception as learners.  Recurrent 

and consistent themes were coded against phrases and words in context and comparisons 

elucidated several themes and links between participants’ responses.  Many key concepts became 

apparent within the analyses.  The coding of terms related to or linked with self-perception was 

derived from my experiences and background with the topic and, according to many, is a 

legitimate option for inductive theory (Denzin & Lincoln 2000, Minichiello et al. 2000, Bouma 

2000, Bannister et al. 2001).  The decision rules (Trochim 2002) for coding were developed with 

the grouping of semantically similar terms and structurally similar sequences throughout the data.  

The process of selecting texts and extracts involves the judgement and discretion of the 

researcher.  The use of verbatim quotes illustrating why the text was extracted and coded along 

with protecting the anonymity of each participant, yet providing descriptions to differentiate 

between participants, are also paramount to the analysis of interview data (Denscombe 2001).  

The qualitative data was explored to find the meaning and the way people understand events and 

circumstances within their lives and the interpretation of the patterns of behaviour focusing on the 

aims of this research.  

 

The following chapter, Chapter 4, provides the findings from the interviews, observations and 

surveys employed for this study.  
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CHAPTER 4 - Data Analysis and Findings 
 
 
Introduction 

 
The purpose of this chapter is to present and discuss the research findings from the analyses of the 

data gathered for this study in order to provide insights into the research questions posed.  Several 

key findings and aspects of interest are extracted from the data supporting the proposed themes 

and issues emerging from this research along with the complete data sets provided in the relevant 

appendices.  The structure of this chapter follows an analysis of data obtained through interviews, 

surveys, informal observations and ends with a computer analysis of these data.  

 

Data extraction 
 

The analysis involved the process of delineating data obtained from interviews, observations and 

field notes into its relevant parts and, without losing a grasp on the whole, breaking the texts down 

to reveal elements, characteristics and terms that made up the structure of the language.  This 

process determined how the constituent parts came together and analysed language combinations 

and ‘language trees’, all of which all form speech.  The analyses of the data also included 

extracting references to, and influences upon the development of idiosyncratic speech, of 

environmental, cultural, historical or educational situations.  Associations evident from the 

reduced data were further described as concepts, themes or patterns.  Analyses similar to a 

conditional matrix (Strauss and Corbin 1990, cited in Denzin & Lincoln 2000:783) which is 

described as a set of concentric circles with each level corresponding to a different unit (or code) 

and the centre of each circle representing an action and interactions to outer rings of other circles 

which depict larger structures such as international or national concerns.  Although not 

exclusively used in this research, an adaptation of the concentric circles analysis was utilised in 

describing the method for the theories developed and is outlined in the Figure 1 (Research 

Model).  Visual displays flowcharts or maps which communicate the concepts visually for readers 

along with the analyses of data are provided to support the findings (Denzin & Lincoln 2000).   

 

The analyses also utilised an examination of data with the use of selective, focused coding and 

line-by-line coding, to determine the relationships between learners history and current self-

perception.  Many key concepts became apparent within the analyses due to the recurrent and 

consistent themes within the data.  The coding of terms of self-perception analysed were derived 

from the researcher’s experiences and background with the topic which is a legitimate option for 

inductive theory (Denzin & Lincoln 2000, Minichiello et al. 2000, Bouma 2000 & Bannister et al. 
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2001).  The decision rules (Trochim 2002) for coding were developed with the grouping of 

semantically similar terms and structurally similar sequences throughout the data.  This process of 

selecting texts and extracts involves the judgement and discretion of the researcher (Denzin & 

Lincoln 2000).  To illustrate and support the coding yet clearly differentiate participants, verbatim 

quotes are provided throughout the analysis (Denscombe 2001).  The data was explored to find 

the meaning and the way people understand events and circumstances within their lives in the 

development and interpretation of the patterns of behaviour relevant to this research.  An analysis 

of the data was also performed utilising the computer software program (Leximancer V3.07) with 

a comparison between the computer analyses and that of the researcher’s coding.  

 

Interviews 
 

The interpretation of the interview transcripts was performed utilising both the recording of the 

interview and the researcher’s observation within the interview.  This section however discusses 

only the interview data.  Interviews were recorded using a small device pictured below (Sava 

Media Voice Recorder, Model No. SR-38ON).  This device was barely noticeable on the table.   

 

 
Source: http://www.fpni.com.hk/bookpic2/NH1763.jpg 

 

The use of a separate microphone was not required due to the inbuilt microphone.  The concerns 

with recording interviews were not evident with any of the interviews, with no apparent 

nervousness, vulnerability or any other behaviour indicative of being uncomfortable evident from 

the participants (Minichiello et al. 2000).  The recording instrument was very reliable with only a 

couple of words from all interviews being inaudible.  These gaps were noted in the data but did 

not detract from the overall meaning or continuity of transcripts as many missing words were 

obvious within the context of the sentences.   Recordings were transcribed using a half speed 

playback to enable every word to be documented with punctuations and annotations added to 

indicate the end of sentences, exclamation, pauses and other verbal nuances.  The interpretation of 
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the interview environment is dependent upon this type of careful precision (Minichiello et al. 

2000).  

 

Coding interview data 
 

Categorising and coding, according to Denzin and Lincoln (2000:780) is the ‘heart and soul of 

whole-text analysis’ (italics in original) and that the fundamental tasks associated with these 

processes are designed to identify themes from which to construct models for testing.  Categories 

or code lists are useful in this process as they list, define and organise data into the hierarchies 

evident in language, which is also consistent with the description of selective, or focused coding 

as described by Denzin and Lincoln (2000).  The categories and codes identified from interview 

data are discussed under each heading below.  

 

Appendix F provides a full description of the interview techniques used with an explanation of 

how the interview questions align to the research premise. Appendix G provides a verbatim 

transcript of all interview recordings and Appendix H, a detailed list of the researcher’s 

observations during each interview.  

 

The categories defined by the research data are as follows:  

 

 personal change 

 perception of self as a learner (related to low or high self-perception), and 

 motivation to learn (related to understanding of ability) 

 

By analysing the definitions of the self provided by the interviewees it was possible to draw 

several comparisons from the data confirming that development of self as a learner impacts upon 

learning outcomes and the adult’s motivation to attempt further learning.  Participants are identified 

only by their age and gender with each subsequent response by a particular participant recognised 

accordingly.  
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Personal change 
 
 
Several incidences drawn from interview statements were categorised as defining personal 

change.  Personal change was seen as an important factor in the development of a perception of 

self as a learner, based on the process of learning being a type of change.  

 
Personal change was categorised from language relating to the following:  

 

 comments indicating a knowledge of change 

 comments indicating recognition of the ‘self’ in the change process 

 comments indicating recognition and either a positive or negative perception of how the 

‘self’ would endure the change 

 comments suggesting change resulting from external pressures (others) 

 comments suggesting change resulting from internal pressures (self) 

 any comments with historically referenced examples  

 any comments with prospects of future change 

 

The following excerpt from one interview demonstrates how a change of career impacted upon 

the person’s perception of ‘self’ and of their understanding of the learning process.  This 

participant had just described how he faced new learning environments without fear and provided 

the following responses to the ensuing questions from the researcher:  

 

You enter the learning environment without an exact understanding of the expectations but are 
ready to face anything… 
 

“…I have to look at what is detrimental and what may come back 
and bite me. You have to go throw a little bit of caution to the wind  
even if it means going a little bit off the track…” 

 
And;  

 
How has this worked for you in the past? Say for a new job or new role within a job? 
 

“I went from a sales person into an owner and I came from probably a 
 background to when I was in charge of other people anyway who  
I had a bit of - you know- knowledge of how to talk people…  
everyone has a different way to achieve…” 
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The statements above show knowledge of change, and an understanding of the ‘self’ in the 

process of change.  There is also a positive reference to the ‘self’ in handling the inevitable 

change.  This participant also went on to add:  

 
“…everyone told me I have no idea and am never going to do it –  
and this got under my skin and it was a bit of a challenge for me to  
strive and that’s what happened - it was a turning…” 
      (Male, approximate age 40 – 50) 

 

The interesting finding here is that where a challenge is perceived to be detrimental to the 

person’s image of the ‘self’ it may initiate personal change.  There also seems to be a greater force 

if that judgment is from an external source.  This participant’s comments are well aligned to the 

internal motivators such as self-esteem, recognition and self-actualisation that are suggested by 

Maslow (cited in Kearsley 2010). 

 

Similarly, the following excerpt confirms relationships to personal change in his statement in 

response to the opening interview statement from the researcher:  

 

Tell me about you and your learning history – at work or otherwise… 

 

“… I started out in hospitality in an industry which is very interesting 
 and is - is one of those environments or workplaces a lot of people go 
 into and not many survive…” 

 

This response suggests this person has an understanding of ‘surviving’ through (future) change. 

The participant’s response also supports a recognition of ‘self’ in that process of surviving 

change.  Other statements by this participant show further language indicative of personal change 

and learning, with a consciousness of how that occurs, in the following comment:  

 

“…even with external trainers – you can usually ask more questions to  
actually get the information in a way which is more suitable – which  
has held me in good stead for educating me…I am conscious of that…” 
 

The statement above and the following comments by the participant supports the category of 

personal change as well as aligning to the findings of Boud and Solomon (2003) who suggested 

that people will name themselves as learners by interpreting and understanding their identity 

within the norms and values that exist in various environments and in other’s impressions of them.   
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“A lot of time it turned out to be the expectations I placed on myself – 
 unrealistic ones – because - people say that I  am anal retentive –  
what they mean is that I try to be too much of a perfectionist … so 
 things take longer for me to do as I am not happy … pressure  
environment and you have to actually just say ‘look I just have 
 to stop it will have to do’ – and then you actually get the results  
and feedback back with comments it has actually been more than  
adequate and it’s been beyond the expectations…” 

and, 

“I think that is the nature of life – for me the nature of change –  
for me I don’t see myself in a single industry forever… yes I  
certainly see myself being able to merge into a more different role…” 
      (Male, approximate age 30-35) 

 

Evident also in the comment above is the recognition of the ‘self’ as well as both the internal and 

external forces to perform through a process of personal change.    

 

Responses received from another interviewees found several of the key aspects categorised as 

personal change as is demonstrated in the responses to the following question:  

 

Tell me about yourself as a leaner – tell me whatever you like - about you and what you do 
when you are faced with new learning experiences? 
 

“I am happy to be put into a situation of told to get on with it – but 
I kind of need that backup of knowing exactly what they expect –  
so getting the learning or training then I can do what they expect…” 
 

This participant recognised their own ability to adapt to change and learning.  She went on to 

make several statements which appear to show a strong understanding of the ‘self’ in the process 

of personal change, her knowledge of historical aspects of ‘self’, external pressures to change, and 

her own learning style, with:   

 

“I used to think that I would never be able do it – that I am  
useless even now I think that…– I didn’t really feel the need to 
 do the study – I did it because I had to…” 
 

“but I have kind of changed in the fact that me as a person wanting 
 to do it rather than opposed to having to do it…” 
 
 
“I now think not to give myself such a hard time – and actually just chill  
out – whatever is going to happen will happen – I am a very much a 
 perfectionist and that sort of comes out in everything I do and in my work - 
so if I can’t do it to the best I can do it then I will not be  able to sit back  
and say well I did the best that I could – not I should have done this or  
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should have done that…” 
 
and, 

 
“I can’t see myself not studying…” 
      (Female, approximate age 25-35) 

 
 
Interestingly, comments from this interviewee also indicated she placed importance on both her 

own understanding of the self as a learner but that she recognised this ‘self’ may behave 

differently within different learning environments.   

 
 
Perception of self as a learner was categorised from the data relating to the following:  

 
 

Perception of self as a learner 
 

Perception of self as a learner was categorised from language relating to:   

 

 comments ranking the ‘self’ as a learner 

 comments recognising how the ‘self’ interacts in the learning environment 

 comments describing the learner ‘self’ in either a positive or negative premise 

 comments relating to how the person believes others’ perceive them as a learner 

 comments suggesting how the person recognises a change in the learner ‘self’  

 any comments relating to personal motivation related to past judgements of self or future 

success of self 

 

Responses received from several interviewees below provided examples indicative of several of 

the key aspects categorised as demonstrating a perception of self as a learner. All responses below 

were in answer to the following opening question:  

 

 “Tell me about your workplace learning and how you embarked on new learning opportunities 
- how did you feel prior to the learning, during and after?” 
 

“I can actually get into training courses myself and learn that  
way – like with my Masters…” 
 
“I have never really stopped learning. Every single year I have done a new course or 
some learning, because I always have a yearning to learn something useful – I may never 
use it but is good to still have that knowledge...” 

 (Female, approximate age 25-35) 
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The comments above are related to the definition of the self as a learner, linking to elements of 

perception of self as a learner. They also provide alignment to the elements of personal change. 

Another participant provided the following response to the question above: 
 
 
“There is a fear factor of course – ‘what if I can’t ‘ – I think? Then I look at people who 
have gone before me and I think I can achieve”,  

(Male, 42) 
 

These comments seem to indicate reference to the perception of self as a learner in relation to 

what others’ abilities are (i.e. ranking self). This learner also added: 

 

“I was always in the top classes and never really did any homework 
 or anything and just cruised through and got accepted to Uni…”  

(Male 25-35) 
 

The understanding of self as a learner and a positive perception of self are evident in this 

comment: 
 

“I always think of outcomes - good and bad - and try to relate it 
 to a scenario or give myself a couple of different scenarios of  
how it could go and also to look back at previous situations and  
at that outcome of what happened or where it could have gone…” 

(Male, 40-50) 
 
 

The perception of self as a learner is described as explicitly related to past experiences and of 

change of perception with reflection of previous outcomes: 
 

“I actually have to change how I am actually trying to learn it…”  
(Female 25-30) 

 
 

There seems to be a clear understanding of self as a learner and of how that perception can 
change:  
 

“I find I work better under that environment under stress rather than 
 an open-ended environment purely because you have to get on and you  
can actually drive toward it and you always know there is a light  
at the end of the tunnel…” 

 (Male, 35-40) 
 

This demonstrates a positive perception of self as a learner and perhaps some change to get to this 

realisation: 

“Having to diversify I am not afraid of learning and I have had a  
range of other jobs and learned different skills throughout life…” 

 (Male, 40-45) 
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This person describes themselves with a clear perception of how the self as a learner has changed, 

progressing from a lower self-perception to a high self-perception: 
 

“I don’t know - sort of really - not had that much of a struggle - its just my  
ability to apply myself…when I was younger I just couldn’t be bothered 
I was lazy - but now I have the drive to go  and do it is now the time” 

(Male, 30-35) 
 
 

Indicating a clear perception of self as a learner and changed self perception: 
 

 

“I learn by clarifying; by recalling things; by getting feedback  
and by listening …other people speak about it which consolidates it …” 

 
and 
 

“I avoid training if I can’t see the value in it… I prefer non-formal training 
I can access my training myself now – I don’t wait for the organisation 
I will source if myself…I read extensively – soak up…I want to do it”  
      (Male, aged 42) 
 
 

These comments describe the self in the learning environment and align to the concepts of both 

personal change with a very clear understanding of the perception of self as a learner: 

 
 
“I suppose you as the teacher and you as the student we need to  
work out what works for me and or how to teach me and I have to 
learn how to learn from you and if you are successful in working  
that out and me – then I am probably going to learn and succeed  
more if it does happen and if it doesn’t happen then I can see myself…” 
 
“I was prepared that this course is a lot for me because I’m  
not a academic – you know – I don’t act academic is not my forte –  
I am a visual and an hands on thrown in the deep end and come out 
 the other side – you know – and that’s my point…” 
 
“…but I am looking around the room and I see peoples’ responses 
and that and what we are doing and I can see there are people 
that are similar to me..” 
 
“I haven’t done the theory side of things as much as what other 
 people in the class have…” 

(Male, approximate age 40 – 50) 
 

 
These comments indicate both an understanding of the learning environment in response to the 

participant’s identification of self as a learner (and also as the learner in relation to others). 
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The description the participant provided below in response to a prompting question, resulted in a 

description that shows an understating of the perception of self as a learner in both a positive and 

negative light but also provides a good insight into how the person prepares for the learning 

environment in relation to either a good or bad outcome.  These comments align with the 

definitions for both the perception of self as a learner and personal change.  

 
Can you tell me about your experiences in your background and how you have faced 
learning for your jobs? I am interested in how people change and learn for their work. Can 
you tell me a history or story about how you learn and what you do when faced with new 
learning (when related to your job)? 
 
 

“I always think of outcomes - good and bad - and try to relate it to a scenario  
or give myself a couple of different scenarios of how it could go and also  
look back at a previous situations and at that outcome of what happened or  
where it could have gone...” 

 
 
And the participants closing statement:  
 
 
 

“I think in the long term I – well I have come here to be successful –  
which will probably take me longer than others but that is not something that  
is going to be a surprise to me...”  

(Male, approximate age 40 – 50) 
 
 

This participant was describing both how he recognises (albeit retrospectively) how he performs 

in light of his own definition of a successful learner – a perception of self as a learner.  He also 

seems to describe with a certain resolve that he is not expecting his perception of self as a learner 

to change – yet his thoughts fade off with an unfinished comment hinting that perhaps he has 

sensed the prospect of personal change - with his comment below... 

 
 

“I know how to use it (points to computer) what would take some one 15 minutes 
 may take me a day – or a couple of hours to sort through it and to find things – 
 through different methods myself – I might…..” 

 
 
In response to the following question, the participant below provided several key definitions of 

perception of self as a learner.  The question posed was:  

 
 
There are different types of learning involved there - which one of those did you find suited 
you the best? 
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“Out of all the different styles – looking at university studies,  
hospitality on the job etc – for me …hands on that was the most appropriate  
and reinforced the learning that had occurred…” 
 
“I always try to look at things from a logical perspective – 
I try to break things down into bite size chunks or pieces –  
to make it feasible – if it is not you have to take it from – 
 the entire task perspective – yes it does look daunting 
 and yes it can be…” 

(Male, approximate age 30-35) 
 
 

These comments indicate an understanding of self as a learner, as does the following: 
 
“As an age thing I see that I am probably never going to stop  
learning and I quite enjoy it…” 

(Male, approximate age 50) 

   
In answer to the following question the same participant commented: 
 
 
If you had to face a learning environment where you had no previous knowledge in - what 
would you do? Have you done this?  
 
 

“I will go about preparing myself and so have a preconceived 
 idea about what I need to know and what I need to ask to ensure 
I can keep up…” 

(Male, approximate age 50) 
 

An indication of the preparation requires for learning and again a clear understanding of self as a 

learner is the response to the following question:  

 
 
When you were faced with this learning what did you do – in preparation if any – how do 
you feel? 
 
 

“I’m auditory really as a leaner – never take notes – just read through  
the PowerPoint later as a recap…” 

(Male, approximate age 50) 
 
This learner understands and has named their own learning style and went on to demonstrate a 

understanding of how their perception of self as a learner has changed over time with the response 

to the following question:  

 
 
How do you perceive yourself if you are faced with a learning environment you expect will 
stretch you? 
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“I like a challenge – I think I have probably got the – if I was  
going to study  medicine I might struggle a bit but – you know –  
I don’t really have too much of a drama with it and maybe that’s  
because of my experiences that I have learned that I could  - 
I don’t have too much of a drama with it – I wouldn’t like to  
be doing it as a seventeen year old I don’t think a lot of them get 
 through it  I – I think it is probably better with life’s experiences…” 

(Male, approximate age 50) 
 
The following participant provided many descriptions of self and their own impression of their 

learning history, ability and probable future growth.  In response to the question:  

 
 
Why did you start learning and what drove you to it?  
 
 

“I probably would have left in year 10 as I wanted to be a professional  
fisherman actually. I worked on the weekend and holidays in a trade  
I ended up picking up. I really didn’t like school and then I went  
on to learn a trade. Adult learning after school – I learned through 
 my trade and I really learned quickly. A year and a half into my trade  
I was running the show, driving the trucks etc. I learned out of necessity 
and I was quite good at…”  

(Male, approximate age 30-35) 
 

This learner provided both an historical perspective which demonstrates an understanding of the 

development of a perception of self as a learner as well as providing a rich description of what 

that perception of self represents.  The same participant also mentions how his perception of self 

as a learner has altered in response to the following question:  

 
 
If you had to face another formal learning how will you face it?  
 

 
“I may have changed my view a little bit though because of the formal  
learning I am now involved with… [and].. I will probably ask  
someone and if I don’t get the answer I want I will do a search  
on the internet…” 
 

 

Comments from another participant also consolidate that perception of self as a learner was quite 

predominant from the interview data: 

 
How do you go about ensuring you are learning?  
 
 

“I learn by clarifying; by recalling things; by getting feedback  
 and by listening...” 
 



 

 70 

“Voluntary participation you will really get a lot out of...” 
 
“A lot is to do with who delivered the training... 
“You develop a relationship with the trainer...  
 
“An external provider is a better environment for learning because you 
can take a risk in the external environment like – asking silly questions –  
and not feel like a goose in front of peers...” 

(Male, aged 42) 
 
This participant is describing himself in terms of what he knows of the way he learns as well as 

the impact the environment (including the trainer) has upon his learning self, comments which 

align to the premise that comments recognising how the ‘self’ interacts in the learning 

environment and comments suggesting how the person recognises a change in the learner ‘self’ 

show the recognition of and self-perception of self as a learner: 

 
 
What do you do if you have to learn something new? 
 
 

“If I can read from the beginning to the end the whole course – 
 then I can put it into perspective and understand what is coming up –  
If I can’t do that I find it difficult to put it into perspective…” 

(Female, approximate age 25-35) 
 
The theme, motivation, was categorised from the data in accordance to the following categories:  

 
 

Motivation  
 

Motivation with regards to perception of self as a learner was categorised from comments relating 

to:   

 

 comments stating personal reasons for learning 

 comments which indicated forces driving the person to learn, and  

 comments describing either a positive or negative motivation to learn. 

 
 

Participants clearly stated both negative and positive reasons to learn along with underlying 

intrinsic motivations to learn.  The perception of self as a learner was found to be an overriding 

factor regardless of negative motivation.  The following responses were in relation to the 

question:  
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 “Tell me about your workplace learning and how you embarked on new learning opportunities 
- how did you feel prior to the learning, during and after?” 
 
 

“There are ramifications for not complying – such as 
 probation or IR ramifications…” 
 
“I believe that there is very little retention or very limited  
energy with this type of learning – it is about satisfying the 
 requirements – not about the content as much…” 
 
“I can access my training myself now – I don’t wait for 
the organisation..” 
      (Male, aged 42) 

 
 
These comments align to the elements suggested for motivation with the motivation to learn, 

being described as both negative and/or self initiated.  From the same participant, the following 

statements seem to indicate a clear motivation to learn for personal reasons:  

 
“I am learning this to improve my lifestyle and flexibility…” 
 
“When I am studying I will make the distinction between work  
and home – so I will actually get up and get dressed & keep a  
record of how long I study and monitor it straight away to correct it  
(if I find I am not studying enough)…” 
 
“I sense a whole new experience – and I am bored with the system to I  
will be very happy to do something else…” 

 
 
Woven into the stream of verbalised thoughts from the participant below are many of the concepts 

of motivation identified for this categorisation.  The question posed prior to this response, were:  

 

What you think of yourself in the future – what is your vision for yourself and I can hear you 

thinking the next steps are going to be interesting?  

 

“…some change is constant – this company we literally produce a new 
 release every six to eight months and we have to change from a software  
 perspective every day which keeps us on our toes – literally every day –  
 which is draining – but at the same time challenging in a good way – so  
 you never satisfy the – as to how that impacts careers or working life – you  
 can’t pre-empt I mean you can plan and try to shape things – you find a 
 input or a different impact – I think that is more feasible than was potentially  
 before – I look at my role with a company with 500 staff – we’ve got one 
 trainer -  I mean there is a lot of stress…” 

       (Male, approximate age 30-35) 
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Identified in this response are perhaps positive motivations based on the personal identity of self 

and that of the position held the company, and career aspirations along with perhaps negative 

motivation in related to stress. For example: 

 
 
Tell me about your workplace learning and how you embarked on learning opportunities - 
how did you feel prior to the learning, during and after? 
 
 

“Having to diversify I am not afraid of learning and I have had a  
range of other jobs and learned different skills throughout life and so…”  

(Male, approximate age 50) 
 
 

This response was identified as identifying self as a learner as well as indicating a positive 

motivation in relation to the understanding of self as a learner. The relationship between learning 

and motivation were also expressed by the following participant in relation to the question:  

 
 
How do you perceive yourself if you are faced with a learning environment you expect will 
stretch you? 
 
 

“That’s a hard one - I don’t know – sort of really – not had that much  
 of a struggle – its just my ability to apply myself – when I was younger 
 I just couldn’t be  bothered I was lazy  - but now I am not lazy and  
have the drive to go and do it is now it is the time – time is the commodity  
now that I don’t have…”  

 
and, 
 

“I am going to try to knock this over as soon as possible and then do  
an MBA and I was thinking of doing law or second degree in law…” 

(Male, approximate age 35-40) 
 
 

In these responses the participant identifies both the motivation from a personal perspective as 

well as those from external forces.  The participant below makes a statement about what he sees 

as the difference between external and intrinsic motivation from his response to the following 

questions:  

 
 
Tell me about your learning history maybe going back to school or your recent adult 
learning.  How did you embark on them and how did you feel? 
 
 

“I probably only learned as much as I needed to learn –  
what I put into it I got out of it…” 
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“I didn’t really want to do it – I realised I needed to do it but that  
style of learning to me is something I don’t often enjoy…” 

       
and,  
 

“A lot of the government requirements just cement my opinion about it …” 
(Male, approximate age 30-35) 

 
 
And lastly; a comment indicative of the type of motivation that may exist with a learner who has a 

high self-perception of self as a learner seems evident from the response below in answer to the 

following opening question:  

 
“Tell me about your workplace learning and how you embarked on new learning opportunities 
- how did you feel prior to the learning, during and after?” 
 

“If you have an interest in something then you will learn it…” 

 (Male, 50) 

 

This description suggests that, for this participant, learning is related to interest (motivation). 

 
 

As is visible in the excerpts above, the relationships between perceptions of self as a learner were 

found to exist in much of the data obtained from in-depth interviews.  Many comments made by 

participants also correlate to the findings of Velez (2006:15) who suggested an extrinsic 

motivation to learn may be ineffectual where the learner’s perception of self as a learner does not 

exist. 

 

Several challenges described by some of the participants were termed as personal struggles, lack 

of confidence, difficulties with training method, memories of past learning, dealing with change, 

and balancing learning and work.  These elements, however, were not included in further analyses 

due to the limitations with this study.  However, many respondents attributed negative 

experiences as a result of the environment, teachers and peers or a combination of some or all; 

with participants’ also indicating their own ability (or perceived ability) acts as a pre-determinant 

of their success.  

 
According to Merriam and Brockett (1997:129) ‘teaching-learning transaction is at the heart of all 

adult education practice’.  Suggesting a thorough knowledge of issues related to adult’s 

experiences would open the doors for better study options for (more) adults in the future.   
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Although several anomalies (which bear further investigation) were evident with the snapshot of 

this current research, it seems fair to state there is a consistency from participants’ interview data 

demonstrating how they attributed previous exposure to, and experiences with, learning 

environments as impacting upon their existing attitudes to learning.    

 
 

Comparisons with data from short answer survey responses 
 
 
The following section illustrates the comparison between the comments received from in-depth 

interviews and those provided through the anonymous online survey questionnaire (Appendix D). 

Participants are not identified within this discussion to enable a comprehensive and overall 

impression of the whole data set, however the participants are as those identified above. 

 

The data reported below are verbatim and have not been altered to correct spelling, syntax or any 

other errors.  As these data were obtained through the online anonymous surveys, the apparent 

‘emerging themes’ were noted by the researcher as part of the categorising and understanding of 

the type of data being collected.  The key point to note with the survey data is that each of the 

entries below are from a different participant for whom there may not have been any contact with 

the researcher or other participants, and the only known characteristics are those that were 

provided along with the date the survey was generated.  Not all short answer questions are 

provided within this discussion, as these are quite extensive, however the full transcripts of survey 

responses are provided in Appendices I and J.   

 

The example responses from the survey data provided below highlight quite remarkable 

similarities to the responses from the interview data obtained and discussed above.  

 
 
 
The extracted codes or categories for the survey results identified below are similar to those found 

within the interview data; and are as follow -  

 
 comments ranking the ‘self’ as a learner 

 comments recognising how the ‘self’ interacts in the learning environment 

 comments describing the learner ‘self’ in either a positive or negative premise 

 comments relating to how the person believes others’ perceive them as a learner 

 comments suggesting how the person recognises a change in the learner ‘self’  
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 any comments relating to personal motivation related to past judgements of self or future 

success of self 

  
 
The following question was closely linked to the sample requirements of this research; targeting 

people with a history of learning on the job (as would be expected by at least five years work 

history):  

 
 
Question - “Can you describe how you (have felt) feel if required to learn a new process for 
your job?” 
 
 

“Excited that I have the opportunity to learn a new skill but in  
the back of my mind I have a 'fear of failure' thought. Hence, I  
apply myself to the learning process and try to ask as many  
questions as possible to avoid this” 
 

[these comments appear to indicate a perception of self as a learner described in terms of the 

person ‘conversing’ with the self] 

 
 

“I do feel anxious as if failing to learn the new process without an  
opportunity to resit means losing my job - annoys me as I  
do not like to fail” 
 

[indicating a lower self-perception prior to entering a course - expecting outcomes based on 

previous history]  

 
 

“I am always worried about learning something new, as did  
not with to fail, Once I was participating I calmed down and 
 enjoyed myself” 
 

[indicating personal change of self-perception perhaps moving to a higher perception of self] 
 
 
 

“A little bit nervous, but confident” 
 

[again, indicating a change of self-perception with a tentative expectation of higher achievement]  

 
 

“Depending on what job and what I am learning - sometimes  
boredom / frustration; sometimes nervousness / worry over my 
 competence; sometimes interest” 
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[indicating an understanding of the self and a perception of self as a learner as fluctuating perhaps 

depending upon the environment or motivation (with interest and boredom)] 

 
 
 

“Excited that I'm learning something new but anxious about  
doing it correctly.” 
 

[indicating a perception of self with some negative self-perception]  
 
 
 

“Generally I enjoy training for job requirements and used to  
grasp things quickly. I have found that it now takes more effort  
on my part (age I think) and at times can be a little apprehensive  
until I can see were it is heading” 
 

[indicating a clear understanding of perception of self as a learner] 
 
 
 

“I have no problem with learning new processes as long as training 
 is comprehensive and there is a degree of mentoring or  
support available.” 
 

[indicating a clear understanding of perception of self as a learner and learning style] 
 
 

“Excited.....knowledge is the path to compassion, and understanding.   
Knowledge gives the opportunity to challenge the mind to look at  
things from a different perspective.” 
 

 
“I feel very enthusiastic, and take time and effort to learn the  
process and how it fits into the larger picture.  I ensure I learn a  
process well before making suggestions to improve it” 
 

[Both comments are similar to elements of motivation, knowledge of and a high self-perception as 

a leaner as well as an understanding of learning style] 

 
 

“Exhilaration, love the challenge of learning something new” 
 

[indicating both motivation and high perception of self as a learner] 
 
 

 
Similarly, several responses to another of the survey questions below provided links to the 

objectives and categories determined by the research, for the following question:  
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Question - “Please describe what you do prior to attending a training/learning program…” 

 
“Basically worry about not seeming like a complete fool with no ideas.  
So lots of pre-reading to prepare” 
 

[indicating a low self-perception but an understanding of learning styles]  
 
 
 

“I will have a quick read over any material found but won't stress 
 over it too much because that's what I'm there for - to learn.” 
 

[indicating a high self-perception and a motivation to learn] 
 
 

“Try not to get nervous. Try to look after health and to ensure am 
 able to operate optimally.” 
 

[this person has indicated a lower low self-perception,  perhaps even affecting health but an 

understanding of their own self as a learner]  

 
 
 

“This depends - if with peers I study as I don’t want to be made to 
 look stupid. Generally I do some work or reading before attending  
a training program” 
 

[these comments seem to indicate a slightly low self-perception and a measure of self in relation 

to the expectations of others]  

 
 
 

“Find out a little about what the training/learning might entail (topics, 
 units of competency etc) Travel planning so that I know where being  
held Try to find out the number of people attending. Ascertain type of  
learning set-up, eg small groups, individual, hands-on, etc. Ascertain the  
method of assessment (if required) - oral, short answers, project, exam etc.” 
 

[indicating an understanding of self in the learning environment with motivation to succeed by 

planning to learn] 

 
 
 

“Whenever possible, I would research the field or scan any pre-reading 
 material provided. If pre-reading is provided for information only, 
I will not read in detail - I prefer to maintain an open mind on detailed content. 
 I will only read thoroughly if the topic is of special or current interest, or  
there are tasks to complete” 
 

[again, a reasonable level and understanding of the self in the learning environment]   



 

 78 

“Do a little research unless there is a pre course package. I like to come 
in relatively open minded and not pollute the training” 
 

[This comment suggests a high self-perception and understanding of the behaviour of self in the 

learning environment]  

 
 
 

“I look forward to what the course is going to offer me so I often think  
about that, how I will be able to use it. I also think of any questions I may  
have, write them down and at the end of the course ask them if they haven't 
 been addressed throughout the course” 
 

[again, these comments are descriptive of a person with a high self-perception and knowledge of 

own learning style]   

 
 
In response to the following survey question:  
 
 
Can you tell me, in your own words, about your past and current experiences of learning on-the-job? 
 
 

“Most of my experiences of on-the-job training have been positive encounters.  
However the majority of training I felt was pitched at a lower level than it  
should have been. The delivery of this training has been 
 mostly 'death by PowerPoint” 

 

[these comments show someone with a lot of background with learning environments and perhaps 

positive learning experiences resulting in a high self-perception] 

 

“Have had extensive opportunity to learn as my employer was extremely  
proactive offering a lot of course and learning experiences on a frequent basis.  
With new positions I took on in the company I was always offered mentoring 
 and the tools too display my efficiency” 

 

[this person’s description of self as a learner is positive and they indicate they are an experienced 

learner (again with positive successes in learning environments)] 

 

“I learn more quickly by doing - i.e. visually, feeling (tactile) and operating.  
I was forced to complete courses with set subject - not fun at all!” 
 
“To grasp theoretical concepts, I like a clear explanation or the opportunity  
to calmly read and understand the information. If it is a practical activity e.g. 
 learning new software program or doing things a different way - I like to know  
why I am doing things this new way (re the theory behind it) and then have an  
opportunity to practice before I go online / deliver the produce in the real world…” 
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“I have had to do training which I don’t like. I find I can do it, but I don’t  
remember things that well. Other things I have learnt that I do really like -  
I get much more nervous and emotionally worried - which affects my ability to learn -  
often have issues around self-worth and competency” 
 
 
“A large amount of my experience is from on-the-job training (one-on-one). 
 I think it best fits my learning style” 
 
 
“I have found that I have learnt a lot quicker by actually doing as  
apposed to just being told. I find it a lot easier to retain the information”. 
 
 
”When presented in an interactive environment I have found learning 
 stimulating and experienced a more complete learning experience” 
 
 
“My experience is that if I did not seek to learn, others were not 
 willing to show me…” 
 

[the thread throughout these comments align well to the elements of having a  very clear 

understanding of the self as a learner  as well as history with different learning environments]  

 

 

“My best 'on the job' learning experiences have been when information has been 
 presented in a practical way, and opportunities to test this learning and discuss 
 has been integral. As I have almost always worked in a business environment, 
 most of the training has been conducted in-house” 
 

[this comment shows both an historical understanding of the development of self as a learner as 

well as the types of learning environments best suited to the person’s perceived concept of self] 

 

 

“My school experiences were very limited and in the most uninspiring.  
My education did not start until I left school and started work. All my 
 training was on the job until the early 80's when training really started to 
move into the workplace” 
 

[this participant indicates the change of perception of self as a learner and how the environment 

may affect learning]  

 

 

“I am quite a practical person and learn best seeing how the job is performed 
 and then performing it myself. I have found it difficult to complete complex 
tasks on verbal instruction only” 
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[an example of how the learner describes themselves and their perception of self as a learner in 

relation to learning styles and environment] 

 

 

“Past: Good experiences when 'fed' stretching work - felt achieving & stimulated  
Bad when dysfunctional environment/boss and not appreciated or respected. 
 Often lasted weeks to months before I left whether I had another job organized or not.  
Current: good experiences - I enjoy new experiences (often even difficult ones)  
and I am a fairly independent learner so cope well with finding my own way but  
prefer a supportive situation where I can ask questions if I need to and I can make 
 my own decisions without bureaucratic inhibiting people/factors - Bad experience  
for me mostly when not shown respect or freedom to solve problems or interact  
with people (many bureaucratic-style orgs)” 
 

[this respondent provided a very thorough and structured response to the question outlining 

clearly aspects of perception of self as a learner as categorised. The participant has also provided 

a description of how their perception of self as a learner altered in relation to new experiences and 

their understanding of those experiences aligning well to elements of personal change and 

motivation] 

 

 

In response to the survey question below several participants’ responses are categorised:   

 

Can you describe how you (have felt) feel if required to learn a new process for your job… 

 

“Excited that I have the opportunity to learn a new skill but in the back of my 
 mind I have a 'fear of failure' thought. Hence, I apply myself to the learning  
process and try to ask as many questions as possible to avoid this…” 

 

[this response shows aspects of low self-perception moving towards a change of perception of self 

as a learner] 
 
 
 

“I do feel anxious as if failing to learn the new process without an opportunity 
 to resit means losing my job - annoys me as I do not like to fail” 
 
“I am always worried about learning something new, as did not  
with to fail, Once I was participating I calmed down and enjoyed myself” 
 
“Anxious at first usually but once the new process has been revealed 
 usually feel excited about learning something new” 
 
“Excited, nervous, worried, keen, eager, frustrated” 
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“I find it to be a challenge and most of the time I feel excited.  Sometimes 
a bit apprehensive if it's around numbers” 
 
“slightly flustered, new processes seem to always be more complex and not as 
 good as old processes- fear of the unknown I suppose.   It is seldom that new  
processes are introduced with any "pre-training"/ preparation” 
 
 

[these responses are indicative of the participant’s perception of self as low prior to entering a 

training or learning environment but with some expectation of success] 

 

One of the key questions in the survey questionnaire was Question 18 as indicated below. The 

responses again provided good indications of the perception of self as a learner being strongly 

related to both successes and failures as well as aspects related to the environment, motivation and 

the expectations of others.    

 

Survey Question 18 was: Has your self-perception of yourself as a learner altered over time? 

If yes, please explain how you believe this occurred… 
 

“Yes, I am a more competent and dedicated learner. I have learnt more being an 
 'adult learner' than when I was a young student attending unit at the age of 17...” 
 
“I have become more analytical in my approach and are more aware of areas 
 I need to concentrate on to make the experience more worthwhile. I have also  
found my attention span has actually decreased so I need to talk more care to  
cover material outside of the training course” 
 
“I did worry about others' opinion about my abilities but as age and experience 
has shown me that others only worry about themselves. I don’t care any more  
about others' opinions of me...” 
 
“I personally had no self awareness as to how I learnt i.e. when doing a degree! Now 
 I know that I naturally prefer certain ways of learning and seek out info using y 
 preferred learner style.” 

 

[all of the above provide statements indicative of a change in perception of self as a learner and a 

cognitive understanding of that change and often an analysis of the reason behind the change] 

 

 

“I have always enjoyed learning and was a good student. My family has a  
philosophy regarding the need to be lifelong learners. For the most part 
 this self-perception has remained very stable. I like to learn something new  
each day, even if this is a small thing.” 
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[this participant indicates the environment has a strong (and in this case positive) influence on the 

development of self as a learner] 

 

 

“I now feel more confident as a learner.  This has occurred because I can now  
add more of my life/work experiences into the learning situation, thus combining the  
practical with the theoretical elements.  Learning no longer is viewed as something  
that is done in isolation, nor just for the behefit of university qualifications.”  
 

[this participant has defined his/her experience as the reason behind a change of perception of self 

as a learner]  

 
 

“Yes. I have gone from a passive learner to an active learner, always lookng for the lesson 
 in most things I do; analysing and reflecting to see how I could do things differently.” 
 

[this participant has stated rather clearly that his/her understanding of the self as a learner has 

been a cognitive recognition of personal change]  

 
 
Yes, I am more confident in my learning now.  I wish I had of had this  
confidence in my 20's and early 30's as I think I would be on a different  
career path (not saying I am unhappy with my career) but I studied my  
degree late and chose (education) to suit my 40 lifestyle as a working mum.  
I think if I had the confidence earlier I may have chosen science, justice or law. 
 
Yes. I used to stress out too much and cram when I was at university. I have 
since acquired more control over my cognitive processes and my attitudes  
towards study. I find that if I can visualise the benefits, I can reframe  
the study as a personal challenge rather than a threat. Since I enjoy challenges, 

 

[both participants above also provide responses that align well with the premise that the 

perception of self as a learner can change and that a knowledge of self as a learner is a positive 

indicator for successful outcomes from learning opportunities] 
 
 
 
Quantitative ranked questions - descriptive statistical analyses 

 

Several of the ranked questions (Questions 1 to 14) from the online survey are compared, 

analysed and discussed in light of the short answer questions (Questions 15 to 19) from various 

participants below.  Participants were anonymous and, as such are only identified by an 

identification number (ID) which related purely to the order survey responses were received, and 
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as are indicated on Appendix E. For the purposes of this discussion, however, identification only 

with gender, age, employment or qualifications are detailed.  

 

Several interesting anomalies were found within the responses provided.   

 

The first are analysed from the question:  

 

When faced with a need to learn new information what is your level of worry?   

 

A female participant of between 40-45 years of age responded: 

 

“learning on-the-job is the easiest form of learning for me but I like to  
have a manual/ theory for it as well. Practical experience is the better  
way for me to learn. Generally my colleagues have been understanding  
in waiting for me to learn”  
 

This is congruent with the aspects of perception of self as a learner and those of personal change.  

This participant ranked her level of worry at six (6) from the scale where ‘Very Worried’ was 1 

and ‘Not Worried at All’ was ranked at 7.  

 

Another female participant aged between 26 and 30 years of age, with a business history, a 

Certificate III in Business and over ten years work experience, answered the same question with: 

  

“to grasp theoretical concepts, I like a clear explanation or the opportunity to calmly read 
and understand the information. If it is a practical activity e.g. learning new software 
program or doing things a different way - I like to know why I am doing things this new 
way (re: the theory behind it) and then have an opportunity to practice before I go 
online/deliver the produce in the real world” 
 

This participant ranked her level of worry at the lowest level seven (7) from the scale above.   

 

Both responses above demonstrate participants have an understanding of self as a learner and that 

learning occurs better where a variety of visual, kinaesthetic and auditory styles are incorporated 

into a program.  Participants also suggested a preference to understand the practicability of new 

skills in order to apply them, as was illustrated by the following responses.  

 

A female participant aged between 31-35, with over ten years in business and holding a Masters 

Degree, response to the same question above, with: 
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“most learning has been ad hoc. There has been no written procedures.  
Generally you follow someone around for the day and then it is your turn.  
As we work in a lab this is often recorded” 

 

This participant ranked her level of worry at five (5) from the same scale - where ‘Very Worried’ 

was 1 and ‘Not Worried at All’ was ranked at 7.  

   

From the comments above, perhaps with returns of 6, 7, and 5 respectively, and from their 

comments supporting the ranking, perhaps having a learning history is responsible for lower 

levels of worry (particularly where the learning is related to the person’s work) – as all 

participants spoke of learning in relation to their roles whereas the question did not specify what 

type of learning environment.  Two of the participants had undertaken study; one with a 

vocational based certificate and the other with a higher education degree.  Although outside the 

limits of this research, perhaps investigating where the type of learning influences the perception 

of self as a learner may be useful. 

 

Another participant who was male, between 41 and 45 years of age, with a Diploma qualification 

and had over ten years work experience in business, responded to the same question with a rank of 

6 and the following comment: 

 

“I have found that I have learnt a lot quicker by actually doing as apposed 
 to just being told. I find it a lot easier to retain the information” 

 
This indicates the person’s understanding of self as a learner and learner style preferences.  
 

A female participant, aged between 56 and 60 years of age, with a Diploma level qualification and 

also with over ten years work experience in business, provided the following response to the 

question below:   

 

Can you tell me, in your own words, about your past and current experiences of learning on-

the-job?  

 

“learning on-the-job is par for the course in (removed for anonymity).  
I undertake it regularly for regulatory and personal development reasons –  
I generally enjoy learning”  

 

Although the participant did not provide any descriptive terms as to whether the prospect of 

learning was a worry or not a worry, she ranked 1 as her answer to Question 1 (When faced with a 
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need to learn new information what is your level of worry?), and where the rank of 1 indicates a 

response of ‘Very Worried’.  

 

Interestingly, this participant also responded to Question 11, (My learning at school was a bad 

experience) with a rank of 2 (from the scale of 1 to 7, where 1 is Never and 7 is Always). To 

Question 12 (Learning I have undertaken as an adult has been very enjoyable) with a similar 

scale, returned a rank of 6 and with the same ranking system ranked her answer as 3 to Question 

13 (Learning I have undertaken as an adult has been very difficult).  These answers indicate the 

participant did not recall having bad experiences at school; found learning as an adult enjoyable 

and did not find learning as an adult difficult.  Perhaps it is reasonable to consider her answer for 

the Question 1 (When faced with a need to learn new information what is your level of worry?), 

and responding with rank of ‘Very Worried’, was due to the participant misreading the question 

and perhaps the response was intended to be 7?  Conversely, this rank could be a deliberate and 

correct response indicating a low perception of self as a learner, where workplace learning 

environments are concerned, but a high perception of self as a learner within any other learning 

system. 

 

The anomalies with the responses to certain questions, as with the last participant above, were 

also evident from another participant. This participant responded to Question 11 (My learning at 

school was a bad experience), to Question 12 (Learning I have undertaken as an adult has been 

very enjoyable) and Question 13 (Learning I have undertaken as an adult has been very difficult) 

with ranks of 2, 7, & 4 respectively (for the same scale above) demonstrating a similar outcome to 

that of the previous participant.  A full set of the survey ranked questions are provided in 

Appendix I.  

 

Four other participants reported the highest responses to Question 14, “I will deliberately seek out 

and attend learning opportunities…” with all four participants responding with a rank of seven 

(7) on the scale below.  

 

Very 
worried 

         Not 
worried 
at all 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 

 

Although these four participants ranked deliberately seeking out learning opportunities at the 

highest level, several further anomalies are noted with other responses, in particular, one 
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participant provided a high ranking to Questions 11 (My learning at school was a bad 

experience), 12, (Learning I have undertaken as an adult has been very enjoyable) & 13 

(Learning I have undertaken as an adult has been very difficult) reporting ranks of 1, 6, & 2 

respectively (aligned to Never to Always ranked 1 to 7 accordingly).  However one of the 

participants above reported a rank of 4 (Sometimes) to Question 13 (Learning I have undertaken 

as an adult has been very difficult). 

 

A female participant, aged between 36-40 with over 10 years work experience and who holds a 

Diploma qualification, also recorded incongruities with her responses to Question 2 (What do you 

consider is your ability to learn?) for which she ranked seven (7) indicating Very High Ability, yet 

a direct contrast recorded the following response in answer to Question 18 (Has your self-

perception of yourself as a learner altered over time? If yes, please explain how you believe this 

occurred?);  

 

“no, I still think I have to work harder than other to learn skills”  

 

Consistent with the literature on adult learning is the response from one participant to Question 18 

(Has your self-perception of yourself as a learner altered over time? If yes, please explain how 

you believe this occurred?), answered: 

 

“Definitely. As an adult I have choice over what and how I choose to learn” 

 

And from another participant who answered Question 18 with;  

 

“Yes - with maturity has brought about more fear and more confidence. A contradiction in 
terms but usually with a good outcome” 
 

 

Intriguingly, this same participant answered Questions 7 & 8 (I enjoy the challenge of learning 

new information) and (Rate your own perception of yourself as a learner) at the midline of the 

range returning 4 (Sometimes) and 4 respectively, where 1 is, ‘Learns With Difficulty’ and 7 is, 

‘Learns Very Easily’ (for Question 8).  

From these results and others it is evident that self-perception plays a key part in the impetus to 

attempt new learning, in the acquisition of new skills and in the self-directness of an adult learners 

seeking out and valuing learning opportunities.  Exactly how self-perception can be measured and 

verified will be examined in the final analysis of this study, however it is hoped this study will 
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add to the existing models of adult self-perception, which will add to the existing literature on 

adult learning.   

With this new information adult educators may better understand, and accommodate for, the depth 

of influence (it appears) self-perception plays in the adult learner they see before them.   

 

 

Measure of self-perception of self as a learner 

 

To quantify or generalise a perception of self as a learner along a continuum from LSP (Low Self 

Perception) to HSP (High Self Perception) or NSP (Negative Self Perception) to PSP (Positive 

Self Perception) would be difficult without subsequent empirical investigations. However, from 

the data and analyses above it is clear there are specific attributes seen that relate to both negative 

or positive (low or high) self-perception.  In light of the comments by participants in this research, 

we may also rename Low or Negative Self-perception of self as a learner as ‘non-confident’ and 

‘confident’ for High or Positive Self-perception.  It can be assumed by those comments received 

that confident learners actively organise material to be learned according to their needs and of its 

relevance – the nature/difficulty is not considered as an impeding factor.  Non-confident learners 

consciously avoid organising material – afraid to confuse and frighten themselves by realising it is 

as difficult as they suspected (this is transparent for work that is below the standard they expected 

also).  This lack of pre-organisation may in fact amplify the issues/fears facing people with 

negative self-perceptions.  

 

Survey results comparisons 
 
 
Descriptive statistics and several comparisons for short answer survey results are expanded and 

discussed below. The full online survey questionnaire is provided in Appendix D. Not all survey 

questions are noted, however, several interesting incongruities evident across matched questions 

within the surveys are provided.  These results indicate that further surveys may yield insights into 

the responses obtained thus far and self-perception. 

 

Questions 1 and 7 are displayed individually below and several are paired together to illustrate the 

deliberate alignment of the ranking between the paired questions. What appears to be an 

interesting anomaly with adult learners is that some may exhibit levels of worry but are keen to 

enjoy a challenge of new learning opportunities.   
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Perhaps this can also be linked to the possibility of personal change and perception of self as a 

learner being closely linked to motivation and challenge? 

 

 

Figure 2 - Question 1 survey results  

 Q1 - When faced with a need to learn new information what is your level of worry? 
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Figure 3 - Question 7 survey results 

 Q 7 - I enjoy the challenge of learning new information. 
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Of interest also were the comparisons between Question 2 and Question 8 below.  Participants 

matched their ranked ability to learn with a level of alignment to rating their own perception of 

self as a learner.  

 

 

Figure 4 - Question 2 and 8 comparison survey results 

 Q 2 - What do you consider is your ability to learn? 
 Q 8 - Rate your own perception of yourself as a learner 
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When comparing Question 1 with Question 8 (below) there is a slightly low ‘perception of self as 

a learner’ with more people at rank five (5), which is just above the mid-line on a rank from 1 - 7.  
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However most participants indicated ‘level of worry’ when faced with new learning environments 

as low.     

 

Figure 5 - Question 1 and 8 comparison survey results 

 Q 1 - When faced with a need to learn new information what is your level of worry? 
 Q 8 - Rate your own perception of yourself as a learner 
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When comparing questions 10 and 11 it is evident that many participants (almost half of the 60 

respondents) provided a ‘neutral’ response (4) from the ranking range of 1 - 7.  Yet with the 

following question (Q 11) which asked whether respondents remembered bad experiences at 

school (a deliberately closed and leading question), over fifty percent (36) responded below the 

midline and fourteen (14) gave ‘neutral’ ranks and only six (6) indicating experiences at school 

were bad.  There were two (2) non-responses to this question.  For question 10, only 24 

respondents indicated they remembered what they learned at school.  The two questions were 

asked in succession to determine whether the ability to remember what was learned at school may 

be linked to bad (or good) memories.  It is assumed that good memories were implied if 

participants provided a low rank for question 11.  Twenty-four (24) respondents indicated they 

remember what they learned at school and only six (6) with memories of bad experiences.  

Perhaps this means that eighteen (18) remember learning from school better due to good 

experiences at school? 
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Figure 6 - Question 10 survey results 
 

 Q 10 - I can remember what I learned at school? 
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Figure 7 - Question 11 survey results 

 Q 11 - My learning at school was a bad experience… 
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The comparison graph for questions 10 and 11 are provided below.  
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Figure 8 - Question 10 and 11 comparison survey results 
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Similarly, both question 12 and 13 were cross-checked and the results provide an insight to LSP 

or HSP with regard to learning as an adult being enjoyable (expected relationship to HSP) and 

learning as an adult being difficult (possible links to LSP).  

 

 

Figure 9 - Question 12 and 13 comparison survey results 

 Q 12 - Learning I have undertaken as an adult has been very enjoyable 
 Q 13 - Learning I have undertaken as an adult has been very difficult 
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Question 14  

 I will deliberately seek out and attend learning opportunities 
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Figure 10 - Question 1 and 2 comparison survey results 

 Q 1 - When faced with a need to learn new information what is your level of worry? 
 Q 2 - What do you consider is your ability to learn? 
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It is clear from the comparison of questions 1 and 2 that the level of worry and ability to learn are 

positively correlated.  There is a slight drop in perception of ability to learn new information but 

the level of worry remains the same not increasing (which would be indicated by a lower 

number).  

 
One other interesting comparison from the survey data is that of question 7 of learning and 

question 8.  Figure 41 below displays the comparisons depicting that perception of self as a 
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learner is higher than enjoying the challenge of learning.  The perception of self as a learner drops 

in comparison (as dramatically) as the challenge rises.  These figures are indicative of learner self-

perception ranked to the difficulty (or other perceived issues) with the information that will be 

presented in the new learning environment.   

 

 

Figure 11 - Question 1 and 8 comparison survey results 

 Q 1 - I enjoy the challenge of learning new information  
 Q 2 - Rate your own perception of yourself as a learner 
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With regards to the comparisons from the survey results, there are certainly issues that would 

warrant further investigation and which, the results indicate have relevance to all aspects of adult 

learning.   

 
 

Informal observations 
 
 
Along with the analysis of both the interview data, survey ranked questions and short answer 

questions informal observations within the interviews.  From these field notes it is possible to 

view how interpretations of the interview data were supported.  A full transcript of the field notes 

is provided in Appendix H – Interview Observation Notes.  

 

The categories attributed to these notes, and later transcribed into the analyses herein, were those 

of the benefits of learning (seen as motivation), self-directed learning (seen as a positive self 

perception as a learner, motivation and personal change) and flexibility (related to personal 

change).  
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Some of the transcripts and the researcher’s comments are provided below to illustrate these 

evaluations.  The comments by the researcher were made from streaming thoughts and therefore 

may not necessarily demonstrate grammatically correct syntax. 

 

The research objectives are provided below, in reference to the comparisons made in the field notes:  

 

1. What experiences most influence the perception of self as a learner? 

2. What aspects of self-perception promote the development of self-directed learners? 

3. Can self-perception change, and if so, how?  

4. Can an understanding of self-perception by a learner improve their learning processes and 

outcomes? 

5. Is self-perception linked with conscious interaction?   

 

One of the participants talked about the lack of challenge in relation to the opportunities, within 

his workplace, for learning, growth and self-development.  He spoke of his own understanding of 

his need to progress, described his learning style in detail and seemed to have a clear 

understanding of himself as a learner.  His perception of self as a learner was termed positively.  

 

When asked to talk about his learning on the job, this participant responded thus: 

 

“The X are different to the Y sector with regard to the skills  
sector and there seems to be a big distinction and responsibility between what 
 the organisation has deemed as compulsory...You are expected to jump 
through the hoops...the outcomes are pre-set. There are ramifications  
for not complying – such as probation or IR ramifications...” 

 

Researcher’s notes and observations made with regard to the participant’s body language were: 
 

 this participant’s body language displayed a noticeable downward stare with mid-range 
gaze, body forward with a slightly heavy lean on table; facial expressions not specific but 
a little ‘loose’ and appearing a little tired. The participant looked up and around the room 
and then back at me...pausing after the word ‘complying’...then with a steady knowing 
gaze...completed the sentence and then paused again at the end...slightly leant back in 
chair at end of sentence, no hand movements, sitting loosely on the table or on lap...this 
statement seemed to be related to a personal experience but this was not elucidated…  

 
Observations made with regard to the participant’s voice were:  
 

 the participant’s voice seemed raised and was quite energetic, yet along with his body 
language, seemed to portray some emotional undertones sounding like; despondency – 
although perhaps not as strong as the emotion despondency, but more the emotion attached 
to the stress of being unable to affect change for personal gain or growth (as related to the 
participant’s current role) 
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 the participant’s voice altered to a more monotone range after a short time, the emotion 
was still evident - yet slightly subdued – however it was difficult to define whether this 
change of tone was more as muted anger or the beginnings of frustration with his current 
position – there was also a slight tone of resignation – quite a tonal combination for the 
opening question which appears to demonstrate this is an emotive subject for the 
participant ... 

 
 the participant’s voice deepened and slowed when using words such as ‘ramification’ and 

‘complying’ – with an almost staccato effect and a slightly louder volume – then followed 
by a pause allowing the words to ‘hang’ for emphasis – it seemed these terms were a cause 
of angst in relation to the lack of opportunities offered for him to learn on the job - then 
using a softer tone, as well as a slightly quicker pace, the participant discussed how he 
intended to ensure he continued to educate himself – indicating a clear understanding of 
his own motivation to learn...and an understanding of the self as a learner… 

 
 
These field notes and subsequent analysis highlighted several key elements against the research 

objectives.  There seemed to be a strong indication that past experiences influence the perception 

of self as a learner and, motivation to learn for career development, (research objective 1), may be 

a driving factor in the development of self-directed learners.  There were also indications within 

the field note analyses that this participant was exhibiting knowledge of a change of self-

perception (research objective 3) and that he was clearly aware of this and was seeking conscious 

interaction (research objective 5).  

 

Another participant’s responses and related field notes supported several of the research 

objectives; for example, in response to the researcher’s question:  

 

Can you tell me about your experiences in your background and how you have faced 
learning for your jobs? I am interested in how people change and learn for their work. Can 
you tell me a history or story about how you learn and what you do when faced with new 
learning (when related to your job)? 
 

“I always think of outcomes - good and bad - and try to relate it 
to a scenario or give myself a couple of different scenarios of how it 
could go and also look back at a previous situations and at that outcome of what 
happened or where it could have gone...” 
 

Observations made with regard to the participant’s body language and voice were: 
 

 this participant was seated in a casual position and his facial expression was relaxed, with 
raised eyebrows and a wide gaze – his expression changed and mirrored an expression 
indicating an ‘air of importance’.  His body was reasonably still with his arms folded 
loosely upon his chest. The participant’s tone of voice was as a story-telling and lyrical 
tone.  His tone of voice seemed in contrast to the answer he provided, however the 
participant’s tone altered when he went on to state the final statement to his answer 
(below). His tone took on a slight edge and he straightened in his seating position a little – 
his eyes gazed into the distance as though remembering past events… 
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“You have to go throw a little bit of caution to the wind even if it means going a little bit 
off the track...” 

 

This participant’s body language and voice, although seemingly contrasted to his responses at 

first, were interpreted to indicate a person with some negative experiences within learning 

environments and someone who perceived is learning self or self as a learner to be related to some 

risks of (further?) failures.  Yet, he also seemed to portray a strong motivation to succeed.  These 

interpretations are mirrored in research objectives 1, 2, 3 and 4 (as reiterated above).  

 

Although not all interview field notes were recorded as documents most interview recordings 

were transcribed shortly after the interview allowing a consolidation of the environmental factors 

and informal observations of the researcher throughout the interviews.  Due to limitation of time 

not all interviews were recorded with field notes.  

 
 

Computer aided analysis 
 
 
As a comparison to the evaluations above all short-answer survey questions along with all other 

data are evaluated from the relationships found using Leximancer software analysis.  

 

Interpreting Leximancer concept maps 
 

The Leximancer text analysis software system was used to explore all recorded data, as this data 

mining system can highlight consistencies and anomalies within large data sets, a process which 

would be virtually impossible to manage using a completely manual system.  The Leximancer 

system will identify relationships between concepts and compare these between several 

documents, such as individual interview texts or between responses on survey questionnaires.  

Leximancer software was used to generate visual images of relationships between words, 

iterations and phrases.  The visual concept maps and tables require interpretation therefore, an 

explanation is provided.   

Concept maps have the following attributes:  

 the brightness of a concept is related to its frequency (i.e. the brighter the concept, the 
more often it appears in the text).  

 the brightness of links between concepts relates to how often the two connected 
concepts co-occur closely within the text.  
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 nearness in the map indicates that two concepts appear in similar conceptual contexts 
(i.e. they co-occur with similar other concepts). 

 

Leximancer concept maps below (Figure 12 & 13) show the many relationships between learning 

and training (derived from all interview data) and which also depict read and knowledge on the 

outer edges of the map.  Figure 12 and 13 also clearly display the links evident in the language 

between three key terms; training, people and learning.  These simple concept maps highlight 

closely linked entities but can be extended to show broader links, as determined by the 

preferences set by the operator.  By isolating training, as in Figure 12, the brightest links between 

that term and other entities become visible.  These show that training and people co-occur 

frequently along with many other related words.  However, when learning is isolated, as in Figure 

13, the related links between it and other entities become evident, with training being one of the 

brightest links.  Together, these maps depict clearly the correlations between training and 

learning.   

 
   Figure 12 - Relationship links - Training      Figure 13 - Relationship links - Learning  
    

 
 
 
Using the data mining software the simple concept diagrams above can readily demonstrate the 

themes evident from the data obtained from the seven interviews.  Several close links between 

training and work, time, years, think, perspective and environment (to name a few) are depicted in 

Figure 13.  Similarly, in Figure 13, the links between learning and, years, work, think, training, 

people, perspective and environment (among others) are also clearly evident.  
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Figures 14 and 15 below show further examples of how the entities (for learning) can be 

illustrated.  Both Figures 12 and 13 are more simple maps depicting the (selected) entities without 

the related concepts (demonstrated by circles encasing several words) and Figure 14 is a simple 

representation of entities only, whereas Figure 15 extends these entities, highlighting the more 

complex relationships between each of the entities, rather than just one.  Figure 15 is useful to see 

the relatedness between many concepts with the thickness of the line and its brightness as 

indicators of strength of relationships.  Both Figures 14 and 15 show visual images of the number, 

the strengths, and the relationships of other concepts to the entity learning. 

 

 

 Figure 14 - Simple entity links - Learning    Figure 15 - Complex entity links  

 
 

 
The concept maps above were derived from the analysis of interview text (where learning was 

selected as the central term) and, from Figures 12, 13, 14 & 15 a further analysis showing the 

ranking of the same entities visible in all four maps was performed with the results depicted in 

Table 3 (Ranked concept list) below.  For Figures 12, 13, 14 & 15 above, the Leximancer 

program was set to start and finish the data mining, with only a manipulation of the number of 

concepts altered by the operator, from automatic and to 60. This means the software will look for 

60 concepts rather than automatically finding all concepts.  The duplicate text setting (bigram 

sensitivity) was also set at high sensitivity to reduce the number of replicated results due to 

incidences of the same concepts occurring in the text.  This ensures the data is not represented as a 

higher relationship due to duplicated terms.  For all four maps from Figures 12, 13, 14 & 15, the 

concepts think and back could be removed and the map regenerated, as these words appear 

superfluous to the relevance of the map.  The maps would be then regenerated with those 

extraneous concepts removed.  The ‘seeding’ of concepts for the data analysis can also be set to 
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be automatically extracted from text or determined by the user and, using the seeds extracted, 

Leximancer software will learn and add more terms through a ‘thesaurus learning’ mechanism 

(Leximancer Manual 2009). 

 

Leximancer will also provide a further data analysis.  Table 3, depicts the same entities and 

concepts displayed in Figures 14 and 15 (i.e. by highlighting the relationships down to and 

including ‘role’).  Table 3 demonstrates the relative count and absolute count for each of the 

concepts depicted in Figures 14 and 15 above.  Where absolute count depicts the count of text 

segments, which have been classified as containing the concept through the corpus, and where 

relative count, gives the number of occurrences of the concept as a proportion of the most 

frequent concept (Leximancer Manual 2009).   

 

Such tables generated by Leximancer are useful as they provide an immediate view of all the 

relationships between the data and concepts in a literal display.  By expanding Figures 14 or 15 

concept maps further it would have been possible to view all concepts (as listed in Table 3 – 

ranked concept list), however the resulting map would have been cluttered and too complex to 

view easily.  From the list in Table 3, it is also possible to select any of the entities and access the 

relevant data beneath (for example the section from the recorded texts from interviews or survey 

responses).  It is also possible to view the expanded relationships between selected entities.  

Examples of the extended analysis as such, with verbatim transcripts of the data beneath are 

provided in several of the analyses following. 

 

Table 3 - demonstrates the absolute and relative counts for training and the entities generated 

from concept maps displayed in Figures 14 and 15.   
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Absolute and relative count analysis  
 
 

Table 3 - Ranked concept list (training) 

 

Concept Absolute 
Count 

Relative 
Count Bar Graph 

 training  39 100%   
 learning  38 97.4%   
 people  34 87.1%   
 think  33 84.6%   
 time  24 61.5%   
 work  24 61.5%   
 learn  19 48.7%   
 back  18 46.1%   
 perspective  14 35.8%   
 years  14 35.8%   
 environment  11 28.2%   
 find  11 28.2%   
 learned  11 28.2%   
 role  10 25.6%   
 worked  10 25.6%   
 day  9 23%   
 service  9 23%   
 job  9 23%   
 style  9 23%   
 fact  8 20.5%   
 expectations  8 20.5%   
 should  8 20.5%   
 person  8 20.5%   
 read  7 17.9%   
 working  7 17.9%   
 information  7 17.9%   
 life  7 17.9%   
 knowledge  7 17.9%   
 started  7 17.9%   
 change  7 17.9%   
 coming  7 17.9%   
 happy  6 15.3%   
 train  6 15.3%   
 workplace  6 15.3%   
 talk  6 15.3%   
 pretty  5 12.8%   
 university  5 12.8%   
 position  4 10.2%   
 trainer  3 7.6%   
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An analysis of Figures 12, 13, 14 & 15 show the relevant placement of several key words spoken 

in interview texts. These maps indicate that training and learning are inexorably linked but that 

the relationship between each and self-perception are also different.   

 

The explanation for these links are that several terms in text were ‘seen’ together by the software 

and analysed as related in context and therefore becoming seeds.  These seeds are then compared 

to further combined concepts to bring forward the relationship percentages shown.  The terms 

noted by the software (depicted in Table 3 above) were also evident in the observation memos 

made by the researcher after each of the interviews (Appendix H).  Using Table 3 above, it is 

possible therefore, to view all concepts ‘seeded’ by Leximancer software and the relative counts 

between each as percentages (to complement the visual maps).   

 

 

Analysing the words beneath absolute and relative counts 

 
From Table 3 (above) we have a display of both the absolute and relative counts for each of the 

terms linked to training from the interview transcripts.  These links are also depicted in 

conceptual maps.  These conceptual maps (Figures 12, 13, 14 & 15) are relatively simple to 

understand as was described above, however, by analysing Table 3, we are provided with an 

insight into both number of times the word (term or concept) is iterated in text segments (absolute 

count) and the number of times the concept appears in proportion to the most frequent concept.  

Both are very useful content analysis tools.  However, Table 3 can be delineated further with 

access to the actual transcript beneath the words for manual analysis to support the computer-

aided interpretation.  This allows both the researcher and reader the benefit of ‘viewing’ the 

concepts extracted by the computer (this analysis is described further in sections below). 

 

Maps depicted in Figures 13, 14, & 15 below represent an automatic seeding by the software (by 

setting the function for concept seeding to automatic) and including no sensitivity for duplicate 

text (as also explained further below).  From the initial software driven data mining samples and 

all relationships found by the Leximancer software, a manual delineation of words (and 

categories) related to each concept is better facilitated.  An example of the Leximancer program 

with ‘automatic’ is depicted below in Figure 16 - Leximancer automatic concepts setting. 
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Figure 16 - Leximancer automatic concepts setting 
 

 
 

Figure 16 above demonstrates the setting used for the initial data mining using Leximancer 

software (for Figures, 12 to 15).   The Total Number of Concepts is set to Automatic thereby 

utilising the power of the software to determine the concepts mined and also to determine which 

of the concepts found are ‘Name-like’ and therefore not shown (such as those words beginning 

with a capital and not necessarily at the beginning of a sentence).  The setting for Bigram 

Sensitivity is also set to off.  This setting calculates how often words appear to with each other (to 

the left or right) and are then included if the frequency of these words appearing together is above 

that setting.  Words such as ‘training course’ or ‘workplace training’ are examples of a Bigram 

collection.   The Boilerplate Cutoff is also set at Stronger stops common words that may occur 

frequently in the same concept from appearing as an automatic concept seed.  This is 

recommended (Leximancer Manual 2009) for text which has many terms commonly occurring 

together.  For subsequent maps this setting was manually altered to medium to allow more 

seeding of words, as the concepts may become too general if this setting is high.   

 

Using the concepts in the map in Figure 17 below (related concepts for perspective from survey 

questions 15-19), it is clear there are a number of frequently occurring concepts related to 

perception and the proximity of perspective with other concepts such as person and role show 

they are closely related.  It appears the software has also noticed similar relationship to those 

identified by myself.  The relationships between each of the concepts in the map (Figure 17) are 

determined by the brightness of the links and thickness of the line between each.  Both indicate 
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the relative strength of the link between terms.  Figure 17 below also demonstrates the links 

between perspective and other often occurring terms or concepts (as seeded by the software 

automatically) and their relationships.  It is noticeable, that in Figure 17, both people and training 

are brighter than the other concepts around them, as are the concepts training, learning and 

course. This denotes that the software found several incidences of these terms within phrases or 

sentences from the survey data linked to the term perspective.  By rotating the maps different 

aspects of the relationships can be visualised where they are slightly obscured.   

 
 
Figure 17 - Related concepts for perspective from survey questions 15-19 
 

 
 

By examining the automatically seeded map of all related concepts and perspective, it is clear 

there are possibly some extraneous concepts generated by the software (such as sure, someone 

and take from Figure 17, for example).  Once identified, these extraneous terms can be ignored 

using the ‘kill’ function, (eliminating the unwanted words from the automatic seeding) and 

therefore removing them from subsequent maps.  The same original data (no concepts set to ‘kill’) 

are depicted in Figure 18 below and was generated to depict concepts related to training.  Again, 
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we see the same extraneous concepts not relevant to the final analysis may be excluded.  It is 

evident from Figure 18 that the relationship between training and perception is close and from 

Figure 17 above the link is bright. 

 

The detail from Figure 17 may be further displayed using both the Thematic Circles and Thematic 

Summary forms within Leximancer software. Figure 18 below depicts the thematic circles related 

to perspective and Figure 19 highlights the relationships between each theme and perspective as a 

percentage relevance.  Thematic circles group several linked concepts together into a theme, 

thereby allowing a better overview of how each entity relates to others.  

 

Figure 18 - Thematic circles all interview data 
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Figure 19 - Thematic summaries all interview data 
 

 
 
 
By processing both concept maps shown in Figure 17 and 18, into a thematic summary, it is clear 

that relationship between perspective and time, training, people learning work (etc.) were 

suggested by the participants as important related concepts.  By using both the Thematic Circles, 

representing a visual relationship between these important concepts and the percentage 

connectivity (relevance) depicted in a Thematic Summary (Figure 19) all incidences of these 

concepts become more clear.  The colour of the relevance bar is used only to distinguish the 

circles in the map.  At this stage the Leximancer software has not been customised but merely 

running the data through with automatic settings.  Again, some extraneous concepts are evident 

(such as sure at 4%) however the links between concepts related to training are still evident.   
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Figure 20 - Related concepts for training from survey questions 15 to 19 
 
 

 
 

 
Figure 20 above shows the visual map targeting the concept training as the key concept and by 

removing the thematic circles the links between concepts are visible. The concepts, perspective, 

expectations, time, environment and able (to name a few) all show closely related relationships to 

training.  

  

Relationships between perception (using the term perspective) and other key concepts as 

highlighted in Figure 17 and the similarities between the concepts related to training in Figure 20 

show a comparison and relationship between both of those terms.   



 

 108 

 
Figure 21 - Concept map showing all noted relationships to perspective 
 

 

Figure 21 displays what the software has found as all noted links to the concept perspective. The 

thematic circles demonstrate the concepts within.  This view provides a good visual for the size of 

the thematic circle in relation to others providing again a further analysis.   

 
 
Figure 22 - Concept map showing narrow concepts in a simple relationship to perspective 
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Figure 22 however, shows the links between perspective and the related concepts, which were 

manually seeded.  The distance of the links and the thickness of the line is an indication of 

relationships as is the size of the dot - also showing the weight of the concept in relation to the 

selected concept (in this case perspective).  In Figure 22, the concept people appears as the largest 

dot and has also a thicker and brighter line connecting it to perspective than to any other concept 

which suggest strong links between perspective and people were evident in the data.  Perspective 

is also clearly showing an equally highlighted link to training.  The strength of the line is as a 

result of the concepts in accordance with the participants’ descriptions, which also support the 

assumptions made in this research. 

 

The new map below (Figure 23) depicts the broader concepts related to perspective (from all 

interview data).  By broadening the concept seeds an extensive view of all seeds mined by the 

software are visible. 

 

Figure 23 - Concept map showing broad concepts in detailed relationship to perspective 

 
 

Again, Figure 23 above shows many links common to previous maps when highlighted in respect 

of perspective.   
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For Figure 23, the strongest links related to perspective are, training, work, time and role. Several 

other key concepts are expectations, interesting and environment.  Many of the terms spoken 

about by participants were recognised in the manual evaluation of data. 

 

An alternative view, showing mid-range concepts and relationships for learning and training is 

depicted in Figure 24 below.  This mid-range map is useful to find major themes and related 

concepts and by highlighting only nearby thematic circles, this provides a clear representation 

between the chosen concepts.   

 

Figure 24 - Concept map with mid range concepts and relationships for learning and training 

 

 
 

Figure 25 below is the last of the maps in sequence, which depicts the narrow relationships 

between four main entities, training, work, time and learning.  These narrow maps are useful to 

show ‘direction’ between each of the concepts chosen.   
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Figure 25 - Concept map showing narrow concept relationships 

 

 
 

The absolute and relative counts for the narrow concepts (depicted in Figures 23, 24 & 25 above) 

are displayed in Table 4 below.  All concepts visible from an automatic seeding are depicted for 

all interview data.  Absolute Count depicts the text segments, which have been classified as 

containing the concept, and the Relative Count provides the number of occurrences of each 

concept in proportion to the most frequently occurring concept.  This shows that training and time 

were both evident in 100% of the concepts frequently occurring and that more text segments 

included those two terms than the next related concept role. By using absolute and relative counts 

the visual representation can be quantified.  Beneath the Bar Graph are the text references with the 

concepts included and these may be accessed to read the thread and determine how the software 

analysed the text – a further checklist for the automatic seeding performed by the software. 
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Table 4 - Concept absolute and relative counts 

 

Concept  
Absolute 

Count 

Relative 

Count 
Bar Graph 

 training  13 100%   
 time  13 100%   
 role  9 69.2%   
 interesting  8 61.5%   
 work  7 53.8%   
 worked  7 53.8%   
 environment  6 46.1%   
 service  6 46.1%   
 find  5 38.4%   
 energy  4 30.7%   
 expectations  4 30.7%   
 years  4 30.7%   
 workplace  4 30.7%   
 fact  3 23%   
 learning  3 23%   
 job  3 23%   
 train  3 23%   
 information  3 23%   
 business  2 15.3%   
 apply  2 15.3%   
 industry  2 15.3%   
 life  2 15.3%   
 learn  2 15.3%   
 formal  1 7.6%   
 started  1 7.6%   
 happy  1 7.6%   
 position  1 7.6%   
 feel  1 7.6%   
 working  1 7.6%   
 style  1 7.6%   
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Manual seeding of concept maps (all data) 
 
 

To complete an analysis using the data mining software Leximancer, several of the concept maps 

already depicted above were generated using manually seeded concepts.  Firstly I removed weak 

and ‘non-lexical’ information from the text (Leximancer Manual 2009).  This means that all 

words such as ‘and’ and ‘or’ or ‘of’ are removed and will not accidentally appear as a concept 

(given that they occur frequently in normal speech).  Although this was a deliberate function for 

the final maps below, Leximancer software generally removes these automatically (hence they do 

not appear as concepts within the previous maps).  Any proper names, including multiple words 

were removed, such as company names, people and places for example.  Also altered within the 

concept seeding option was the merging of duplicate words, or concepts with similar meanings 

that should not be seen as individual concepts (such as training, trained etc).    

 

Lastly for Figures 26 to 27 below, user defined concepts and manual seeding options were utilised 

to generate concept maps for; all current interview data, all current and previous interview data 

(Kling 2004) and user defined concepts for all short-answer survey questionnaire responses.  

Ranked and pathway maps are also depicted and explained below.  These maps can then be 

compared to the automatically generated concept maps from Figures 19, 21, 22, 23 and 24 above.  

Leximancer software also has the option of learning (Thesaurus), which was also selected during 

the generation of maps for Figures 13, 16 and 24, for example.  The Thesaurus option allows 

Leximancer to find words and concepts and learn from them.  It will find words, such as the word 

course, and then, from the thesaurus option it will look for and learn new concepts (often 

generating new words or renaming concepts), which appear to be relevant terms.  An example of 

this is for the word ‘rose’, terms such as ‘flower’, ‘petal’ and so on would be learned and related 

to ‘rose’.  
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Figure 26 - User defined concepts all interviews 
 

 
 

Figure 26 above, depicts the words (or concepts) closely related to perspective from all current 

interviews.  This map was also set to ‘randomise’ due to the closeness of some of the concepts 

(which would make viewing virtually impossible).  Due to the randomisation of concepts it is 

difficult to see the relationship; therefore the ranked view table is essential to complete the 

analysis of relationship in Figure 26.  Figure 27 below demonstrates the ranked view of all 

concepts.  Although several concepts were removed in the user defined option, they re-appear 

after running the Thesaurus Learning option, however their likelihood (rank to perspective) are 

low.   The count and likelihood are indicators of those concepts forming part of perception. 
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Figure 27 - User defined concepts all interviews - ranked view 
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Figure 28 - Pathway demonstration all interview data 

 

 
 

Figure 28 demonstrates the optional view which generates the pathway from one concept, in this 

case perspective to another concept – such as able.  This view is useful to show relationships in a 

linear view, rather than relative relationships.  We can see that participants may have spoken 

about being able and this related to perspective in terms of their training, time, look and 

interesting (or .4 steps).  The following figure (Figure 29) demonstrates how the knowledge 

pathway was determined from actual interview texts.   
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Figure 29 - Knowledge pathway - perspective to ‘able’ 

 

 
 

By examining the pathway texts as above (Figure 29), a manual interpretation may be elicited and 

compared to the computer driven pathway.  The concept perspective will also relate to other 

concepts forming different pathways, and Figure 30 below illustrates that participants also 
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recognised that perspective and learn are related by the pathways training and doing.  Figure 30 

and Figure 31 provide both the visual map (pathway) and the related knowledge pathway from 

interview texts as a comparison.   

 

Figure 30 - Pathway - perspective to ‘learn’ 
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Figure 31 - Knowledge pathway - perspective to ‘learn’ 
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Figure 32 - User defined concepts all interview data 

 

 
 

From the map above (Figure 32) it is clear that there are consistent themes and concepts related to 

perspective.  The data used for Figure 32 was all interview data.  This map was generated using 

45 visible concepts (out of a manually seeded 60 concepts) and with a 0% theme size (therefore 

no thematic circles are shown).  The map was also put through the thesaurus and then randomised 

for easier viewing (due to concepts often overlapping in the original map).  It is evident that terms 

such as learn, look, expectations, probably, and look are related to perspective.  Again, with 

further analysis of the interview text beneath this map the comparisons will be broadened.  As this 

is exploratory, further explanations are limited to future research.    

 

To demonstrate the use of concept maps in providing views of the data, the map below, Figure 33, 

depicts the concepts, manually seeded, for all short answer survey data.  This map forms an 

excellent comparison to Figure 32.  Similar concepts between Figure 32 and Figure 33 are 

evident, however several new concepts are also visible, such as; location, experience, skills, 

enjoyment and enjoy.  The limitation of this research prevents further investigation of these new 

concepts however the relationships found may support subsequent investigations.  
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Figure 33 - User defined concepts survey short answer data 

 

 
 

To demonstrate further relationships between concepts the related links of more than one concept 

are highlighted in Figure 34 below.  Using the survey data (as in Figure 33) the relationships 

between training and understanding are both highlighted, adding depth to the analysis of each 

concept.  Each concept within the map may be highlighted to determine the relationships thereby 

providing further optional analyses.  Figure 34 demonstrates that understanding is related to the 

concepts style, procedure, better, training and learning.   
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Figure 34 - All survey data - training and understanding concepts 

 

 
 

Lastly, two final maps relevant to all data are displayed in Figures 35 and 36 below.  These maps 

were produced using all interview data and all survey (short-answer) results.  Figure 35 shows the 

relationships between perspective with the concepts visible set to the maximum setting of 100.  

Figure 36 includes both links between perspective and training and again with concepts visible set 

to 100.   Figure 36 includes both links between perspective and training and again with concepts 

visible set to 100.   
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Figure 35 - Concept map all data - perspective 
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Figure 36 - Concept map all data - perspective and training 

 

 
 

Figure 36 shows the links between perspective and training with concepts visible set to 100.  

Specifically the relationships expected; were (1) perspective would be correlated with learning; 

(2) environment would be correlated with training; (3) experience would be correlated with 

learning; (4) expectations would be correlated with perspective; (5) change would be correlated 

with perspective; (6) training would be correlated with learning and perspective and (7) 

environment would also be correlated with training and perspective.  The relationships above 

were all found to exist across all concept maps generated, with numerous other links also evident 

(but limited from this investigation).   

 

In determining the actual relationships found, each relevant concept map for the data sets used in 

this research were manipulated in ‘Concept Mode’ (a view which is demonstrated clearly in 

Figures 35 and 36 above) and each concept of interest was analysed.  The analyses confirmed that 

(7) expected relationships above were found and these findings represent the research objectives 

as briefly described in Table 5 below.  A representation of the concept mapping used to determine 

the relationships found (for Table 5) and using the correlation (5) Change correlated to 

perspective, is provided in Table 6 below. 
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Table 5 - Relationships found linked to research objectives 

 
Relationships 
Found 

Link to Research Questions and Objectives 

Question 1 - Which (experiences) precipitate a perception of the self as a learner?  
Objective - To find out whether environmental (historical and situational) factors 
may contribute to the development of self-perception as a learner - to investigate 
the relationships between past learning experiences and current self-perception. 

Perspective 
correlated with 
learning 

Concepts linked - Concepts visualised closely related to perspective included; 
feel, doing, started, apply, better, person, interested, style, study and skills. 
Question 4 - Could insights of self-perception improve learning? 
Objective - To develop a model showing the possible effects of self-perception – 
particularly implementing workplace-learning or team-based programs.   Environment 

correlated to 
training 

Concepts linked - Concepts linked to environment included; training, process, 
job, experience, information, course, learn, time, course and perspective. These 
links show that a model encompassing these aspects would be useful if 
implemented in learning environments (including all environments and in 
particular workplace learning environments) 
Question 2 - What aspects of self-perception manifest as self-directed learners? 
Objective - To investigate to what extent self-directed learning may be linked to a 
perception of self as a learner.  To find out whether self-perception impacts upon 
the successful transfer of learning – in particular - applying the learned skill in the 
learner’s work. 

Experience 
correlated to 
learning 

Concepts linked - As noted in link (3) above, similar concepts linked to 
environment also include  those related to the workplace - including; training, 
process, job, experience, information, course, learn, time, course and perspective.  
Question 3 - Can (does) self-perception change, and if so, how? 
Objective - To investigate whether there are contributing factors which may 
initiate or alter a perception of self as a learner. Expectations 

correlated to 
perspective Concepts linked - Concepts linked to perspective (and learn, learning and 

learner) included: people, experiences, knowledge, interested, style, time, able, 
perspective, time, skills and remember. 
Question 3 - Can (does) self-perception change, and if so, how? 
Objective 
To investigate whether there are contributing factors which may initiate or alter a 
perception of self as a learner. 

Change 
correlated to 
perspective 
 
(See example 
analyses in 
Table 7) 

Concepts linked - Concepts linked to change included: looking (meaning 
searching for growth), workplace, perspective, look, feel, experiences, better, job, 
able and many more.  These are demonstrated in Table 16 below (as an example 
of the analyses included in this table).  
Question 5 - Is self-perception linked with conscious interaction? 
Objective - To find out to what extent a positive or negative self-perception is 
linked to the engagement of learners in learning 

Training 
correlated to 
learning and 
perspective 

Concepts linked - Links for training brought forward concepts including; 
workplace, skills, started, job, process, environment, experience, interesting, able, 
perspective and knowledge.  
All research questions apply 
All research objectives apply Environment 

correlated to 
training and 
perspective 

Concepts linked - Several key concepts found to be linked to environment 
included; work, training, different, interesting, expectations, perspective, time, 
skills, knowledge and able. 
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Table 6 - Concept map and count - correlations for change 

 
Concept map and related Counts for Change 

 
Word-like relations and Count 

 
 

 



 

 127 

The analyses have some interesting consequences for understanding perception of self as a learner 

and the accompanying concepts.  Firstly, many HSP (high self-perception) concepts were found 

from the data along with some links to learning and LSP (low self-perception).  It is evident that 

behaviours by participants may fluctuate depending upon their perception of self at the time and it 

is also evident that a perception of self as a learner may change.  The factors contributing to a 

change in perception of self as a learner indicated links to business (jobs), interest and 

expectations as well as perspective.  Based on the relevance of these links the prediction that a 

perception of self as a learner may impact upon a person seeking out and valuing learning is 

certainly supported.    

 

The following Figure (37) illustrates a concept map for the literature reviewed supporting this 

research.  A thematic summary is also provided in Figure 38.  Both show similar relevance to 

learning, workplace learning, personal development, skills, as well as many other concepts.  The 

Leximancer map was generated with one hundred (100) concepts seeded automatically from most 

references reviewed in Chapter 2 of this thesis (excluding only those references related to 

qualitative research methods).  This map is provided to demonstrate that several other key 

concepts arose from the literature but the absence of perspective (and several key related terms) is 

evident.  
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Figure 37 - Concept map reviewing the literature 

 

 
 

 

Figure 38 - Thematic summary of literature review 
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General discussion 

 
It is clear from the data provided by the participants in this research that several key factors 

impact upon adult self-perception as a learner.  Not the least of which is the environment, which 

seemed often linked to the reason for study and delivery methods.  Of the participants 

interviewed, a consistent concept of learning being imperative to remaining employed was 

noticeably enunciated.  Some participants commented that, whilst they had completely changed 

career, they had adapted by learning only the relevant material for what was required in the new 

position.  These comments would certainly represent a person who is clearly aware of his or her 

own requirements and understanding of their perception of self as a learner.  For some 

respondents, many unhappy memories of their past learning history emerged and these memories 

appeared in some way to hold them back from considering further study.  Some respondents also 

reiterated positive learning experiences, which were often linked to non-formal study.  Formal 

study, conversely, was often mentioned as a negative experience.  Some participants stated being 

surprised that they achieved the outcomes of training contrary to their own expectations of ability 

(again demonstrating a perception of self as a learner prior to entering the learning environment 

has an impact upon the outcomes).  Participants where asked to talk about their learning history 

and experiences or background in learning environments and many spoke of their personal 

perception and understanding of self in those learning environments in negative terms.  Several 

responses to the initial open-ended question indicated an apparent perception of self as a learner.   

 

From the above analysis, there are several important findings that can be drawn from the data and 

these are noted in point form below:  

 

 many perceptions of self as a learner showed positive and negative correlations to learning 

experiences, 

 both positive and negative learning experiences showed correlations to the learning or 

training environment, 

 many expectations of success or failure from a learning situations are correlated to 

previous experiences and the development of a negative or positive perception of self as a 

learner, 

 self-perspective as a learner can change and is correlated to experiences 

 teachers, trainers and the environment all play a part in influencing the development of a 

perception of self as a learner, 

 self-perception of self as a learner is correlated to the development of self-directed 

learning, 
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 a conscious understanding of perception of self as a learner improves motivation to change 

and develop higher self-perception and self-confidence, and 

 all education is potentially related to the development of a perception of self as a learner. 

 

The following chapter, Chapter 5, provides the conclusions drawn from the research data analyses 

in this study.  
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CHAPTER 5:  Conclusions 

 

Introduction 

 

Perception is about how we see and value ourselves.  It is also about how we see and value the 

people and events around us, and in turn, how we believe the outside world sees and values us. As 

a consequence, perception is a major determinant of our goals and ambitions, and our beliefs 

regarding our capacity to achieve them. 

 

Self-perception is a component of the broader concept of ‘personal and social identity’. 

Psychologists define ‘identity’ in terms of a  

 

…“bounded cognitive schema – a structure of complex, rich, affectively  

charged, interrelated concepts about the self ...[that] ... contains core  

concepts and peripheral concepts of the self.  Core concepts allow an  

individual to maintain an enduring personality, and peripheral concepts  

allow an individual to adapt to various situations” (Forte 2007:168).  

 

As a psychological trait, identity is derived in part from our interactions with and among other 

people and our social environment (the domain of perception), but it is also derived in large part 

from neurological processes that occur in our brains (Pratt 2003).  At least within the vocational 

education and training sector, identity theory currently is too complex and too poorly understood 

to be of significant practical assistance for training interventions (Brubaker & Cooper 2000).  

Self-perception, however, is a much less complex and much better understood notion, and one 

that can realistically be addressed by all vocational educators to improve the quality of vocational 

learning.  For this reason, the focus of this study has been on issues and concepts relating to self-

perception, rather than on the more encompassing psychological theory of personal and social 

identity. 

 

The self-perception – vocational learning relationship 
 

The findings from the study reported in this thesis, along with insights gained from the albeit 

limited repository of contemporary literature and previous research, suggest that there are five key 

dynamics impacting on the relationship between self-perception and vocational learning for adult 

learners. 
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First, there is a mutually-interactive cycle involving self-perception (how we view ourselves and 

believe the world views us), our feelings (emotions, including motivation) and behaviour 

(including our engagement in learning).  This cycle can be demonstrated as follows: 

 

Figure 39 - Relationship between self-perception and behaviour 

 
 
 

Second, there is a strong, overt and mutual relationship between self-perception as a learner and 

learning success.  The greater our level of self-perception as a learner, the greater the likelihood of 

our success as a learner.  In turn, our self-perception as a learner is primarily impacted by our 

knowledge and understanding of our previous learning experiences and behaviours. This 

relationship is demonstrated in Figure 40: 

 
Figure 40 - Engaging in formal learning 
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Third, for adults, self-perception as a learner is improved by previous acknowledged success.  Our 

self-perception as a learner is increased by positive reinforcement and support from peers, work 

colleagues and employers.  This is demonstrated in Figure 41: 

 

Figure 41 - Factors impacting on self-perception 
 
 

 

 

Fourth, the greater our self-perception as a learner, the more ‘risk’ we are prepared to take with 

respect to our learning, and as a consequence, the greater our willingness to engage in a variety of 

learning events and environments.  In turn, the greater the variety of learning events and 

environments with which we engage, the more our likelihood of experiencing learning success 

and achievement which, in turn, increases our self-perception as a learner. 

 

Finally, reflection appears to be the most powerful way of influencing our self-perception as a 

learner. These last two conclusions are summarised in Figure 42: 
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Figure 42 - The relationship between reflective practice, self-perception and learning 
 

 
 

Overlaying the three models previously presented in this chapter allows the relationship between 

self-perception and vocational learning to be presented in Figure 43 in the form of a dynamic 

model (Hoyle 1995).  A dynamic model is one that not only presents the components of the 

system or issue under consideration, but also the nature and direction of the interactions among 

those components. It is important to note that Figure 43 is a dynamic, self-reinforcing model; that 

is, the components of the model interact in ways that continually reinforce each other once the 

model is activated.  Increasing the level of self-perception, for example, will increase the level of 

learning success, but that increase in learning success will – of itself – act to further increase the 

level of self-perception, and so the cycle continues and grows in strength.  This is very important 

when looking to effect improvement, because it suggests that improvements in one part of the 

model may well result in a snowball effect across the entire model. 
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Figure 43 - A model of the relationship between self-perception and vocational learning 
 
 

 
 

The model developed through this study for conveying the relationship between self-perception 

and vocational learning has two extrinsic leverage points; that is, there are two components which, 

with external intervention, can positively influence the system.  These are: self-reflection, and 

positive feedback and reinforcement – represented by the two soft-cornered boxes in Figure 43. 

 

Several studies reported earlier in this thesis have found that while self-reflection is an extremely 

powerful process that can significantly improve self-perception, the low perception of self initially 

held by many individuals will act to prevent them from engaging in any meaningful way in an 

exploration and evaluation of their existing knowledge and skills acquired through past 

experience.  For this reason, it is reasonable to argue that the intervention of trusted ‘mentors’ can 

be critical to assisting the individuals to overcome their initial fears and to engage in reflection on 



 

 136 

their learning achievements.  Mentoring, however, is more than being a ‘trusted and caring friend’ 

– it is a highly developed skill, particularly when it is trying to influence something as fragile as 

an individual’s self-perception.  For this reason, vocational learning systems will need to place an 

emphasis on formal mentor training, at least for vocational teachers and, one would suggest, 

interested employers as well.  It would also seem important for RPL (recognition of prior 

learning) assessors to be trained in mentoring skills, because RPL assessment is arguably the most 

overt process in the training system for encouraging individuals to reflect positively on their past 

learning achievements. 

 

Most people require positive feedback and reinforcement from trusted others to validate the worth 

of their learning experiences and achievements.  If teachers, employers, customers and valued 

colleagues praise us for what we know or can do or have achieved, we feel much more positive 

about ourselves as learners and as people, and we think and behave much more positively and 

effectively in the future as a result.  Alternatively, if we receive negative external feedback, we 

quickly retreat into our cognitive shells to protect us from experiencing what we perceive to be 

public humiliation and loss of personal status.  Further, we actively avoid future engagement in 

learning events because of the fear of repeat failures.  It is of particular importance to note that the 

literature consistently tells us that neutral feedback, or no feedback at all, generally is perceived to 

reflect a negative assessment of our learning achievements and capability.  As a result, it is critical 

for vocational educators to take a strong formative approach to their interactions with vocational 

learners, giving them overt praise for what they have achieved, and responding in the most 

constructive ways possible when learners fail to meet standards or expectations.  This is 

particularly important in the areas of assessment, feedback on task performance, and in the way 

learner questions are answered. 

 
 

Areas for further research 
 
 
As stated many times throughout this thesis, there is a paucity of methodologically sound and 

conceptually rigorous research into the development and impact of self-perception as a learner 

among adult learners.   

 

Much more research needs to be conducted into how adult learners can be assisted to enhance 

their levels of self-perception as learners, and how that increased self-perception can be harnessed 

to motivate adults to engage in levels and forms of learning beyond their current frame.  The 

presentation and application of recognition of prior learning (RPL) processes would seem a 
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particularly fertile area for further research in this regard.  Above all, however, the link between 

self-reflection and self-perception provides a rich field for further research, particularly with 

respect to how adults can be motivated and supported to undertake appropriate self-reflection. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 

 
How we see and value ourselves, and how we believe the outside world sees and values us, is 

called self-perception, and it has a strong impact on the nature and quality of our vocational 

learning. 

 

If our self-perception is low, we generally will not risk failure by attempting to engage in formal 

learning events, particularly as our performance will be observed and evaluated by others. 

Alternatively, as our perception of ourselves as learners increases, we feel more confident about 

our capacity to succeed, and so our concerns about possible failure diminish.  This relationship is 

mutually reinforcing: as our self-perception increases, our willingness to engage in learning 

increases and as a consequence our level of learning achievement increases, which in turn 

improves our self-perception as a learner, and so the cycle continues.  A strong implication of this 

situation for vocational educators is that every effort must be taken to assist learners to improve 

their self-perception, and that means ensuring that they get regular and appropriate positive 

feedback on performance – that their successes are recognised and celebrated in ways that 

improve their self-image and self-belief. 

 

The critical process for long-term improvement in self-perception, however, is guided self-

reflection – working with a mentor to understand and give meaning to what is already known, 

what has already been achieved, and as a consequence, what the learner can already do.  

Reflection is both a starting point and a tipping point for improving self-perception.  Unless 

individuals are genuinely prepared to explore and evaluate their past experiences, no amount of 

intervention by vocational educators will lever an increase in self-perception, but once the 

exploration begins, each identified success unleashes feelings of pride and worth that impact 

positively on self-perception.  Reflection is the point at which learners start to acknowledge who 

they are and what they can do, and to take responsibility for it.  It is a passport to effective 

vocational learning. 
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Appendix A - Participant Consent Form 
 
 
‘Adult Learners and Self-perception’  

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 
 
 
This research is being conducted by -   Margaret Kling 
        PhD Student 
        University of New England 
        (07) 3210 2755 
        0414 404 685 
        margaret@carson.com.au 
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Appendix B - Participant Interview Coversheet & Interview Questions 
 
‘Adult Learners and Self-perception’ 

PARTICIPANT INTERVIEW COVERSHEET 
 

This research is being conducted by -    Margaret Kling 
        PhD Student 
        University of New England 
        (07) 3210 2755 
        0414 404 685 
        margaret@carson.com.au 
  
Why the research is being conducted:  
 
The purpose of this research is to understand more fully how adults learn.  This research will 
focus on learning in any environment but predominantly workplace learning.  From the existing 
research, we know that adults learn by utilising their past knowledge, experiences and skills, but 
what we know less about is what motivates adults to learn.  With fast changing global economies, 
the need for adults to adapt more quickly to their (work) environment means they will need to 
continue to learn more effectively and efficiently to keep up with constant change.  Research 
which will help adults, and educators, understand how to facilitate better learning is therefore 
warranted and important.   
 
What will you need to do? 
 
All participants will be given the opportunity to speak openly about their learning history in face-
to-face interviews with the researcher.  Each interview should take approximately 25-30 minutes.  
The interview will be semi-structured using open-ended discussions about past and present 
learning experiences.  Participants will be able to speak openly about their experiences.  The types 
of questions you will be asked are outlined at the bottom of this form.  Each interview will be 
recorded, using an audio recorder, to allow for verbatim reporting of your responses. 
 
Many participants from the target group will also be invited to respond to an online survey which 
entails several ranked questions and short answer questions.  As this survey is online, the 
participants for this will be anonymous. 
 
The selection process:  
 
All participants must meet the criteria for inclusion. These are; a history of at least five years work 
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also suit the selection criteria above.  The number of participants required for this study will be 
determined when saturation of the data is obtained.  It is expected, however, that up to 5-10 
participants will be required for in-depth interviews.   
 
The benefits of the research:  
 
It is expected that from participating in the research each participant may gain a greater 
understanding of him or herself as a learner as every effort will be made to provide each 
participant with access to the outcomes of the research for their own information.  The new 
learning models, learning tools and other outcomes of this research, may therefore enhance 
participant’s own learning.   
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Risks to you:  
 
There are no risks to participants involved in this research project.   
 
Your confidentiality:  
 
Your privacy will be assured, as any participation in this research project will be undertaken at 
your convenience and within the environment you specify.  The report and analysis of the data 
will not contain any identifiers that could (even inadvertently) identify you.  Any reference to the 
participants will be only as a pseudonym, which will not be linked to your real name in any way.  
All data collected (i.e. taped interviews, notes by researcher, participants’ notes etc.) will be 
stored in a locked filing cabinet, which will only be accessed by the researcher.  The information 
will not be held indefinitely and will be destroyed after 5 years.   
 
Your participation:  
 
As a participant, your assistance with this research is completely voluntary and you are at liberty 
to withdraw at anytime.  Every effort will be made to ensure your participation in this research 
will not impact upon your relationship with your employer, organisation or work colleagues 
(where interviews may occur within the workplace).  Each person has the option to participate 
within the timeframes to suit and will be accommodated by the researcher wherever possible. 
 
The interviews, questionnaires etc.:  
 
Only the researcher herself and her two supervisors will have access to the transcripts from 
interviews.  The researcher alone will be conducting the interviews and administering the survey 
questionnaires and at no time will anyone other than herself and her supervisors have access to the 
information from either of the above sources.   
 
Ethical conduct - questions:  
 
At all times throughout this research the conduct of the researcher will comply with the guidelines 
set down by The University of New England NHMRC Statement on Ethical Conduct in Research 
Involving Humans (1999).  If you have any concerns whatsoever with your participation in this 
research contact the Ethics Committee by email: ethics@une.edu.au or telephone 02 6773 3449. 
 
Feedback and consultation with you:  
 
All your data provided for this research report will be available for you to comment on, alter or 
give feedback about, prior to the completion of the report.  A summary of the overall research 
findings will be provided to all participants.   
 
Consent:  
 
At the first contact (either by email or by other means as agreed by the participant and researcher), 
each participant will complete two copies of the consent form, one for the participant’s record and 
the other for the researcher’s files.  Participants will also retain a copy of this coversheet.   
 
Thank you for your help.   
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Appendix C - Participant In-depth Interview Questions 
 

‘Adult Learners and Self-perception’ 

PARTICIPANT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 
 
All participants will be asked a similar open-ended question at the beginning of the interview, as 

indicated below.  The depth of response from each participant will be completely up to him or 

herself.  The researcher will audio record answers whilst also making notes as a supplement the 

recording to aid in the verbatim transcription.   

 
The following details the type of question, which will open the semi-structured interview. 

 
Interview opening question examples:   

 
 Can you tell me, in your own words, about your past and current experiences of learning 

on-the-job? 
 
 Tell me about your learning at work and how you embarked on learning opportunities; 

how did you feel? 
 
 Tell me about you and your learning history – at work or otherwise… 
 
 Tell me about your workplace learning and how you embarked on learning opportunities -  

how did you feel prior to the learning, during and after? 
 
 Tell me about your history with learning? 
 
 Tell me about your learning history maybe going back to school or your recent adult 

learning.   
 
 How did you embark on them and how did you feel? 
 
 Tell me about yourself as a learner – tell me what you do when you are faced with new 

learning experiences? 
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Appendix D - Online Survey Questionnaire 
 
‘Adult Learners and Self-perception’ 

ONLINE SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
 
Over a twelve-month period, participants will complete the following online survey questionnaire. 

 
 Please answer the following questions using the scale as indicated below: 

 
 

For questions 1 – 7 please indicate the number appropriate to your answer, for example -  

1=very low and 7=very high 

 
Ranked questions  
 

1. When faced with a need to learn new information, what is your level of worry? 

 1…2…3…4…5…6…7   

 1=very worried, 7=not worried at all 

 

2. What do you consider is your ability to learn? 

 1…2…3…4…5…6…7   

 1=very low, 7=very high 

 

3. How well do you remember new information? 

 1…2…3…4…5…6…7  

 1=not very well, 7=very well 

 

4. When learning something new – I find it easier if I have an opportunity to talk about 

it… 

 1…2…3…4…5…6…7  

 1=not normally, 7=always 

 

5. I prefer to have visual information to assist my learning… 

 1…2…3…4…5…6…7  

 1=never, 7=always 

 

6. I need to consider each step in learning new information before moving on… 

 1…2…3…4…5…6…7  

 1=never, 7=always 
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7. I enjoy the challenge of learning new information… 

 1…2…3…4…5…6…7  

 1=never, 7=always 

 

8. Rate your own perception of yourself as a learner… 

 1…2…3…4…5…6…7  

 1=learns with difficulty, 7=learns very easily 

 

9. Do you visualise the learning environment and your interaction in it prior to attending? 

 1…2…3…4…5…6…7  

 1=never, 7=always 

 

10. I can remember what I learned at school… 

 1…2…3…4…5…6…7  

 1=never, 7=always 

 

11. My learning at school was a bad experience… 

 1…2…3…4…5…6…7  

 1=never, 7=always 

 

12. Learning I have undertaken as an adult, has been very enjoyable… 

 1…2…3…4…5…6…7  

 1=never, 7=always 

13. Learning I have undertaken as an adult has been very difficult… 

 1…2…3…4…5…6…7  

 1=never, 7=always 

 

14. I will deliberately seek out and attend learning opportunities… 

 1…2…3…4…5…6…7  

 1=never, 7=always 

For questions 15 to 19 please provide a written response (attach separate sheets where required) 
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Short answer questions:  

 

15. Can you tell me, in your own words, about your past and current experiences of learning 

on-the-job? 

 

16. Can you describe how you (have felt) feel if required to learn a new process for your 

job? 

 

17. Please describe what you do prior to attending a training/learning program… 

 

18. Has your self-perception of yourself as a learner altered over time?  If yes, please explain 

how you believe this occurred… 

 

19. Do you have any comments you would like to add? 

 

Thank you for your help. 

 
Margaret Kling 
PhD Student 
University of New England
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Appendix E - Survey participant demographics 
 

No M/F O/Group O/Type Y/Employed Qualification Age Range 

1 F B F 10+ Postgraduate 31-35 
2 F B F 5-10 Undergraduate 26-30 
3 F B F 10+ Postgraduate 31-35 
4 F B F 10+ Postgraduate 46-50 
5 M B F 10+ Diploma 41-45 
6 M O F 10+ Postgraduate 51-55 
7 F B F At least 5 Undergraduate Up to 25 
8 M T F 10+ Higher School Certificate 

Licensed Aircraft Engineer 46-50 

9 F O F 5-10 Postgraduate 31-35 
10  M O F At least 5 Undergraduate Up to 25 
11 F B F 10+ Certificate III 26-30 
12 M B F 5-10 Diploma 31-35 
13 M O F At least 5 Undergraduate Up to 25 
14 M O F 5-10 Postgraduate 31-35 
15 M O F 10+ Certificate IV 41-45 
16 M B F 5-10 Certificate III 26-30 
17 F O F 10+ Diploma 36-40 
18 M O F 10+ Overseas non-accredited 51-55 
19 M B F At least 5 Higher School Certificate 41-45 
20 F B F 10+ Diploma 56-60 
21 M B F 5-10 Certificate III 26-30 
22 F B F 10+ Undergraduate 31-35 
23 F B F At least 5 Higher School Certificate 41-45 
24 F B F 10+ Undergraduate 31-35 
25 F B F At least 5 Certificate (unspecified) 41-45 
26 F O F 10+ Year 10 41-45 
27 F B F 10+ Undergraduate 31-35 
28 F O P 10+ Undergraduate 36-40 
29 M O F 10+ Not Supplied 61-65 
30 M B F 5-10 Certificate IV 31-35 
31 M B F 10+ Certificate IV 36-40 
32 M B F 10+ Postgraduate 51-55 
33 M B F 10+ Higher School Certificate 36-40 
34 M O F 10+ Higher School Certificate 41-45 
35 F O F 10+ Undergraduate 51-55 
36 F B F 10+ Higher School Certificate 26-30 
37 F O F 10+ Undergraduate 26-30 
38 M B F 5-10 Higher School Certificate 26-30 
39 M T F 10+ Certificate III 26-30 
40 F B F 10+ Postgraduate 41-45 
41 F O F At least 5 Postgraduate 31-35 
42 F O F 5-10 Certificate III 31-35 
43 M B F 10+ Doctorate 51-55 
44 M B F 5-10 Certificate III 31-35 
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No M/F O/Group O/Type Y/Employed Qualification Age Range 

45 F B F 10+ Undergraduate 41-45 
46 M T F 10+ Diploma 51-55 
47 F B F 10+ Certificate IV 31-35 
48 F B F 10+ Undergraduate 36-40 
49 F B C 10+ Diploma 51-55 
50 M B F 10+ Postgraduate 51-55 
51 M B F 10+ Undergraduate 41-45 
52 F B F 10+ Higher School Certificate 31-35 
53 F B F 10+ Postgraduate 51-55 
54 M B F At least 5 Postgraduate 46-50 
55 F B P 10+ Certificate IV 61-65 
56 M B F At least 5 Postgraduate 51-55 
57 M B F 10+ Certificate IV 51-55 
58 M B P 10+ Diploma 61-65 
59 F B F 10+ Certificate IV 31-35 
60 M O F 10+ Certificate IV 41-45 

M-30  
F-30 

Business -21 
Trade-3 
Other-17 

Full -56 
Par-3 
Casual-1 

Most 10+ years 
employed  

HSC-8 Cert III-6 
Cert IV-8 Dip-7 U/Grad-13 
P/Grad-13 Dr–1 Other-4 

Average 40.6 
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Appendix F - Interview techniques and alignment to premise 
 

Interview Questions ALIGNMENT 

Q 1 PREMISE 

 Originating and primary question designed to focus the intent of the 
interview  

 Probing question (initially asking for background information, probing 
into the person’s memory of their own learning – seeking terms related 
to environments, happenings, change in self-perception and workplace 
learning) 

 Historical question 
 Descriptive question (asking for overall feelings and experiences – 

relates to impression of self within a learning environment) 
Research Questions 
Q1. Which (experiences) precipitate a perception of the self as a learner? 
Q3. Can (does) self-perception change, and if so, how? 
Research Objectives 

Can you tell me, in your 
own words, about your 
past and current 
experiences of learning 
generally and learning 
on-the-job?  To find out whether environmental (historical and situational) factors 

may contribute to the development of self-perception as a learner - to 
investigate the relationships between past learning experiences and 
current self-perception.  

 To investigate to what extent self-directed learning may be linked to a 
perception of self as a learner.  To find out whether self-perception 
impacts upon the successful transfer of learning – in particular - 
applying the learned skill in the learner’s work. 

 To investigate whether there are contributing factors which may initiate 
or alter a perception of self as a learner?  

Q 2 PREMISE 

 Secondary probing question (to reiterate learning in the workplace) 
 Laddering question (seeking responses depicting own hierarchy of what 

a self-directed learner is and the actions and feelings of being a SDL) 
 Funneling question (intending to hone in on learning and initiating 

learning) 
 Descriptive question (seeking own terms related to self-perception as a 

learner) 
 Sensory Question (asking for feelings, emotions and descriptions of the 

environment related to stories of learning) 
Research Questions 
Q1. Which (experiences) precipitate a perception of the self as a learner? 
Q2. What aspects of self-perception manifest as self-directed learners? 
Q4. Could insights of self-perception improve learning? 
Q5. Is self-perception linked with conscious interaction? 
Research Objectives 

Tell me about your 
learning at work and 
how you embarked on 
learning opportunities; 
how did you feel? 

 To find out whether environmental (historical and situational) factors 
contribute to the development of self-perception as a learner - to 
investigate the relationships between past learning experiences and 
current self-perception. 

 To investigate to what extent self-directed learning may be linked to a 
perception of self as a learner.  To find out whether self-perception 
impacts upon the successful transfer of learning – in particular - 
applying the learned skill in the learner’s work. 
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 To develop a model showing the possible effects of self-perception – 
particularly implementing workplace-learning or team-based programs.  

 To find out to what extent a positive or negative self-perception is linked 
to the engagement of learners in learning.  

Q 3 PREMISE 

 Open question (allows the participant freedom and choice of learning 
type and environment in the answer to broaden – and pyramid the 
question) 

 Contrast question (asking for a contrast of learning experiences away 
from work) 

 Descriptive question (initiating a story telling and historical elements to 
the person’s experiences) 

 Historical question (specifically asks for historical events) 
 Drilling question (mentioning work again may evoke further description 

related to the previous question) 
 Funnelling (honing in on learning and history in any environment) 
Research Questions 
Q1. Which (experiences) precipitate a perception of the self as a learner? 
Q2. What aspects of self-perception manifest as self-directed learners? 
Q3. Can (does) self-perception change, and if so, how? 
Research Objectives 

Tell me about you and 
your learning history – 
at work or otherwise… 

 To find which factors may contribute to the development of self-
perception as a learner - to investigate the relationships between past 
learning experiences.  

 To develop a model showing the possible effects of self-perception – 
particularly implementing workplace-learning or team-based programs 
and current self-perception. 

 To investigate to what extent self-directed learning may be linked to a 
perception of self as a learner.  To find out whether self-perception 
impacts upon the successful transfer of learning – in particular - 
applying the learned skill in the learner’s work. 

 To develop a model showing the possible effects of self-perception – 
particularly implementing workplace-learning or team-based programs. 

Q 4 PREMISE 

 Repetitive question (inter-interview cross-checking question matched 
with previous answers to Q 2) 

 Sensory question (reiterating previous feelings and checking for 
subordinate terms or hierarchy) 

 Historical question (again repetitive questioning technique checking for 
subordinate terms) 

 Descriptive question (clarifying descriptions of self as a learner) 
 Contrast question (feelings before, during and after) 
Research Questions 
Q5. Is self-perception linked with conscious interaction? 
Q4. Could insights of self-perception improve learning? 
Research Objectives 

Tell me about your 
workplace learning and 
how you embarked on 
learning opportunities - 
how did you feel prior 
to the learning, during 
and after? 

 To investigate whether there are contributing factors which may initiate 
or alter a perception of self as a learner?  

 To develop a model showing the possible effects of self-perception – 
particularly implementing workplace-learning or team-based programs.  
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Q 5 PREMISE 

 Repetitive question (inter-interview cross-checking with previous 
answers to Q 3) 

 Drilling question (asking the same question a different way to drill down 
and hear terms participant defines their past experiences) 

 Historical (reiterating background perhaps different stories to evoke 
more memories) 

 Open-ended question (with a closed topic) 
 Descriptive question (non-leading descriptive question ‘about’ used 

rather than ‘feel’ to ensure the story provided is not told due to the 
perception that the question was either positively or negatively asked) 

Research Questions 
All research questions 
Research Objectives Tell me about your 

history with learning?   To find out whether environmental (historical and situational) factors 
may contribute to the development of self-perception as a learner - to 
investigate the relationships between past learning experiences and 
current self-perception. 

 To investigate to what extent self-directed learning may be linked to a 
perception of self as a learner.  To find out whether self-perception 
impacts upon the successful transfer of learning – in particular - 
applying the learned skill in the learner’s work. 

 To investigate whether there are contributing factors which may initiate 
or alter a perception of self as a learner?  

 To develop a model showing the possible effects of self-perception – 
particularly implementing workplace-learning or team-based programs.  

 To find out to what extent a positive or negative self-perception is linked 
to the engagement of learners in learning.  

Q 6 PREMISE 

 Closed question (honing in on self-perception) 
 Knowledge question (specifically mentioning adult learning, yet 

allowing for a historical progression to provide insights into how learner 
may have changed) 

 Sensory (again reiterating ‘feel’ to evoke terms related to self-perception 
of self in learning environments) 

 Laddering (depending on answers to the previous questions - or 
supplementary laddering if answers brief for previous questions) 

Research Questions 
Q1. Factors that contribute to the development of self-perception and history 
Q3. Self-perception change, and if so, how? 
Q4. Could insights of self-perception improve learning? 
Research Objectives 

Tell me about your 
learning history maybe 
going back to school or 
your recent adult 
learning.  How did you 
embark on them and 
how did you feel? 

 To investigate whether there are contributing factors which may initiate 
or alter a perception of self as a learner? 

 To develop a model showing the possible effects of self-perception – 
particularly implementing workplace-learning or team-based programs. 

Q 7 PREMISE 

Tell me about yourself 
as a learner – tell me 
what you do when you 
are faced with new 

 Closed question (honing in on self-perception) 
 Descriptive question (what you ‘do’ expected to evoke descriptions of 

both physical and emotional preparation) 
 Sensory question (asking what you ‘do’ may evoke response about inner 
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thinking and perception of self in a new learning environment) 
 Pyramid question (finding the hierarchical aspects of self-perception) 
 Advanced probing question (relevant links to self-perception carried 

through all questions) 
 Drilling question (again emphasising and honing in on learning 

experiences and self as a learner) 
 ‘Posing the ideal’ (Minichiello et al. 2000:90) (honing in on what makes 

the person ‘comfortable’ in a learning environment) 
Research Questions 
Q3. Can (does) self-perception change, and if so, how? 
Q4. Could insights of self-perception improve learning? 
Research Objectives 

learning experiences  To find out whether environmental (historical and situational) factors 
may contribute to the development of self-perception as a learner - to 
investigate the relationships between past learning experiences and 
current self-perception. 

 To investigate to what extent self-directed learning may be linked to a 
perception of self as a learner.  To find out whether self-perception 
impacts upon the successful transfer of learning – in particular - 
applying the learned skill in the learner’s work. 

 To investigate whether there are contributing factors which may initiate 
or alter a perception of self as a learner?  

 To develop a model showing the possible effects of self-perception – 
particularly implementing workplace-learning or team-based programs.  

 To find out to what extent a positive or negative self-perception is linked 
to the engagement of learners in learning.  
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Appendix G - Interview recordings  
 
 minimal encouragers such as “mmm”, “ah ah” not included in transcripts 
 text marked ‘X’, ‘Y’ or ‘Z’ replaces possible identifiers to preserve participant anonymity 
 

INTERVIEW 1 - November 2006 
 
Male, aged 42 – Police Officer for 16 years. 
 
Opening Question 
 
Tell me about your learning at work and - how you embarked on learning opportunities - 
how did you feel? 
 
 
 The police/military are different to the private sector with regard to the skills sector and there 

seems to be a big distinction and responsibility between what the organisation has deemed as 
compulsory 

 You are expected to jump through the hoops 
 The outcomes are pre-set 
 There are ramifications for not complying – such as probation or IR ramifications 
 I adhere to learning to satisfy the organisations (that is the funding) 
 I believe that there is very little retention or very limited energy with this type of learning – it 

is about satisfying the requirements – not about the content as much.  
 I tend to watch for non-verbal clues and believe the learning is just merit based – is just an 

assessment  
 The economic hardship from not learning is not worth it 
 There is a loss potential and this detracts from the learning experiences 
 I look at what the assessor needs and once the skills have been demonstrated – just dump the 

knowledge 
 The skills and knowledge analogy I don’t need and the training and workplace link is getting 

further away I believe 
 e.g. – training in firearms will not be offered to help me but to help the employer from 

liability – you can tell it is how it is designed – a pantomime really 
 Employers perspective – we have t o train the people ourselves – competencies don’t reflect 

the reality – training on the job might.  
 I believe particularly younger people are disinterested or disappointed as they can’t apply the 

skills – the proof is in the pudding and the course doesn’t provide skills for the job 
 
How do you go about ensuring you are learning?  
 
 
 Voluntary participation you will really get a lot out of - but is not fulfilling employer 

expectations if you don’t have those industrial aspects  
 I learn by clarifying; by recalling things; by getting feedback and by listening 
 Other people speak about it which consolidates it  
 You can remember – because you must – it is not second guessing what /why you are 

learning 
 A lot is to do with who delivered the training  
 You develop a relationship with the trainer  
 You buddy up and then you get the gap bridged – which works better with a much smaller 

group  
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 If it is complicated then 1 on 1 
 If 20 people are packed in a room it is difficult  
 I know that the facilitator is looking for a pre-programmed response – once you’ve been to a 

few of these you can provide correct answers 
 An external provider is a better environment for learning because you can take a risk in the 

external environment like – asking silly questions – and not feel like a goose in front of peers 
 
How has your learning changed? 
 
 What motivates the organisation to send people for training (this has changed)  
 What are they really trying to do – i.e. cultural training etc 
 Maybe to identify people with fixed ideas 
 I would be led earlier – I would lead a training course with no idea 
 I avoid training if I can’t see the value in it 
 Also, there is training that is formal – I don’t like the formality of the formal thing – it is too 

slow – it drags 
 The trick is to get a smaller group 
 If I can find the link – it is better 
 
 
Can you elaborate on the finding the link?  
 
 I feel that you can lead an experienced facilitator – they only refer to the notes if they missed 

something – you can say ‘in my workplace I need this’ whereas in the police formal training 
it is regimented and I can’t be bothered – particularly if I am ‘not invited to participate then I 
can’t be bothered’.  

 I prefer non-formal training 
 I can access my training myself now – I don’t wait for the organisation 
 I will source if myself 
 The internet & phone is a great way to get access to training  
 Even a 360 degree peer review – colleagues will network and tell you about something – that 

is learning 
 Learning – on your own terms – most of it is self-taught  
 The technique of training needs more individual aspects  
 Some training is awareness or attitudinal training that you can just display it then leave 
 I was thinking that I have to do this - other than that I would not have done the course 

 
 
What learning will you find for the future?  
 
 I am interested in micro-business forming as well 
  I read extensively – soak up 
 Small business people are happy to talk to you 
 This is a reciprocal learning 
 I am going to think about downshifting (work at least) to allow me to complete a degree 

(law) 
 I am learning this to improve my lifestyle and flexibility 
 To be admitted to the bar (ultimately) 
 With the degree – I will gear it to the end result – I will choose subjects to suit career 

prospects (rather than the structure of the course if I can) – in other words I will look at what 
my personality, experience, background and knowledge could provide a better career with in 
law (for example maybe a particular expertise) 
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 I will learn using all external study 
 
Why will you do the course fully externally?  
 
 Universities are administration wise completely dreadful.  
 In fact universities need to look at how RTOs work and offer a similar service 
 I am dreading trying to work around the system 
 
How will you monitor your learning?  
 
 When I am studying I will make the distinction between work and home – so I will actually 

get up and get dressed & keep a record of how long I study and monitor it straight away to 
correct it (if I find I am not studying enough)  

 There is no-one looking over my shoulder I will have to monitor it 
 There is a fear factor of course – ‘what if I can’t ‘ – I think? Then I look at people who have 

gone before me and I think I can achieve – I have a record of undergraduate study so I think I 
can do it!  

 I want to do it.  
 I sense a whole new experience – and I am bored with the system to I will be very happy to 

do something else!  
 
 
Thank you for your help.  
 

_____________________________________ 
 
 
INTERVIEW 2 - February 2007 
 
Male, approximate age 40 – 50 
Formerly a tradesperson, currently running own business. 
 
Opening Question 
 
Tell me about your learning at work and - how you embarked on learning opportunities - 
how did you feel? 
 
 It is amazing the different worlds we all live in – I am surprised and the one thing I have 

learnt from this - I used to live in X and work for the biggest dealers in Australia and you 
meet so many people coming in and buying stuff you think you know stuff and I met the 
person from Y and I bought the business off a guy who lived in Z for ten years and who was 
so... (participant indicated narrow with his hands) but being in this room for 3 days I think I 
am coming in there (indicates narrow again) see the army guys and you know?  

 And it is a funny thing you know I worked in pubs for ten years and people who were – there 
were a lot of people who had a part time job because they went to uni for years and they were 
astronauts here (indicates head) but here (indicates hands) they were cripples – no idea no 
common sense – you know?  

 
Can you tell me about your experiences in your background and how you have faced 
learning for your jobs? I am interested in how people change and learn for their work. Can 
you tell me a history or story about how you learn and what you do when faced with new 
learning (when related to your job)? 
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 I always think of outcomes - good and bad - and try to relate it to a scenario or give myself a 
couple of different scenarios of how it could go and also look back at a previous situations 
and at that outcome of what happened or where it could have gone  

 
Do you equate what you could have done or what happened to you in the past – do you look 
at difficulty or what the content is? 
 
 Probably what my point of view is in owning a business I have to look at what is detrimental 

and what may come back and bite me 
 You have to go throw a little bit of caution to the wind even if it means going a little bit off 

the track 
 
You enter the learning environment without an exact understanding of the expectation but 
are ready to face anything:  
 
 Yeah to a point you have to be - you cant predict the future but you have to be ready for the 

left ball or something coming in from there  
 Cant’ think  
 
How has this worked for you in the past? Say for a new job or new role within a job? 
 I suppose when I bought my business I went from a sales person into an owner and I came 

from probably a background to when I was in charge of other people anyway who I had a bit 
of – you know- knowledge of how to talk people through it and so training is finding a way 
that works for that person  - everyone has a different way to achieve however it takes and 
work out what works for them and go with it  

 
 
How did you learn your new system?  
 
 Working in previous businesses – lets say  - let’s go back one strep I worked in the 

Whitsunday’s and never been a game fisherman and I went there and I tried to look back at 
the principles that I have been taught and shown and you know and think outside the square 
and suppose – everyone told me I have know idea and never going to do it – and this got 
under my skin and it was so a bit of a challenge for me to strive and that’s what happened it 
was turning over 18 K a month and in my first month is was turning over 75 – went from 
loser to winner in a short time and so it was lucky it was all there but – someone just had to 
put it into place – it was all there – so yeah -  straight away people had confidence – people 
who had been in that game fishing for 30 years had to re-evaluate their thoughts… 

 
When you stated this course how did you feel - did you do some searching or just rock up? 
 
 I asked around people how had done this course and I was prepared that this course is a lot 

for me because I’m not a academic – you know – I don’t act academic is not my forte – I am 
a visual and an hands on thrown in the deep end and come out the other side – you know – 
and that’s my point – when I said you are meeting other people they are probably the 
opposite and the business of teaching people about boat licenses I know the field and I have 
the qualification and some insight in to why the backing – why my  RTO went about the way 
it did – it is a good thing this course for me – and it is probably something that I don’t think I 
will be the pinnacle in the class  

 
What do you base that on?  
 



 

- 164 - 
 

 Probably because I haven’t done the theory side of things as much as what other people in 
the class have  

 
Do you see this as an issue?  
 
 Um – in some ways yes but others no – because sometimes you learn depending upon what it 

is – I believe you can learn anything in life it comes back to the different person – different 
people will learn at different rates and I suppose you as the teacher and you as the student we 
need to work out what works for me and or how to teach me and I have to learn how to learn 
from you and if you are successful in working that out and me – then I am probably going to 
learn and succeed more if it does happen and if it doesn’t happen then I can see myself - 
where I think I will be at the end of only 3 days in to this course.  

 
I may like to interview you after the course to see if your perception changes then… 
 
 I suppose if you said to me to stand up in from of the class – I don’t have  a problem with 

doing that and I could probably do it off the cuff – but I am looking around the room and I 
see peoples responses and that and what we are doing and I can see there are people that are 
similar to me where some of the  -  it is a concern that – for me – that I am not  -  even 
though I know how to use it (points to computer) what would take some one 15 minutes may 
take me a day – or a couple of hours to sort through it and to find things – through different 
methods myself – I might….. 

 
I will be interested to find out what happens with you in the course and whether your 
perception of what you believe may happen actually happens.  
 
 I think in the long term I – well I have come here to be successful – which will probably take 

me longer than others but that is not something that is going to be a surprise to me –  
 
 
Thank you for your help.  
 

_____________________________________ 
 
 
INTERVIEW 3 - February 2007 
 
Male, approximate age 30-35, Business Manager in IT Software Company 
 
Opening Question 
 
Tell me about you and your learning history – at work or otherwise… 
 
 For me, working - I started working – I started out in hospitality in an industry which is very 

interesting and is – in Australia – is one of those environments or workplaces a lot of people 
go into and not many survive – they had actually quite a good structured program and being 
the Hyatt they had a very good program – they were actually very thorough with training and 
induction training – pretty thorough from an initial starting point – as in we were working in 
the bar area and had different courses for different areas like for silver service versus cocktail 
area or serving at tables – the nature of that industry is very hands on and repetition and 
discussion and obviously asking why you do things in that environment was the induction 
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style – which was very good - it then petered out very quickly and you were thrown into 
work!  

 My very first taste of the working environment and training was very good and in fact I’ve 
still got fond memories of watching a John Cleese movie on relations on how to talk and not 
– a perfect person to present the parody of it – so that was great but very much let down after 
that – you just get whacked into the environment and it doesn’t continue then - so high 
expectations were set and were not matched. 

 In actual fact since then in probably all the industries I have worked in it has been pretty 
consistently the case – I think from a business perspective I think everyone is very conscious 
of trying to make a very good first impression but forgetting to continue that – it’s a 
resourcing issue – time, energy, effort, all of that - so looking back I find that it is normal but 
certainly I had expectations there and I felt disappointed – it had moments – we would have a 
special course with Remy Martin and we would come in and would get to ask, discuss and 
sample their entire range of products – and you would try to educate yourself on the products 
and where they came from those sorts of scenarios were fabulous – how you out that back 
into the workplace after that could have problems. 

 The same time I then started doing child care – totally different – trying to pay my way 
through university and that was an environment with up to grade six in after school care – 
and no training in that environment  – I literally followed someone round for 1/2 day, the 
afternoon, and see what you were meant to do and there was this expectation for you to think 
on your feet and I figured out that kids like to play games and so I just tried to think of games 
and create games to keep them occupied – so that was very interesting - looking back I think 
that with some of these things really safe – playing racing games across bitumen and – 9 
times out of 10 they would fall and graze their knees – and should we have done it that way – 
there was very little guidance in that way – and looking at that industry now and my own 
children in that environment – there is no way I would like that to occur – so its interesting 
how – so with my involvement in that now with my kids in childcare now I am quite 
interested in keeping tabs on what training they have – it is quite remark able with the 
difference now  - I wish I had had the type of training as it is an amazing area to work in - it 
is a fun environment. It is so much fun and energy there! 

 I have also worked in a bit of a landscaping role – again in an attempt to pay my way 
thorough university – architecture is a very expensive course – and that was obviously from a 
perspective of landscaping - manual labour – I had a bit of an understanding and I did my 
own research - my own training as to what I should and could do in the workplace but again 
nothing at all for what was expected nothing – no formal approach – certainly nothing readily 
available for someone who was interested in branching out and starting their own business – 
so it was – you’d sink or swim – you’d figure out a way to do it that doesn’t hurt anybody – 
with the nature of landscaping you went into either doing general landscaping or manual 
labour so you had to be very careful – so general landscaping or manual labour was pretty 
tame… 

 
 
So you had to learn all that yourself?  
 
  
 Yes where I was in X at the time there was an association which you could contact to get a 

little bit of information on; but there was certainly no mandatory control or any such 
requirement – nothing to state that you were competent – anyone could have a go at it  you 
which is exactly what I did – and again looking back – and that is not even 20 years ago -  it 
is quite dangerous – I am sure it still continues today – it is such a broad part of the 
environment – so it was very interesting – quite a broad range from that perspective after I 
left school until I found my way to the public service and that’s a very very strange beast – 
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they have a very good structure and procedures and policies – all of those are in place  – a lot 
of them very much driven by red tape - but if you look at it holistically it is actually quite 
good – they were conscious of staff having to learn having to go off on courses having to 
schedule and plan for that as a regular part of work so from that perspective it was actually 
quite a good environment to go into to because there was a structure – a process that should 
be followed and they would follow – which I think for males works well – we like 
procedures – we are trained by our mums quite well – so that in there with the public service 
I worked in a couple of different departments both federal and so that worked quite well –  

 There was the expectation with the training you received that you would be able to apply it 
back in your work environment and in actual fact lot of the time the expectation was that 
when you came back as an expert as a guru – which until you were able to actually apply that 
in the work environment could be very difficult to do – but that was the expectation that 
doing the training you should be good at it in all aspects – the matter was that the training 
wasn’t going to cover all of it – it was a facet of your work role in the work environment – so 
those expectations were there – the expectation was that training was a regular process and 
you had to keep doing it and it was needed and they had a lot of different training program 
for different roles – you had a two year rotation training program – it was work - at the end 
of the day it was work but you would rotate between different departments and learn the 
method of each and after a period of time you would be moved to the next one – to be 
learning the method the process etc after a period of time when you understood those you 
would move onto another on 

 So a lot of on-the-job style training - very much the nature of the public service – quite a lot 
of external training programs tying to re-emphasise the skills on the product and  

 Which is interesting – not always appropriate – and you could actually see a lot of people 
who would go on those courses weren’t getting any benefit or value out of it – from that 
perspective was sort of a disappointing parts of training when you see people spending 
money on it and knowing you are not getting any return but at the end of the day you have to  
- there was a period of time when the workplace had to spend a mandatory amount of money  

 Within the public service once I had to actually work in the training department that was very 
interesting – not only receiving it but having to deliver it – and the structure of the training 
was very good -  I have to say – very detailed we had to be qualified in the product areas we 
were training in before we could then on train also that mandatory requirement was there – 
so that expectation was there again was on your shoulders that you would have to get to that 
level then you could then on train for the next wave of work … 

 
There are different types of learning involved there - which one of those did you find suited 
you the best? 
 
 Out of all the different styles – looking at university studies, hospitality on the job etc – for 

me – and again I think it is almost a guy thing - we like getting physical – and actually doing 
it - so from that perspective where it was hands on that was the most appropriate and 
reinforced the learning that had occurred  

 I love reading  - but I guess I am like a lot of people – I don’t like reading manuals – the 
information can be applied so short sharp bits of information and then an exercise - then 
short sharp information and then an exercise I think that works for me  

 In actual fact my role in my current employment I have found it worked well a – training if 
instructed that way feedback is fantastic if not – terrible!  

 
You don’t seem to be daunted by any learning environment … 
 
 Maybe that is just personality type not sure  
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What do you think about when you are faced with a particular learning environment? 
 
 Normally in that sort of environment if there is a face-to-face training environment  – most of 

the time I have found that I’ve been persuaded ……training even with external trainers – you 
can usually ask more questions to actually get the information in a way which is more 
suitable – which has held me in good stead for educating me…..I am conscious of that – and 
obviously working around the environment and talking to other people and going in and 
actually  and trialling – if it is something  (indecipherable) driven I have had to try it as the 
only way to know and feel comfortable in what you can do - probably in the last 10 plus 
years the environing I have been working in are all software related and the only way to 
know is to dive you can read stuff but  there are as many as ten ways to do things – you need 
to actually understand as to why can you do them as well as how and to relate to people – 
you’ve got to twist and turn 

 Working in a timely fashion  - I find I work better under that environment under stress rather 
than an open-ended environment purely because you have to get on and you can actually 
drive towards it and you always know there is the light at the end of the tunnel and initially 
yes its a freight train into the open ended tunnel  – but when there inst that pressure – to be 
honest with you in this industry it would be pretty unusual to be open-ended - if it is nothing 
occurs otherwise you tend to move pretty quickly and it is not an environment you are 
comfortable in 

 
Has there ever been a time where you thought you would not get through the work? 
 
 Always – you always have moments like that… 
 
How do you face those? 
 
 A lot of time it turned out to be the expectations I placed on myself – unrealistic ones – 

because - people say that I am anal retentive – what they mean is that I try to be too much of 
a perfectionist is what I do – so things take longer for me to do as I am not happy – I go back 
to them again and go back and do them again – which sometimes means you have that time 
and that pressure environment and you have to actually just say ‘look I just have to stop it 
will have to do’ – and then you actually get the results and feedback back with comments it 
has actually been more than adequate and it’s been beyond the expectations normally so – a 
lot of the time it has been ok and sometimes you put your stick your hand up and have to go 
back and talk to MS or you say can your company give me an example and going back and 
forth into my operating module and talking to them about ….and we think we can ….. 
expecting without ………..is they call me ………….you’ve got to but it is just impossible 
without different software and without different resources numbers different – new goals – so 
worker world but ……it is impossible  

 
You are not really daunted by any overwhelming aspects…..you attack it… 
 
 I always try to look at things from a logical perspective – I try to break things down into bite 

size chunks or pieces – to make it feasible – if it is not you have to take it from – the entire 
task perspective – yes it does look daunting and yes it can be – but from that perspective you 
have to perhaps have enough – so a much easy way to work you are much better off – you 
are able to offload where you think there will be a piece as well – well you can prioritise and 
who you can get involved as well with the processes – one of the challenges we are facing at 
the moment we have a huge amount of work – not enough resources – despite the size of the 
company we are growing faster than we are able to train at the moment  - so causing a bit of 
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grief for us - our expectations are there – we cant get the resources so we are going to having 
to reset our expectations – not a task I like – you are not normally driven by that…. 

 
You are fairly driven by the fact that whatever the constraints are – you are going to try to 
complete that task …don’t consider yourself but the outcomes….? 
 
 
 In a strange way – I’ve always worked from a principle of trying to make my job obsolete in 

the job – I know that sounds strange - but if I am looking at my role currently in training I am 
looking at how I can actually get the outcomes with the same number of resources and the 
only way I can use those resources in a very very different way to which they are being used 
currently – if I am successful in that part of the process of my job will disappear – the 
requirements will change and the ownerships of the creation will actually ……….not with 
our consultants – most people in my position wouldn’t do that – I could be doing myself out 
of a job – I have done that successfully for probably the past 10 years – from my perspective 
its shown that I am able to do that – and it does actually work and it is better for the 
organisation and at the end of the day it should benefit me – it doesn’t always work – 
sometimes you do leave yourself in quite but – but I always work from the principle of the 
big picture…. 

 
What you think of yourself in the future – what is your vision for yourself?  
 
 Always topsy and turvy – I think that is the nature of life – for me the nature of change – for 

me I don’t see myself in a single industry forever – I don’t think some industries will be still 
around and from that perspective I think it would be foolhardy to think – yes I certainly see 
myself being able to merge into a more different role – I look at the time I’ve spent with this 
company and I have already worked in a number of different roles already – the nature of 
what it need to do to perform and the training industry – at some point I’m sure – you find 
different things – I have been reading and hearing a lot of input from a lot of different people 
in our organisation and externally and it seems to be a division in society now you’ve got the 
older generation and my parents are in that and my dad – being in public service for almost 
40 years – to some extent the interesting thing is that you could be in the public service for 
life but in a 30  of different departments and roles and some people are happy to do that – 
some people struggle to do that – there is that gap between – I guess personality types – can 
you change readily to survive to do different things – I think that that generation the 
expectation is different it is a survival thing and I look at people younger than myself and I 
am in my mid thirties now – in another week I will be 35 – I say to my wife I am closer to 70 
than when I was born – even people who join our company who are early to mid 20 they 
understand that is actually completely normal – so it is a very different mindset that they are 
actively looking for that change and pushing their management and say ‘look I have done 
this and I feel comfortable with this I want to change’ and virtually looking at – I actually see 
my group who are 30-40 being kind of in that cross road where some of us have roles that 
can last a long time and some that don’t – some are struggling some aren’t – sort of that link 
between two completely different generations –  

 We are starting to find from a staffing perspective – our staffing expectations in what we 
deliver is actually driving our business – it is changing what we need to do - just in being 
able to move forward – it is very very interesting for some of our senior managers in being 
able to handle that because that’s not their lives – I have a very interesting role….. 

 
I can hear you thinking the next steps are going to be interesting?  
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 To some extent – knowing it is going to happen – some change is constant – this company 
we literally produce a new release every six to eight months and we have to change from a 
software perspective every day which keeps us on our toes – literally every day – which is 
draining – but at the same time challenging in a good way – so you never satisfy the – as to 
how that impacts careers or working life – you can’t pre-empt I mean you can plan and try to 
shape things – you find a input or a different impact – I think that is more feasible than was 
potentially before – I look at my role with a company with 500 staff – we’ve got one trainer! 
I mean there is a lot of stress!  

 But that is not where I actually see my role – I see my role in helping the company take 
training in a completely new direction – and taking the form of competency training to the 
point where it actually becomes a revenue raiser rather than a cost - I see it taking it to 
becoming actually   

 
Thank you – that is all I need.  
 
 

_____________________________________ 
 
 
INTERVIEW 4 - March 2007 
 
Male, approximate age 50, Construction Industry (builder), now IT (systems) Trainer 
 
Opening Question 
 
Tell me about your workplace learning and how you embarked on learning opportunities - 
how did you feel prior to the learning, during and after? 
 
 
 What it do now is IT support and training and so from that aspect we have to the software we 

use is upgraded frequently and consistently and I have to go through a learning process and 
not all of the time do we get training in it and with software it is a process of trial and error 
and before I can implement it for a customer it is a process of self-training in it before I see 
how it works out and before I can teach it 

 Having to diversify I am not afraid of learning and I have had a range of other jobs and 
learned different skills throughout life and so   

 As an age thing I see that I am probably never going to stop learning and I quite enjoy it so 
on that point of view its the job that I am doing at the moment is based on customers and 
actually supplying them solutions or outcomes and so there are many ways with the system 
that we use and the package to provide the required outcomes 

 
Did you always attack learning with the positive attitude that you have now? 
 
 I wasn’t highly skilled  

 
 

When you left school what changed? 
 
 Probably could I see the application of what I was actually doing and before I started my 

apprenticeship I learned in parrot fashion, fractions and trigonometry and it wasn’t until I 
could apply the practical application of the information in a given area could I work out the 
height and length of a given piece and it applied I could identify the reason for learning it and 
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it is not all mathematics I need to know it is only portions of it I need to know and so from 
there it has just progressed and now to training people I have done train the trainer programs 
and some are just boring and some I have picked up some information and doing this for 8 
years and training kids and coming through this I have picked up lots about his people have 
trained – I tend to pick up aspects of it that I can  - pick up different ways of doing things and 
in an assignment situation where I am in the moment in terms of my trade background I am 
in an inspectors role – like  a cop – and so I tell people you have done this or that wrong and 
so from that aspect the way I approach people is that – you know I will come back in a day or 
so and you will need to fix that – so that wasn’t something I was trained in but that I have 
picked up and how you should deal with people and the body language thing – apart from 
this morning!  
 

 I think if I am interested I train people who are from the building industry and they have 
decided they are getting to old to carry stuff around and a) they have the knowledge but 
haven’t really played with the computer and I get the other side of the coin with young 
people who know more about computers than I do and can navigate around the computer but 
don’t have the knowledge part of it  

 I started in computers with both my boys being into the computers... 
 If you have an interest in something then you will learn it... 
 
How do you get yourself prepared for it – like this course for example?  
 
 I did a bit of preparation about the course and spoke to John about the course as he had 

already done and then talked to Dan and looked it up and then made a decision about ‘will 
this course be useful etc’  

 I spoke to Dan about RPL and whether this was an option but because it was over 7 years ago 
I decided that ok I might pick up information and ok I might fall asleep in some session 

 
So you didn’t do any pre-reading and happy to turn up and see what happens?  
 
 Yes 
 
If you had to face a learning environment where you had no previous knowledge in - what 
would you do? Have you done this?  
 
 Yes I had to find out about batch files and so I looked it up and started building batch files 

for myself and this way I could see what to do  
 I will go about preparing myself and so have a preconceived idea about what I need to know 

and what I need to ask to ensure I can keep up. 
 
 
That’ all I need – thank you for your help 
 

_____________________________________ 
 
 
INTERVIEW 5 - March 2007 
 
Male, approximate age 35-40, Electrical Engineer 
 
Opening Question 
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Tell me about your history with learning? 
 
 Do you want me to talk about school? 
 
As far back as you like – tell me anything you specifically remember … 
 
 I was always in the top classes and never really did any homework or anything and just 

cruised through and got accepted to Uni – but my Dad died whilst I was doing my HSC – and 
so couldn’t accept the position as I didn’t want to leave my Mum or the family, to become an 
engineer and a pilot so I did my apprenticeship (cabinet maker) and stayed at home – and 
finished my apprenticeship and did my qualifications in house and then figured I should go 
on and do – I think I was 32 – when I went back to uni to do my degree. 

 I had to defer for 2 years while as I was sent to China – I had to in Sydney for a year and 
work for a year in China and in the states for a while – so I had to defer for a while for 2 
years  

 
When you were faced with this learning what did you do – in preparation if any – how do 
you feel? 
 
 
 I’m auditory really as a learner – never take notes – just read through the PowerPoint later as 

a recap  
 I just sit and listen to what you are saying and after just write out a summary and just re-read 

it and re-read it – more or less rote learn – I tend to be able to remember it  
 Our training at work is all like that – we are just given a thick manual and you pretty  much 

have to memorize  it is crap  –  that’s stupid really as you don’t really learn  -  so what can 
you do – although I can recall a lot of stuff I learned 15 years ago and so it does seem to 
work but it is not the research ------------------(indecipherable) is it  - 

 But that is not really helpful in your research is it?  
 

 
Well this is a qualitative interview and so I am not really driving it necessarily – it is all 
about what you want to say…. 
 
 
When you are faced with a new topic for work what do you do? 
 
 
 No preparation really  
 They just take you into the class room and just sit you there for three months and they 

instruct and you just sit there and listen  
 Period exams at the end with a 75% pass mark – multiple choice  
 So a lot of the assessment has to do with your ability to interpret the English language and 

not really knowledge based and so if you are good at multiple choice then you are able to  - I 
can usually find the right answer without knowing it just by the way the question is worded 
or whatever and when in doubt pick C – you can usually get through them – so it is not really 
about knowledge but multiple choice  

 
How do you perceive yourself if you are faced with a learning environment you expect will 
stretch you? 
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 I like a challenge – I think I have probably got the – if I was going to study medicine I might 
struggle a bit but – you know – I don’t really have too much of a drama with it and maybe 
that’s because of my experiences that I have learned that I could  - I don’t have too much of a 
drama with it – I wouldn’t like to be doing it as a seventeen year old I don’t think a lot of 
them get through it  I – I think it is probably better with life’s experiences  

 I don’t know – my own ability - my own opinion…. 
 That’s a hard one - I don’t know – sort of really – not had that much of a struggle – its just 

my ability to apply myself – when I was younger I just couldn’t be bothered I was lazy  - but 
now I am not lazy and have the drive to go and do it is now it is the time – time is the 
commodity now that I don’t have  

 Its not a matter of ability its just the matter of having the resources to be able to do it and the 
time that you don’t have  

 
Do you see yourself doing nay more study? 
 
 I am going to try to knock this over as soon as possible and then do an MBA and I was 

thinking of doing law or second degree in law – I don’t know it might be too time consuming 
and I won’t have the time to do it – a lot of reading – I probably wouldn’t have use for it – 
clerk for 2 years and then go back to the beginning with salary – in fact I probably won’t 
have a use for it.  

 
 
Thank you for your assistance.  
 
 

_____________________________________ 
 
 
INTERVIEW 6 - January 2008 
 
 
Male, approximate age 30-35, Pastor 
 
Opening Question 
 
Tell me about your learning history maybe going back to school or your recent adult 
learning - how did you embark on them and how did you feel? 
 
 How did I embark on your learning or why? 
 
Yes - why probably? 
 
Why did you start learning and what drove you to it?  
 
 I probably would have left in year 10, as I wanted to be a professional fisherman actually. I 

worked on the weekend and holidays in a trade I ended up picking up.  
 I really didn’t like school and then I went on to learn a trade.  
 Adult learning after school – I learned through my trade and I really learned quickly. A year 

and a half into my trade I was running the show, driving the trucks etc.  
 I learned out of necessity and I was quite good at it.  
 A lot of my learning there was through instruction and applying what I was told - there was 

no actual in-class time.   
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 The person teaching me my trade was not a great coach but he would tell me where I went 
wrong and how to apply the skill.   

 He would really push me and tell me why I had to learn something and I related to that.  
 The more challenge I had the more I actually learning 
 Probably more so now my learning to become a minister – a lot of that is self training  
 I listened to a lot of tapes and CD’s on other preachers and how they preached – a lot of it 

was self-learning 
 Probably a lot of the courses I went  on I didn’t learn much either mostly my own self-

learning 
 Until your course I didn’t really like formal learning  
 I only went on the course (your course) because I had to 
 I probably only learned as much as I needed to learn – what I put into it I got out of it 
 I enjoyed the style of learning  
 Probably the only formal style of learning that I have had in the last ten years 
 
What did you think before you attended the course?  
 
 I was thinking that I have to do this  - other than that I would not have done the course 
 I didn’t really want to do it – I realised I needed to do it but that style of learning to me is 

something I don’t often enjoy 
 

How did you feel the first couple of days – I remember you made a couple of comments 
about your own ability to learn 
 
 I was very tired at the end of every day and my troubles with learning things was with the 

government and bureaucracy as this really frustrates me 
 Looking at my area of ministry and how I have seen people coming through to study and 

become really ineffective ministers and yet I haven’t studied a lot but been very effective – 
when I look at the bureaucracy then I think that the structured learning doesn’t provide the 
learning that people really need –  

 I think that you can learn a lot but unless you are out practically doing it then the information 
(if it is not practically outworked) then it is very frustrating  

 A lot of the government requirements just cement my opinion about it  
 I remember we did a case study of a person and part of it was this guy who had learned all 

this stuff and was very effective but he didn’t do the assignment and other people in the 
group were saying he was lazy but for me – he had improved and was very effective – so that 
is where my style of learning is similar 

 I really enjoyed the course and the project that we did after it as I had to practically put in it 
what I had learned.  

 
Was there a time that you felt that you were learning ‘easily’ or without any real effort? 
 
 Part of the stuff we learned I found easy as art of the teaching and learning style is something 

that I do here and I have done a lot of working in teams (with volunteers here) and so those 
things were easier for me to learn – you can just think that way 

 What you made me do was to solidify some of the content in my head and the theories 
behind them – although I knew them I had not really placed in that way 

 
If you had to fact another formal learning how will you face it?  
 
 The same way – probably if I have to do it then I have to  
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 I may have changed my view a little bit though because of the formal learning I am now 
involved with  

 People are coming here to learn and get a certificate – but I want them to come here to 
change their life –  

 I started your course that way – and then I realised I could actually use some of this stuff 
 I was able to look back and say – maybe I did really use something useful! 
 
So, apart from that  - if you are now in a situation where someone asks you a question that 
you don’t know the answer to how will you go about finding the answer?  
 
 I will probably ask someone and if I don’t get the answer I want I will do a search on the 

internet  
 

And what is your plan for the future?  
 
 I am loving what I am doing now and I would probably not say it was a plan of mine  
 Probably for me - part of my God aspect is that I have confidence in my heart and in a 

spiritual trust in God that I can put that practically and I would never say that it was part of 
my plan to be running the internship program I would rather have been running a church as a 
pastor but I didn’t feel that in my heart that that was right.  My wife and I both felt that this is 
the right thing to do and I am very happy doing what I am doing.  

 
If you see an opportunity you will “decide at the time?  
 
 Yes.  
 
Thank you – that is all I need to ask.  
 
 

_____________________________________ 
 
 
INTERVIEW - 7 - March 2008 
 
Female, approximate age 25-35, Team Leader Queensland Government. 
 
Opening Question 
 
Tell me about yourself as a learner – tell me what ever you like about you and what you do 
when you are faced with new learning experiences? 
 
 I have never really stopped learning. Every single year I have done a new course or some 

learning, because I always have a yearning to learn something useful – I may never use it but 
is good to still have that knowledge.  

 On the job - I am happy to be put into a situation of told to get on with it – but I kind of need 
that backup of knowing exactly what they expect – so getting the learning or training then I 
can do what they expect – using the training package or whatever.   

 I tend to be more self-training on-the-job – because I didn’t have much experience after 
school just admin/reception which was just learning as you do the job – as I got more skills – 
I can actually get into training courses myself and learn that way – like with my Masters – I 
am doing ***unclear*** learning which is completely different to going to courses. I started 
a course in Homeopathy I was 18 – but I didn’t have the motivation – you know coming 
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home and getting into study - sometimes you don’t have that motivation unless it is face-to-
face but know I am motivated to do it – and I am trying to link that to the workplace.  This 
has put me into the position now – like now I am doing recruitment – I have never really 
worked in recruitment – they just put me on – I haven’t actually done it – but I have kind of 
changed in the fact that me as a person wanting to do it rather than opposed to having to do it 
… 

 
What do you think about prior to new learning environments? 
 
 I used to think that I would never be able do it – that I am useless even now I think that – 

when going for a job they say you can get $50,000 but I say why – I am useless I can’t do 
that - I think that I prefer the one-to-one thing rather than the group – as I can ask whatever 
questions I have at that point – rather than waiting for the opportunity to ask and worried that 
you will sound like an idiot – but as I am getting older I don’t really care any more – well if 
people don’t like it – tough luck – they are not going to remember what you asked at the end 
of the day anyway it is about what you needed to know at the time – but at the beginning you 
always think they will remember you as the person asking the stupid question – they do 
forget – but you don’t because you asked the right question  

 
 

If you had to perform ad-hoc what would you do?  
 

 I now think not to give myself such a hard time – and actually just chill out – whatever is 
going to happen will happen – I am a very much a perfectionist and that sort of comes out in 
everything I do and in my work - so if I can’t do it to the best I can do it then I will not be 
able to sit back and say well I did the best that I could – not I should have done this or should 
have done that 

 If I am in a particular role – if they are wanting me to work with a new computer program or 
something I will constantly ask questions to be sure what they are expecting me to do so that 
I am not in a position of being not sure about myself – so I will make sure I ask along the 
way 

 I don’t think I have the motivation to learn – I didn’t want to learn  - I wanted to learn but I 
want to learn it my way – I think my learning style is auditory – I can actually sit and listen 
to whatever was they were saying and then go and write it up later – I can just listen and then 
remember it – to me it is easy to just write something but I didn’t actually have to study – I 
didn’t really feel the need to do the study – I did it because I had to  

 In terms of actually listening – and remember things – I can still do it but most of the time I 
cant actually remember what someone said I would rather just listen and read it and then 
make notes – for someone to say it verbally I will then have to do it – but now  

 I am not quite sure what kind of learning style I have ….auditory? 
 When I was born I was completely ambidextrous and my mum (she was a teacher) got me 

using my left hand – but that kind of mixed up my brain I couldn’t write properly - so my 
brain it is confused between the two sides – I couldn’t write something – like I couldn’t pick 
up the pen and just write something – and even now things don’t get passed between the two 
sides – it is a bit odd – I can think something – but I have too much going through my head 
for - but it can’t come out my mouth – I don’t know whether that has had a kind of an impact 
– how it impacted my learning 

 ************* indecipherable *********but it is difficult – it just wouldn’t go in – but if I 
could look it up and write it down I could remember it  

 
What do you do if you have to learn something new? 
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 If I can read from the beginning to the end the whole course – then I can put it into 
perspective and understand what is coming up – If I can’t do that I find it difficult to put it 
into perspective. 

 Once I have finished the course I can put it into perspective – I can read through all the 
information and it makes sense – whereas if I can’t see something before it just doesn’t make 
sense – I can not just put it into the reality of it 

 Now that I have finished a course I can then go back and read through it  
 
If you were going to learn something for fun how would you do that? 
 
 I am trying to learn French at the moment and it is just – I get very frustrated with it very 

easily – I have a program where I talk and it talks back to me  -  and I actually have to change 
how I am actually trying to  learn it – if I am trying to do it by myself it just doesn’t register 
and I don’t have that situation where you can kind of add on  – it gets too difficult - whereas 
if you are in a group of people learning it - so I suppose not to change not how you actually 
start the course or what you do before it but actually make the effort during it and physically 
go and speak to someone in that language – or that kind of thing - it does make sense but it 
will be more conceptually organised – although I remember a lot of it – most of it I don’t – it 
sort of went into my head and but I don’t remember it as I am not constantly using it  

 If it is just theory – it just doesn’t register – I need to apply it   
 

 
Where do you see yourself in the future?  
 
 I am not sure – I keep on getting drawn back into psychology and the naturalistic type work 

and so I think that is where I will end up 
 I have my dream list of having a 30 acres of land, a farm 
 I can’t see myself not studying – I want to keep my brain active – I want to make sure I can 

help – if I don’t have a degree to fall back on then I have nothing for a career  - you need to 
be very flexible today… 

 
Thank you – that is all I need to ask.  
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Appendix H - Interview observation notes 
 
Not all interviews were recorded as field notes due to limitation of time. Those recorded below 
demonstrate the researcher’s evaluation of the interview environments. 
 

Interview Responses FIELD NOTES - INTERVIEW 1  

Male aged approximately 40-45 
This interview took place between 10.00 am and 11.30 am on a Friday and was held in a large training 
room seated at a small ‘breakout’ round table. The participant chose a chair seated facing the front of 

the training room (i.e. facing the whiteboard and trainer’s area) and I took the seat to his left, facing the 
windows running along the length of the room.  The weather was sunny and the room was air-

conditioned.  
Participant’s comment (verbatim) 

The X are different to the Y sector with regard to the skills sector and there seems to be a big 
distinction and responsibility between what the organisation has deemed as compulsory... 

Body Language Voice Categories 
Noticeable downward stare with 
mid-range gaze, body forward 
with slightly heavy lean on table, 
facial expression not specific but a 
little loose and appearing a little 
tired 

Voice had touches of despair, 
disappointment, and anger, yet 
with a tinge of perseverance and 
resoluteness, non-animated speech 

Learning environment 
 
Reason and benefit for learning 
 
Motivation  

Participant’s comment (verbatim) 

You are expected to jump through the hoops...the outcomes are pre-set. 
There are ramifications for not complying – such as probation or IR ramifications... 
Body Language Voice Categories 

Use of saying - depicted loathing 
of the system  
 
Comment made after a pause, and 
what appeared to be a deliberate 
and decisive statement - but 
almost as though talking to self... 
 
Looking up and around the room 
and then back at me...pausing after 
complying...then with a steady 
knowing gaze...completed the 
sentence and then paused again at 
the end...slightly leant back in 
chair at end of sentence, no hand 
movements, sitting loosely on the 
table or on lap 

Voice raised and more energetic 
indicating emotional undertones of 
despondency – although not that 
of a person lost just unable to 
affect a change 
 
Back to monotone but without 
raised emotion more of a flat tone 
but yet still slightly subdued – 
difficult to define either as muted 
anger or beginnings of frustration, 
also slight tone of resignation – 
complex vocals in such few 
words... 
 
Voice deepened and slowed over 
the words ramification and 
complying - complying spoken 
with a staccato effect and with 
slightly louder volume - pause 
allowed word to ‘hang’ - then in a 
softer tone, but slightly 
faster...went on...at the end of the 
sentence stopping completely for a 
breath and exhaling 
slowly...waiting for my next 
question... 

Benefit of learning  
 
Self-directed learning (SDL) 
 
Flexibility 
 
Adult learning environment  
 
Compliance 
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Participant’s comment (verbatim) 

I adhere to learning to satisfy the organisations (that is the funding)... 
 

Body Language Voice Categories 
Turned body toward me to await 
another question...when I just 
raised my eyebrows and leaned in 
without speaking...he went 
on...sitting up a bit as though 
‘getting back to the original 
question’...continued with a 
slightly more animated speech, 
with change of tone conveying 
emphasis now evident for certain 
words... 

Voice more crisp...and faster with a 
raised tone... 

Motivation 
 
Learning environment 
 
Workplace learning 
 
Compliance 

 
 
 
 

Interview Responses FIELD NOTES - INTERVIEW 2  

Male aged approximately 40 - 50 
This interview took place in a small boardroom (possible seating of about 10 people) sitting at the side 
of the table facing the windows, which stretched across the full length of the room at waist height. The 
participant and I sad side-by-side. The interview took place at about 4.15 in the afternoon.  The room 
was air-conditioned and the day was sunny and about 28 degrees Celsius.  The participant was offered 

and accepted a coffee but declined. After a small chat reiterating the interview process (and a little 
uncomfortable shuffling around) we proceeded.  There were a couple of other people still in the 

workplace but who were working in a completely different room and using computers. 
Participant’s comment (verbatim) 

It is amazing the different worlds we all live in – I am surprised and the one thing I have learnt from 
this - I used to live in X and work for the Y in Australia... 

...you meet so many people coming in and buying stuff you think you know stuff... 
 

...and I met the person from X and I bought the business off a guy who lived in Y for ten years and who 
was so......(participant indicated narrow with his hands)... 

 
...but being in this room for 3 days I think I am coming in there (indicates narrow again)... 

...see the X guys and you know? (this was posed as a question...I conveniently look down at my notes 
rather than provide any lead...)... 

Body Language Voice Categories 
Participant appeared comfortable 
sitting alongside me at a board 
table, facing a long window.  We 
talked briefly about the interview 
and recording process (although 
this had already been pointed out) 
then I asked my first question (as 
above). The participant answered 
with what appeared to be a little 
apprehension, I observed either 
possibly due to the participant 
trying to make sense of my first 
question – or being unsure of the 

The participant spoke very quickly 
and had an air of ‘concealment’ 
about what he was saying...facial 
expressions used were persistent 
direct gaze – almost staring, wide 
eyed, raised eyebrows and slight 
turn of the head.  The tone of 
voice was low and slower than the 
body language without would 
have demonstrated – lowering 
tone and slowing speech down 
was evident at the last statement... 

Learning history, perception of 
self as a learner 
 
Reason and benefit for learning 
 
Learning style 
 
Understanding of learning 
environments 
 
Knowledge of self 
 
Self-perception of self as a 
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Interview Responses FIELD NOTES - INTERVIEW 2  

recording and formality of the 
‘real interview’ once it had begun.  
The context of speech was also 
very disjointed and difficult to find 
an ‘answer’ to the question.  After 
a few minutes, the animation 
evident in his body language 
appeared to be more relevant to 
his interest in being a participant 
than nervousness at the start. For 
some time he sat straight up in his 
chair slightly leaning in when tone 
dropped at last statement). Hand 
movements animated most of his 
words and many sentences begun 
only after the gestures – as though 
words in their own right. 

learner (changing) 
 
Perception of self as a learner 
and comparison to other 
learners 

Body Language Voice Categories 
After a slight pause where I did 
not provide a further question but 
looked on expectantly the 
participant looked around the 
room and then, with a nod of his 
head (by lifting his chin upwards 
first) and recovering to a position 
slightly leaning back...he 
continued his conversation.  
Whilst speaking he moved further 
back in his chair with a more open 
seating position. He occasionally 
punctuated words with head 
movements (sort of a wink but 
with the head moving sideways 
and backwards) and many hand 
movements still. 
 

The participant altered his speech 
pattern now – slower with a little 
‘confidence’ overriding the 
previous air of confidentiality – 
the tone also indicated he was 
talking to me as ‘though talking 
about other learners’ in definition 
of himself.  His tone was deeper, 
louder and slower indicating 
control and more purpose in his 
answers (it seemed). 

Low perception of self as a 
learner 
 
Application of knowledge  - and 
comparison to other learners 
(perception of self as a learner) 
 
Common sense – as apposed to 
intelligence in demonstration 
competence 
 
 

Participant’s comment (verbatim) 

I always think of outcomes - good and bad - and try to relate it to a scenario or give myself a couple of 
different scenarios of how it could go and also look back at a previous situations and at that outcome of 

what happened or where it could have gone... 
Body Language Voice Categories 

I reiterate the question and 
participant now seems to focus on 
the topic and a more casual seating 
position is adopted and facial 
expression looses raised eyebrows 
and wide eyed gaze – expression 
now one of thoughtful importance.  
Body less animated and arms 
become folded loosely on chest. 

The change in tone to a slightly 
higher, more aspirated voice – less 
starkness between words and words 
have a lyrical flow like friendly 
conversation rather than hastily 
prepared answers or deliberately 
chosen words... 

History of learning  
 
Perception of self as a learner 
(historical and changing) 
 
Reflective understanding of 
perception of self as a learner 
 
 

Participant’s comment (verbatim) 

You have to go throw a little bit of caution to the wind even if it means going a little bit off the track... 
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Interview Responses FIELD NOTES - INTERVIEW 2  

Body Language Voice Categories 
Client showed a slightly more 
animated body language with this 
sentence, some slight jerkiness in 
hand movements (almost 
indicating throwing away 
something...) 

Voice had a slight tinge of ‘loss’ 
and almost an ‘edge’ as though (I 
interpreted) there were things 
outside his control and this was 
uncomfortable.  A certain 
wistfulness in the tone over the top 
of annoyance – hard to define. 

Risk and learning  
 
 
Ability to handle new learning 
situations 
 
Historical reflection of 
achievement 

Participant’s comment (verbatim) 

..everyone has a different way to achieve... however it takes ...and work out what works for them and go 
with it... 

Body Language Voice Categories 
Participant’s body language 
conveyed ease, comfort and ‘story 
telling’ with looking up at the 
ceiling and out the window prior 
to each sentence...when looking 
back at me the participant seemed 
to sit up more to narrate his story – 
lending an importance to it – yet 
his gaze was midline looking 
through me and at a memory it 
seemed... 

Tone of voice now very calm and 
almost ‘buddy’ like with a hint of 
‘pride’ and ‘achievement’ included 
when emphasising ‘everyone’ and 
‘them’ (almost as though he was 
really talking about himself)... 

Historical reflection on 
learning  
 
Perception of self in relation to 
others 
 
Current self-perception of self 
as a learner 

Participant’s comment (verbatim) 

Yeah...to a point you have to be - you cant predict the future but you have to be ready for the left ball or 
something coming in from there... 

 
Cant’ think... 

Body Language Voice Categories 
Participant more relaxed and had 
an interested expression and body 
position (alert but leaning back – I 
notice the leaning back seems 
almost a deliberate body language 
as though to emphasise calmness 
with the interview process or to 
dispel any concept of his nerves 
on my part?) – not sure – 
movement to rest backward on the 
chair seemed slightly exaggerated.  

Voice tone, pace, and pitch all quite 
conversational, pausing more than 
previous and searching for words 
rather than saying first to 
mind...voice trails off at end as 
thread of story seemed lost...(I 
make a mental note that perhaps I 
did not ask the question well or the 
wording used was not ordinary – 
and to check the transcript after the 
interview). 

Reason, benefit for learning 
 
 
Perception of self in future 
learning environments 
 
 
Motivation 
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Interview Responses FIELD NOTES - INTERVIEW 3 

Male aged approximately 30 - 35 
This interview occurred from 9.00am.30 am on a Friday (within the participant’s workplace with 

several staff in the adjoining rooms) and was held in a conference or large training room. The weather 
was overcast, cloudy and fine. The room did not have any windows as was an internal office but had 

large folding doors facing the front of the building, which featured a ceiling high glass front. The 
interview occurred at a small table just inside the folding doors with a view outside and the front 

information desk only meters away. The chairs were large straight back leather office chairs. 
Participant’s comment (verbatim) 

My very first taste of the working environment and training was very good and in fact I’ve still got fond 
memories of watching a movie on relations on how to talk and not – a perfect person to present the 

parody of it – so that was great but very much let down after that – you just get whacked into the 
environment and it doesn’t continue then - so high expectations were set and were not matched. 

Body Language Voice Categories 
The participant sat down and had 
an expression of seriousness and 
almost of reverence with the 
interview about to take place. He 
smiled with what appeared a little 
nervousness and yet expectantly 
and moved in the chair as though 
to convey comfort but appeared 
slightly uncomfortable – his body 
position was quite casual with 
leaning back in chair slightly and 
angled towards the table with his 
feet stretched out a little in front. 
He rested placed one arm on the 
table from his elbow down and the 
other he dangled loosely over the 
on his knee. 

This participants normal speech 
patterns appeared to be a quick, 
elaborate manner of speaking with 
many adjectives and colour in the 
choice of his words – his voice was 
tuneful, with a mixed pace and tone 
and also had the occasional use of 
‘Australian slang’ to emphasise his 
points – he would ‘take on’ the 
attributes of those he spoke about 
(and often mimicked his own 
experiences likewise)  - this gave his 
stories an almost ‘observers’ point 
of view (even when talking about 
himself) 

Learning in the workplace 
 
Learning environment 
influence 
 
Application of competence  
 
Support (coaching) 
 
Learning outcomes 

Participant’s comment (verbatim) 
...trying to pay my way through university and that was an environment with up to grade six in after 

school care – and no training in that environment  – I literally followed someone round for 1/2 day, the 
afternoon, and see what you were meant to do and there was this expectation for you to think on your 

feet so it was – you’d sink or swim – you’d figure out a way to do it that doesn’t hurt anybody – 
 

Body Language Voice Categories 
Body language altered slightly 
with a more upright seating 
position with his legs brought back 
and folded near the chair and his 
upper body was leaning in – hand 
movements became more fluid 

The animated voice and language 
were consistent throughout this 
interview. The participant enjoyed 
remembering and telling stories – a 
very positive twang to his voice at 
all times.  

Self-perception of learner at 
school 
 
Self-perception of learner at 
University  
 
Changing self-perception 
 
Coaching and learning 
transfer 

Participant’s comment (verbatim) 
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I had a bit of an understanding and I did my own research - my own training as to what I should and 
could do in the workplace but again nothing at all for what was expected nothing – no formal approach 

– certainly nothing readily available for someone who was interested in branching out and starting 
their own business – 

Body Language Voice Categories 
 Much more animated body 
language with many smiles, raised 
eyebrows and turning head on the 
side – hand movements also more 
mobile.  
 
 

Voice altered with higher pitch and 
faster pace. Very few long pauses 
but many changes of tone – perhaps 
this is the person’s normal speech 
habit – but seemed highly emotive 
and engaged with the use of feeling 
conveyed in the voice 

Self-directed learner 
 
Understanding of self and 
goals 

 
 
 
 

Interview Responses FIELD NOTES - INTERVIEW 4  

Male, approximate age 50 
This interview occurred within an office, which seats two people and using the ‘interview’ table in the 
centre of the room. The office has a large window and is approximately 5 meters by 5 meters square.  

No staff were working the day of the interview. 
Participant’s comment (verbatim) 

From the opening question this participant spoke about personal change - in respect to learning he had a 
very clear understanding of the effort he had exerted in re-learning and learning new material to remain 
actively employed - the following comments demonstrated this.  The participant also had a very 
positive outlook on learning and further learning prospects.  

 
“Having to diversify I am not afraid of learning and I have had a range of other jobs and 

learned different skills throughout life and so…” 
 
 
 

“As an age thing I see that I am probably never going to stop learning and I quite enjoy it so 
on that point of view its the job that I am doing at the moment is based on customers and 

actually supplying them solutions or outcomes and so there are many ways with the system 
that we use and the package to provide the required outcomes…” 

 
 

Body Language Voice Categories 
This participant was very 
comfortable talking about his 
experiences and seemed to have a 
relaxed and confident body 
language.  His demeanour seemed 
to say he was someone who had 
good self knowledge and had 
reflected on his own success - this 
was somehow evident in his 
position (i.e. straight yet 
comfortable sitting position) and 
his general calmness in answering 
- he found many examples of his 
learning history easily - as though 

At the beginning of the interview 
this participant spoke tentatively 
about his experiences. Although 
there was nothing in his voice to 
indicate reticence to speak of his 
history - he seemed to speak with 
a certain calmness, devoid of too 
much emotion - as though not to 
over emphasise his own successes 
but over time his voice became 
more animated as he seemed to 
become easier with iterating his 
own learning history.   
 

Positive self perception as self 
as a learner 
 
Personal change - including 
some negative but mostly 
positive change 
 
 
 
Changing perception of self as a 
learner 
 
Clear understanding of himself 
as a learner and in a learning 
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Interview Responses FIELD NOTES - INTERVIEW 4  

these had been part of his own 
thinking process for some time - 
or that he had reflected upon his 
own success and visualised his 
progress many times.  
 
 
His facial expressions became 
more open as he relaxed whist 
talking about is background.  He 
became less rigid in his seated 
position allowing his hands to 
relax on the table (where as they 
had been in his lap). He then 
leaned forward more and then sat 
back with arms folded loosely in 
front - a more comfortable, 
conversational body language.    

His voice quickened as he spoke 
of his successes and pitched 
slightly higher - with more terms 
related to self and positive than 
negative.  
 
He also spoke with a ‘proud tone’ 
when remembering how he had 
come through some learning 
incidences.  
 
 

environment  
 
Understanding of change in 
perception  
 
Recognising perception of self 
in terms of others’ perception of 
her 

 
 
 
 

Interview Responses FIELD NOTES - INTERVIEW 5  

Male, approximate age 35-40 
This interview took place between 3.30 and 4.30 pm in the afternoon. It was undertaken in one of the 

offices in the researcher’s training business. Researcher and participant sat opposite each other without 
a table between (sitting on the office chairs for opposing desks). The office was utilised due to other 

staff not being present. The open conversational seating was conducive to immediate rapport.   
Participant’s comment (verbatim) 

To the opening question - tell me about your learning history….the participant responded:  
 

“I was always in the top classes and never really did any homework or anything and just 
cruised through and got accepted to Uni…” and  

 
“I’m auditory really as a learner – never take notes – just read through the PowerPoint later 

as a recap….”  
and  

“I  just sit and listen to what you are saying and after just write out a summary and just re-
read it and re-read it – more or less rote learn – I tend to be able to remember it…” 

 
Body Language Voice Categories 

This participant was very 
confident and his body language 
was relaxed, comfortable and 
open. He was very happy to be 
able to assist with the research and 
had mentioned that his ‘learning 
history’ was varied with many 
changes - this was then reflected 
in his keenness (mostly mirrored 
in his voice and tone) to talk about 

This participant’s speech was very 
fast, with high degrees of variance 
in tone, pitch and volume.  His 
story telling was very concise - 
little details provided as ‘padding’ 
but merely provided a clear 
indication of events (as though he 
had thought about them often).  
 
He had some change of voice 

Motivation to learn 
 
Self as a learner 
 
Positive (and some negative) 
perception 
 
Understanding of expectation of 
external forces 
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his history.  This was evident in 
his answers - perhaps he was 
trying to think what would suit the 
research rather than answer the 
question - but - evidence of his 
‘over thinking’ the answers (in 
light of what he thought was 
expected) diminished once he 
progressed into his own story…. 
 
As he spoke about his history he 
altered his seating position many 
times and almost ‘acted out’ the 
story with his hands. His body 
language was emotive, mobile and 
mirrored his animated voice.  
He appeared to be a person with a 
good understanding of self - and 
had also spent some time thinking 
about how he learned and what 
would assist him being successful. 
 
Not all of his story was positive 
and his body language when 
taking about those times was less 
mobile.  
 
At the end of the interview the 
participant seemed to be talking 
more about his future in learning 
than past - and his comments 
seemed to present indecision as to 
what his future aspirations were. 
His body language became 
slightly slouched - unsure why but 
it was different to his positive 
voice.  

when he considered whether he 
would do more study - this seemed 
to be related to the lack of definite 
choice of study area than any 
negative aspects of further study - 
there seemed to be a slight 
hesitation about his future - in 
particular with his last comment -  
 
“I am going to try to knock this 
over as soon as possible and 
then do an MBA and I was 
thinking of doing law or second 
degree in law – I don’t know it 
might be too time consuming 
and I won’t have the time to do 
it – a lot of reading – I 
probably wouldn’t have use for 
it – clerk for 2 years and then 
go back to the beginning with 
salary – in fact I probably 
won’t have a use for it….” 
 
At this time his voice trailed off 
and then stopped - I waited for 
any further comments (as he 
appeared to be thinking about 
the answer) but after a pause - 
this seemed like a good point to 
stop the interview.   
 

 Recognising perception of self 
in terms of others’ perception of 
her 

 
 
 

Interview Responses FIELD NOTES - INTERVIEW 6 

Male, approximate age 30-35 
This interview took place between 5.30 and 6.30 at the participant’s workplace and in his office. The 
office was slightly darkened with high windows not providing much light. Prior to the interview the 
participant showed the researcher around his whole workplace including his office, and those of his 

peers and management.   
Participant’s comment (verbatim) 

From the opening question the participant clarified the question - the question was double-barrelled and 
so I made a note to try to keep questioning concise and short…this would then mean less leading and 
more open responses from the participant.   
 
Without prompting the participant immediately spoke of his learning history back to when he left year 
10 and spoke about his aspirations as a young adult - as such:  
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“I probably would have left in year 10, as I wanted to be a professional fisherman actually. I 
worked on the weekend and holidays in a trade I ended up picking up. 

I really didn’t like school and then I went on to learn a trade. 
Adult learning after school – I learned through my trade and I really learned quickly. A year 

and a half into my trade I was running the show, driving the trucks etc. 
I learned out of necessity and I was quite good at it. 

A lot of my learning there was through instruction and applying what I was told - there was no 
actual in-class time”  

 
Body Language Voice Categories 

This participant was very relaxed 
and confident and was seated 
opposite me but leaned in slightly 
when we ‘began’ the interview - 
prior to the beginning he sad back 
in his chair.  This I felt was 
indicative of his understanding 
that the ‘research’ had started - or 
perhaps a respect for the formality 
of and seriousness of it being not 
just a meeting but research related. 
 
His body language was slightly 
leaning toward the professional 
meeting at first but during the 
conversation became more casual 
- i.e. relaxed arms, feet crossed 
and resting back further (rather 
than leaning in).  

His tone was fairly emotive - but 
mostly monotone as though 
reading a witness statement - in 
the beginning (this I put down to 
the fact that his interpretation of 
the research interview was that it 
was more formal) - once the 
conversation began to move more 
fluidly his voice became more 
varied and tone, pitch and pace 
were mirrored in the terms he used 
to tell his story.  
 
He spoke slowly and relaxed most 
of the time but quickened his pace 
when iterating how he disliked the 
processes of government or 
bureaucracy (as he said). His tone 
mirrored his frustration - and when 
he spoke about his current position 
and how he perceived himself in 
that environment his tone 
lightened.  

Self perception as a learner and 
change of learner image 
 
Reason for learning 
 
Motivation 
 
Career change (i.e. learning 
requirements for career change) 
 
Understanding of external 
forces on learning  
 
 
 
  

 
 
 
 

Interview Responses FIELD NOTES - INTERVIEW 7  

Female aged approximately 25 - 35 
This interview occurred within an office, which seats two people and using the ‘interview’ table in the 
centre of the room. The office has a large window and is approximately 5 meters by 5 meters square.  

No staff were working the day of the interview. 
Participant’s comment (verbatim) 

I have never really stopped learning. Every single year I have done a new course or some learning, 
because I always have a yearning to learn something useful – I may never use it but is good to still 

have that knowledge. 
 

I used to think that I would never be able do it – that I am useless even now I think that – when going 
for a job they say you can get $50,000 but I say why – I am useless I can’t do that - I think that I prefer 

the one-to-one thing rather than the group – as I can ask whatever questions I have at that point – 
rather than waiting for the opportunity to ask and worried that you will sound like an idiot – but as I 
am getting older I don’t really care any more – well if people don’t like it – tough luck – they are not 

going to remember what you asked at the end of the day anyway it is about what you needed to know at 
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Interview Responses FIELD NOTES - INTERVIEW 7  

the time – but at the beginning you always think they will remember you as the person asking the stupid 
question – they do forget – but you don’t because you asked the right question... 

Body Language Voice Categories 
This participant displayed a very 
controlled and respectful 
demeanour – appearing to treat the 
interview as an important and 
serious interaction and showed 
clear thinking and deliberation in 
her answers – her body language 
was initially quite upright, 
professional (i.e. no dropping of 
shoulders or casually leaning on 
the table or back on the chair) and 
ensuring her hands were placed on 
her lap.   
 
 
Over the course of the interview 
she slightly relaxed but still held a 
very business-like stance.   
 
Her facial expressions were 
serious with very few (if any) 
smiles or grins – occasionally her 
gaze would wander upwards or out 
(to the window) and return again 
to the immediate environment (not 
necessarily looking at me) and 
then continue by looking often at 
the table whilst telling of her 
memories.   

At the beginning of the interview 
this participant spoke quietly and a 
little fast - with a soft tone – 
almost a wistful tinge to the tone. 
Her pitch was high but projection 
low. 
 
Progressing through the interview 
this participant’s voice increased 
in volume and was also lower in 
pitch. Her pace slowed and 
projection increased.  The change 
was slight and yet still evident and 
appeared to be due to being more 
comfortable rather than any thing 
else.  

Motivation 
 
SDL 
 
Lifelong learning 
 
Perception of self as a learner 
 
Changing perception of self as a 
learner 
 
Clear understanding of herself 
as a learner and in a learning 
environment  
 
Understanding of change in 
perception  
 
Recognising perception of self 
in terms of others’ perception of 
her 

Participant’s comment (verbatim) 

I was 18 – but I didn’t have the motivation – you know coming home and getting into study - sometimes 
you don’t have that motivation unless it is face-to-face but know I am motivated to do it – and I am 

trying to link that to the workplace... 
Body Language Voice Categories 

At this stage of the interview the 
participant altered her body 
language slightly as though talking 
about another person – likened to 
a daughter – for whom she had 
sympathy with (this showed in her 
slight lowering of her shoulders 
and relaxed back – leaning slightly 
skewed on the chair – perhaps to 
mirror the pose of an 18 yr old?).   
It was apparent her story had an 
emotive aspect – this was mirrored 
in a slight saddening of her facial 
expression (mouth downturned 
slightly and eyebrows raised 
opening her eyes – with a 

Voice not altered much but just a 
slightly higher tone and faster pace 

Learning history 
 
Motivation 
 
Workplace learning 
 
Understanding application of 
learning – skills and transfer 
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Interview Responses FIELD NOTES - INTERVIEW 7  

perceived innocence or similar) 

Participant’s comment (verbatim) 

I now think not to give myself such a hard time – and actually just chill out – whatever is going to 
happen will happen – I am a very much a perfectionist and that sort of comes out in everything I do and 
in my work - so if I can’t do it to the best I can do it then I will not be able to sit back and say well I did 

the best that I could – not I should have done this or should have done that 
Body Language Voice Categories 

At this stage the participant sat a 
bit higher in her chair and lifted 
her chin – as though in a defiance 
stance.   Very clearly her 
demeanour began to alter with the 
second comment – and her facial 
expressions matched some that of 
bravado.  

Voice slightly stronger and with 
lower pitch again 

Perception of self as learner 
and self talk 
 
 
Perception of failure and 
success entangled 
 
Motivation to complete  

Participant’s comment (verbatim) 

I don’t think I have the motivation to learn – I didn’t want to learn  - I wanted to learn but I want to 
learn it my way – I think my learning style is auditory – I can actually sit and listen to whatever was 

they were saying and then go and write it up later – I can just listen and then remember it – to me it is 
easy to just write something but I didn’t actually have to study – I didn’t really feel the need to do the 
study – I did it because I had to...I can’t see myself not studying – I want to keep my brain active – I 

want to make sure I can help – if I don’t have a degree to fall back on then I have nothing for a career - 
you need to be very flexible today… 

Body Language Voice Categories 
Body language remained as above Voice gaining volume, pace and 

pitch slightly higher with a greater 
emphasis and tonal changes in 
reference to past and present self 

Definite indications of a clear 
understanding of perception 
of self as a learner changing 
over time 

 
 



 

- 188 - 
 

Appendix I - Survey Responses for Questions 15 to 19 
 
All survey responses are verbatim including any spelling or typing errors.  
 
Q 15 - Can you tell me, in your own words, about your past and current experiences of 
learning on-the-job… 
Most of my experiences of on-the-job training have been positive encounters. However the majority 
of training I felt was pitched at a lower level than it should have been. The delivery of this training 
has been mostly 'death by PowerPoint'. 
 
Have had extensive opportunity to learn as my employer was extremely proactive offering a lot of 
course and learning experiences on a frequent basis. With new positions I took on in the company I 
was always offered mentoring and the tools too display my efficiency 
 
Usually provided in house. Appear short but to the point 
 
Spent 10 years in menswear learn to go on and own-operate my own business. The experience then 
went on to own/operate 3 fast food cafe outlets dealing with all types of people lead me into my 
current employment 
 
Learning on the job was very much an ad-hoc approach for me. The companies (retail) were very 
sales oriented and not geared for supporting the non-sales people. All training available was only 
for sales oriented personnel. Much training I attended has absolutely no relevance to my position 
within the company, but I had to attend as training was deemed 'compulsory'. 
 
In my particular area of expertise I feel that whilst the theory contents beneficial it's definitely the 
field training that is the most important you can show somebody what to do but they need to do it in 
reality. 
 
Cert I, II, III in food processing - work is a RTO so it was hands on which I found to be great for 
me with no time limits, you can work at your own pace. WPHS - great course learnt heaps, FIRST 
AID - enjoyed hands on I believed I excelled  
 
Learning on-the-job is the easiest form of learning for me but I like to have a manual  / theory for it 
as well. Practical experience is the better way for me to learn. Generally my colleagues have been 
understanding in waiting for me to learn.  
 
I learn more quickly by doing - i.e. visually, feeling (tactile) and operating. I was forced to 
complete courses with set subject  - not fun at all! 
 
Filled with poor instruction. Have had to be self-learner 
 
To grasp theoretical concepts, I like a clear explanation or the opportunity to calmly read and 
understand the information. If it is a practical activity e.g. learning new software program or doing 
things a different way - I like to know why I am doing things this new way (re the theory behind it) 
and then have an opportunity to practice before I go online / deliver the produce in the real world 
 
If the job is the right one, then it's always much easier to learn (or absorb) the new knowledge 
(skills). A truly capable mentor (or boss) means everything sometimes 
 
I have had to do training which I don’t like. I find I can do it, but I don’t remember things that well. 
Other things I have learnt that I do really like - I get much more nervous and emotionally worried - 
which affects my ability to learn - often have issues around self-worth and competency 
 
Most learning has been ad hoc. There has been no written procedures. Generally you follow 
someone around for the day and then it is your turn. As we work in a lab this is often recorded.  
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Every job has started with formal training in a group 'classroom' but I have always learnt more and 
faster through budding and just doing the job and asking questions as I go. 
 
A large amount of my experience is from on-the-job training (one-on-one). I think it best fits my 
learning style. 
 
I have found that I have learnt a lot quicker by actually doing as apposed to just being told. I find it 
a lot easier to retain the information.  
 
On-the-job training has been varied - sales training in seminars, workshops, one-on-one, e-learning 
and self-paced modules. I have always felt left wanting more from the on-the-job training. 
 
I have learnt through experience and through working with others who have years of experience. 
Also learnt quite a lot through training courses I have been sent on. 
 
Learning on-the-job is par for the course in aviation. I undertake it regularly for regulatory and 
personal development reasons - I generally enjoy learning.  
 
Often very positive and relevant but occasionally the learning has been forced or pitched at too low 
a level. 
 
When presented in an interactive environment I have found learning stimulating and experienced a 
more complete learning experience  
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
My experience is that if I did not seek to learn, others were not willing to show me. 
 
My best 'on the job' learning experiences have been when information has been presented in a 
practical way, and opportunities to test this learning and discuss has been integral. As I have almost 
always worked in a business environment, most of the training has been conducted in-house. 
 
Very effective. knowledge of new skill consolidates when learned on the job. 
 
My school experiences were very limited and in the most uninspiring. My education did not start 
until I left school and started work. All my training was on the job until the early 80's when training 
really started to move into the workplace.  
 
Not answered 
 
In the past there has been only one form of learning and that is the deep end method. Nowadays the 
company sees more value in training particularly do to the high turnover, low commitment work 
environment we are currently caught in.  
 
Learning is constant. When in employment the learning was both structured and unstructured. Now, 
in my own business, my learning is more structured generally. Each new set of experiences 
becomes a learning opportunity, and deepening the learning experience depends on my initiative 
and, significantly, on forging new professional and business relationships 
 
In past experiences of on the job learning, I found it difficult to learn due to my previous 
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experiences in school, an average student apparently with identified potential. Family breakdowns 
being a major part or at least a disruption. Past experiences required a focussed approach with 
sound, written and my preferred methods of visual learning. Current experiences are as you guess, 
greatly improved as I can multitask on sound, written - speed reading, and visual, and am happiest 
when all can be discussed, shared and examples discussed to cement the actual learning subjects. 
 
As a memeber of the ADF learing is usually very structured when attending courses. E-learning 
courses that are becoming more common do not give the feedback. Always easier to learn when 
there is an instructor present to enable instant feedback. 
 
Not answered 
 
I am quite a practical person and learn best seeing how the job is performed and then performing it 
myself. I have found it difficult to complete complex tasks on verbal instruction only. 
 
It has been fraught with problems associated with coworkers being trusted to conduct on-the-job 
training & I have picked up incorrect process training. 
 
Training on-the-job has proven useful to me but without the correct guidance in on-the-job training 
comes habits that can be not so useful. 
 
I have found most of my learning on the job to be most valuable for the reason of seeing it done 
first hand  
 
Learning on the job can be frustrating if the person doing the training does not do it in an orderly, 
structured way.  I need to know the structure to feel comfortable to learn. 
 
As a teacher I need to be continuously learning on the job. 
 
I have found that the trainers have been experienced in there field but not in delivery of training  
 
Part-time study since leaving school. Strong desire to assimilate new information 
 
learned through trade apprenticeship, personal one-on-one training 
 
Prior to the nineties, I'd say no formalised learning on the job.  In the nineties a focus on providing 
some training on the job and now in the naughties... strong focus of continual learning. 
 
Industry has never helped out in the learning as an adult. I have pursued all my own 
training/learning.  
 
It is largely situational, if the combination of a good on-the-job trainer is available, the role is well 
defined and there is good reference/manuals than it is a good experience.  If there is poor support to 
learn and minimal guidance provided than it is a bad experience. 
 
Most of my learning has been on-the-job.  I find that I retain information more easily and use the 
info learnt when it's on-the-job. 
 
I have found that on-the-job learning is often difficult owing to poor understanding and 
training/mentoring skills of those selected to impart the knowledge in the workplace.   
 
Past: Good experiences when 'fed' stretching work - felt achieving & stimulated Bad when 
dysfunctional environment/boss and not appreciated or respected. Often lasted weeks to months 
before I left whether I had another job organized or not. Curent: good experiences - I enjoy new 
experiences (often even difficult ones) and I am a fairly independent learner so cope well with 
finding my own way but prefer a supportive situation where I can ask questions if I need to and I 
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can make my own decisions without bureaucratic inhibiting people/factors - Bad experience for me 
mostly when not shown respect or freedom to solve problems or interact with people (many 
bureaucratic-style orgs) 
 
My experience has been that in exchange for learning opportunities I have had to give something 
back to the company.  That exchange has not always been fair.  For example, as a teenager, I 
offered to do work experience for an engineering company for 2 weeks.  All they did was ask me to 
clean.   
 
I have been thrown into jobs where you have to do everything yourself without any support which 
was hard.  My latest job lots of support and excellent training materials which has made the job so 
much easier and enjoyable. 
 
Employers do NOT provide as much learning on the job as they should.  I have rarely been trained 
on the job - it is an unwillingness to spend money to do so. 
 
My level of understanding and retention is invariably related to the ability of the trainer to 
appropriately contextualise the material 
 
Very receptable (sic) to learning, not afraid to speak out, contribute, and ask the questions some are 
too shy to ask 
 
My on the job training has always been in the form of self training. (At least for the past 10 years or 
so) 
 
Not answered 
 
Have always felt a little apprehensive- mainly as to what level of achievement was expected and 
was  my prior knowledge sufficient.   
 
I like to understand things in detail and am frustrated when I don't think I understand the subject as 
well as I think I should. Also if the training is too quick (I like to understand all the reasoning 
behind things), or in a distracting environment for example if it is totally on the job.  
 
Mixed, Having been in the mining industry for some 16 years, I have experienced a broad range of 
trainers and have undertaken training in a number of different learning environments.  There have 
been some 'easy' learning sessions, based I believe on the skills of the facilitator to make the 
learning interesting and relevant.  This was experienced when attending a Cert 4 (TAA)course at 
Carson.  There have also been difficult sessions, which whilst enjoying the learning experience, I 
have had to glean the relevancy and subsequent interest for myself. 
 
 
 
Q 16 - Can you describe how you (have felt) feel if required to learn a new process for your 
job 
Excited that I have the opportunity to learn a new skill but in the back of my mind I have a 'fear of 
failure' thought. Hence, I apply myself to the learning process and try to ask as many questions as 
possible to avoid this 
 
I am always enthusiastic about learning new skills and provided the process changes are beneficial I 
feel comfortable with these changes  
 
Accept learning processes that are required or requested. Can be relevant at start 
 
I do feel anxious as if failing to learn the new process without an opportunity to resit means losing 
my job - annoys me as I do not like to fail 
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I am always worried about learning something new, as did not with to fail, Once I was participating 
I calmed down and enjoyed myself.  
 
Not failed I'll try it if I don’t think it is relevant or can be done better in my opinion I will change it 
to suit 
 
A little bit nervous, but confident 
 
I really enjoy learning new things in the workplace. I try to encourage new practices at work if the 
existing ones are no good 
 
I see new projects as challenges, overall positive process.  
 
No problem, actually enjoy new things 
 
I am not confident to undertake the new process unless I know what I am doing 
 
Happy for the opportunity to learn as long as I have enough time. Curious about the unexpected 
outcomes sometimes 
 
Depending on what job and what I am learning - sometimes boredom / frustration; sometimes 
nervousness / worry over my competence; sometimes interest 
 
I don’t tend to have any problems learning a new process. This is due to it being fairly relaxed. 
Execution is moot courts. These are re extremely stressful as they can show that you don’t know 
something you should and people then talk about your inadequacies. 
 
In every job I've had process changes frequently. I sometimes get annoyed when I cant see the 
reason fir the change or I believe the reason is flawed I'm never concerned or worried. 
 
Excited that I'm learning something new but anxious about doing it correctly. 
 
Depending on the training. But usually nervous followed by pride once I know what I'm doing and 
understand the benefits of the training.  
 
I'm always keen to take on more training - very keen to increase / hone my skill set. 
 
If it is an area that interests me, then I am excited and very willing to learn the new process. If I am 
not that interested then I am not so enthusiastic. 
 
Generally if I can see value in the learning I learn easily if I cannot - then not.  
 
Generally ok. In my work environment though - changes are regular and fatigue sometimes sets in. 
 
Challenged but exhilarated and motivated to meet and exceed expectations 
 
Fine, no problems at all 
 
At times frustrated due to the number of changes, new processes occurring in my current 
workplace. Once I get over myself, I can embrace change comfortably. 
 
Not answered 
 
Excited, especially if is about to bring business improvement. 
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I can sometimes be resistant to learning a new process until I have been given a satisfactory reason 
for the change. Once I am convinced of the usefulness of the new process I will learn it fully. 
 
Anxious at first ususally but once the new process has been revealed usually feel excited about 
learning something new. 
 
Generally I enjoy training for job requirements and used to grasp things quickly. I have found that it 
now takes more effort on my part (age I think) and at times can be a little apprehensive until I can 
see were it is heading 
 
Not answered 
 
I will analyse it to see if it is an improvement over the way things are currently done. If I am given 
a directive to learn a new process regardless of whether it's better or not I will just shrug my 
shoulders and do it just as they want. 
 
Usually enthusiastic at the prospect. Often disappointed about the structured learning experience in 
the workplace (if any existed) 
 
I have been trained in many areas, and change management is one of them, I am open to learn a 
new process, understand its effeciency and benefits, and move forward to adopt for business needs. 
 
I have no problem with learning new processes as long as training is comprehensive and there is a 
degree of mentoring or support available. Unfortunately the individual is often required to take over 
a job and do the training as they go along.  
 
It is not learning the new process that is the issue, but rather the fact that it becomes an addition to 
an already time-consuming workload.  That is more the barrier to the learning of the new process 
 
I have felt overwhelmed with only verbal instructions. To avoid this now, I usually write it down, 
then try the new process myself until I don't require my notes any more. 
 
Excited, nervous, worried, keen, eager, frustrated. 
 
I find new processes can be interesting to learn. 
 
As long as the new process is valid i have no problem with learning new methods  
 
Excited.....knowledge is the path to compassion, and understanding.  Knowledge gives the 
opportunity to challenge the mind to look at things from a different perspective.  
 
Very excited. It seems like an opportunity to add a new dimension to my work. 
 
I enjoy change if it is suited to the task 
 
Generally quite exhilarated at the prospect, but sometimes disappointed by the instruction being too 
generic/rigid, i.e. not allowing time to personalise 
 
comfortable 
 
Mostly interested - particularly if it has been initiated to improve my opportunities and satisfaction. 
 
Never had to. 
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I feel very enthusiastic, and take time and effort to learn the process and how it fits into the larger 
picture.  I ensure I learn a process well before making suggestions to improve it 
 
I find it to be a challenge and most of the time I feel excited.  Sometimes a bit apprehensive if it's 
around numbers. 
 
I enjoy a challenge and this includes learning new processes or adjusting to change in my 
workplace. 
 
yes - core feelings: curious, stimulated/energized, alert/focussed/challenged, entertained/amused 
(it's fun). After achieving then satisfied! 
 
It is engaging.  If I am not able to continually learn, I become bored and this affects my job 
performance. 
 
Great a new challenge 
 
Excited; particularly if it means more responsibility or more money 
 
Often excited about the challenge - I would say that my appetite was esoteric rather than focussed. I 
had a broad tastes in reading and music as a child and I feel this has followed me into adulthood. 
 
Interested when the trainer was focussed on empathetic and diligent training processes but 
frustrated when they were not. 
 
Slightly stressed in the past. In all situations recently I have had to teach myself specific 
information because nobody else in the organisation has expertise in my specialty. 
 
Not answered 
 
slightly flustered, new processes seem to always be more complex and not as good as old 
processes- fear of the unknown I suppose.   It is seldom that new processes are introduced with any 
"pre-training"/ preparation 
 
Excited, apprehensive, overwhelmed, negative. 
 
Exhilaration, love the challenge of learning something new. 
 
 
 
 
Q 17- Please describe what you do prior to attending a training/learning program 
Complete any distance learning and research the training program. Research up-to-date reference material 
so at least I am armed with some prior knowledge 
 
I would usually gather information re the training/learning and establish WIIFM 
 
Usually do not follow any procedure. May question what the training is going to achieve 
 
Ask questions from the previous attendees on their experiences and if there is no precedent of people to ask 
- bit the bullet and go for it. 
 
Basically worry about not seeming like a complete fool with no ideas. So lots of pre-reading to prepare. 
 
Continue on with my daily routine, deal with the program when I'm there 
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I will have a quick read over any material found but won't stress over it too much because that's what I'm 
there for - to learn. 
 
Nothing - generally I am not organised enough 
 
Read info about the program if available, look up on internet! 
 
Usually nothing 
 
Understand the broad scope of the program - I need to know what I am letting myself in for and confirm 
my readiness / willingness to participate 
 
General research about the program, venue and the trainer 
 
Try not to get nervous. Try to look after health and to ensure am able to operate optimally. 
 
This depends - if with peers I study as I don’t want to be made to look stupid. Generally I do some work or 
reading before attending a training program  
 
Read the info kit and not much else 
 
Try to find out about what will be covered and the assessment. 
 
Do a little research unless there is a pre course package. I like to come in relatively open minded and not 
pollute the training 
 
I there's any material provided prior to commencement I will read it, however generally I do no preparation 
other than turn up.  
 
Read any of the pre-course reading and find out as much information about the course as I can. 
 
Usually I try to gain some knowledge on the subject.  
 
Visualise what will happen. Talk to others who have been. 
 
Revise any notes available and identify the location and environment prior 
 
Little bit of research 
 
Pre-reading if available. Own course outcomes for expectation of course. 
 
Not answered 
 
Try and look for any information about the training/learning program I am to attend. 
 
I will ensure I know the location of the training, and the timelines involved. If there is required pre-reading 
I will do this also, however it will generally be at the last minute. I rarely visualise the potential 
environment, preferring to investigate and assess during the training itself 
 
Research the location, look at prereading material if available. 
 
Usually nothing unless there is required reading or other prerequisites. Maybe a little research, if the topic 
is unknown to me. Most training occasions have been very much task and job related so a fair amount of 
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prior knowledge is already available to me. I try not to form any opinions or preconceived ideas of what 
the training may contain  
 
Not answered 
 
I will usually seek out people who have already participated in it and just get their opinion of the presenters 
and the course in general as a background. In addition to this, I will do any pre-course reading required. 
 
Usually do the pre-reading by skimming provided materials. I also chackout the provider (if I can) on the 
internet through the provider's web site, NTIS etc. Sometimes I will do some light research into the topic. 
Sometimes I'll just turn up ... 
 
24hr research firstly, clear the mechanism - the mind, and open myself to new knowledge as it is power. 
Oh, and finish current projects, handovers and communicate to my clients and staff on my availability so I 
can focus on the training at hand. If pre course notes are available - I will read up on expectations and 
course content to add value for the group or individual so we can self pass. 
 
Background research about the establishment and its facilities. Is prior learning for the course required. 
 
Find out a little about what the training/learning might entail (topics, units of competency etc) Travel 
planning so that I know where being held  
Try to find out the number of people attending  
Ascertain type of learning set-up, eg small groups, individual, hands-on, etc  
Ascertain the method of assessment (if required) - oral, short answers, project, exam etc. 
 
I look forward to what the course is going to offer me so I often think about that, how I will be able to use 
it. I also think of any questions I may have, write them down and at the end of the course ask them if they 
haven't been addressed throughout the course. 
 
Evaluate how much I know already about the topic, try to figure out if it will change the way I do my work 
now, clear my mind of any preconceived ideas about the topic/trainer before going into the session. 
 
Relax and learn some information about the program 
 
Try to gain some information to get into the right mindset to see what i will be covering  
 
Gather some information/research to either about the subject or the training provider.  This helps me 
prepare and feel comfortable with the process. 
 
Look into the background of the course, look at what subjects I'll be learning, activate my schemata. 
 
I research facility ie location and trainers. I look at there web page 
 
Try to keep an open mind and think of why I need it 
 
try and wash :)  
 
I usually try to find out a bit about the course/program.  Research on a website etc... 
 
Learn as much about the subject before the day. 
 
If there are learning outcomes/units of competency I become familiar with them, and look up terms (using 
WIkipedia or other internet reference) if I do not understand what they mean. 
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If there is reading material I will go through it otherwise nothing other than have a good nights sleep and 
look forward to the programme 
 
I would usually perform some research in preparation prior to attending.  At the very least have an 
understanding of what the training/learning program contained. 
 
most often do pre-reading content headings/book & course requirements - if unknown/not given content 
then probably do an environmental scan of topic 
 
I typically have an interest that I wish to pursue and then research training options online.  When I find 
something interesting, I read as much about the topic as I can before attending the course. 
 
Specialist Trainer 
 
Feel somewhat dismayed at the fees - this is not intended to be a humerous comment. 
 
Whenever possible, I would research the field or scan any prereading material provided. If prereading is 
provided for information only, I will not read in detail - I prefer to maintain an open mind on detailed 
content. I will only read thoroughly if the topic is of special or current interest, or there are tasks to 
complete. 
 
Prepare working essentials and think about what the learning program will be like 
 
Very little :) I skim over any pre course reading if required, but only enough to allow me to preframe the 
training so that I come in with a positive attitude 
 
Not answered 
 
Always research the subject to gain background knowledge.  Study administrative arrangements so that no 
unforeseen complications.  Study background of trainers if available.   
 
Make sure I am organised...paper, pens, highlighters, comfortable clothes etc. Make sure I know the exact 
location of the program and how long it will take me to get there and find parking etc so I am not rushed on 
the day 
 
Attempt to clear any other concerns from my conscious thought, deal with them first to prevent any 
distractions.  Focus on enjoying the learning experience. 
 
 
 
Q 18 - Has your self-perception of yourself as a learner altered over time? If yes, please explain how 
you believe this occurred.. 
Yes, I am a more competent and dedicated learner. I have learnt more being an 'adult learner' than when I  
was a young student attending unit at the age of 17 
 
I have become more analytical in my approach and are more aware of areas I need to concentrate on to 
make the experience more worthwhile. I have also found my attention span has actually decreased so I 
need to talk more care to cover material outside of the training course.  
 
Appear to have or want to do more learning over the years (i.e. courses etc). 
 
I did worry about others' opinion about my abilities but as age and experience has shown me that others 
only worry about themselves. I don’t care any more about others' opinions of me 
 
When I was at uni, found it was easier to learn as that was my main focus and had nothing else to distract 
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me. Now as an adult, too many distractions i.e. life, bills, etc. get in the way. I am not quite as focused as I 
think about other things that I have to do for work, friends etc. I tend to skim over a course now, just 
wanting the important elements, not the waffle.  
 
Not really, I don’t because often what I have learnt until later when in a particular situation and the content 
is recalled in my mind  
 
Yes, I do believe I was a learner that had to put everything into what I'm learning to remember as much as I 
can. I struggled to remember all and confidence of retaining all information was low. Working 15 years in 
an RTO my confidence has got better knowing I can learn with ease.  
 
Not really. I'm still a keen reader / theorist. I prefer to quietly read, slowly put together the learning. 
Although I place more importance in practical now that I'm older - does not mean that I practice this! 
 
I personally had no self awareness as to how I learnt i.e. when doing a degree! Now I know that I naturally 
prefer certain ways of learning and seek out info using y preferred learner style.  
 
I am more motivated now. I appreciate the importance more now. 
 
I have a better understanding of my learning style and learning styles in general. I am now confident to 
ensure that I can extract from training what I want to achieve 
 
Maybe not? Not 100% sure. If altered, first thing I could think of is the different period of life - 
schooling/adult 
 
Not really 
 
Yes - I use to think it was boring but mostly I find I can learn ok. A lot of adult learning is more fun and I 
think I have a wider experience so have something to add. I have also got more confident in  my ability 
than as a child. Therefore changes how you learn. Not so scared if I get something wrong that I will look 
stupid. 
 
No, I went through school and uni having my learning style and IQ analysed and re-analysed so, I'm fairly 
familiar with the results. They are always the same.  
 
No, I still think I have to work harder than other to learn skills.  
 
Yes, I am a better learner now than when I was at school. I think this has something to do with 
understanding the benefits of the study.  
 
Yes - I used to be convince I could learn anything but as time as passed I have realised I have limitations 
still waiting for the day I can define those limitation though - it would be very handy. 
 
No, I always back myself to learn new information as long as I know I am willing to put the effort in. 
 
No 
 
Yes, as I develop as a manager and move into new roles, my motivation for learning has increased. 
Particularly as the learning becomes more focused and relevant for my role.  
 
Yes - with maturity has brought about more fear and more confidence. A contradiction in terms but usually 
with a good outcome. 
 
I enjoy learning more as an adult-learner 
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Definitely. As an adult I have choice over what and how I choose to learn. 
 
Not answered 
 
Yes, as the training/learning I do now is my choice and not being forced to do it. 
 
I have always enjoyed learning and was a good student. My family has a philosophy regarding the need to 
be life long learners. For the most part this self-perception has remained very stable. I like to learn 
something new each day, even if this is a small thing. 
 
Have had to learn in differcult situations so feel that I can probably learn anything if I have the 
opportunity. 
 
Yes. when I was younger I had an all consuming thirst for knowledge. I left the formal school system at 11 
and went bush. Most learning was very much on the job then and you had to learn or you soon found your 
self unemployed. Now it is also on the job but much more structured and standardised so much easier in a 
lot of ways. The formal training courses in the most are very good I am afraid most facilitators leave a lot 
to be desired and this included the formal training organisations like TAFE. I think age has also influenced 
me greatly as well I have found recall of information and referencing is harder fore me now days. 
 
Not answered 
 
Over time I have embraced the opportunuity to aquire new knowledge and skills more readily. Even if the 
opportunity was in a field that I may not have been particularly interested in, it has provided me with a way 
to stimulate my brain on the company's time and expense, and you can't complain about that.  
 
Absolutely. While always a big reader (of non-fiction), my transition to my own business has meant I rely 
much more on self-directed learning, using my research skills to provide a first-level of knowledge, then 
carefully selected, high quality books and journal articles to deepen understanding. Experience then rounds 
out the understanding, allowing me to judge whether the learning has been useful or merely interesting. 
Often discussion about the central ideas and their context is the best way to gain the experience necessary 
to carry the learning to this next step. 
 
Yes, as breifly described in question 15. Due to my training in past companies, and learning via 
hardknocks (no tertiary), I am open and more willing to learn and also to help others achieving and over 
achieving. 
 
As a child I avoided studying at all costs. Now I realise that studying is needed to progress with my job. 
Certain types of training are still not enjoyable but needed to be done. 
 
I now feel more confident as a learner.  This has occurred because I can now add more of my life/work 
experiences into the learning situation, thus combining the practical with the theoretical elements.  
Learning no longer is viewed as something that is done in isolation, nor just fo the behefit of university 
qualifications.   
 
Yes. As I've gotten older, I seek new information and process it differently to when I was younger. I have 
learnt that I grasp concepts and theories easier than when I perhaps didn't really care :) 
 
I always thought I was a visual learner but I am finding that I learn best from a mix of both visual and 
written information.  I think that as I get older my need to tangibly hold information in my hands (ie 
handouts) is increasing.  Maybe this is because my memory capacity has shrunk! 
 
Yes. At an early stage of my adult development I placed a great amount of stress on myself to succeed in 
training and work. I feel that the root cause of this was the fear of failing myself and my employer.  This 
fear was not driven by my employer but was driven by my own demons.  Over time, realisation of a few 
priorities and a little maturity I have developed my own learning method which gives me confidence and 
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the willingness to acheive rather than succeed. 
 
No 
 
Not really....but i have become more comfortable in a learning environment over time.  Primary school was 
a bad experience (had a child sex offender as a teacher!) which at some times results in apprehension for 
me as an adult i.e. mind blanks when spelling for example.  But I have never felt that i can't learn because 
of it.  If anything i have a thirst for knowledge that drives me daily to learn new things.   
 
Yes. I have gone from a passive learner to an active learner, always lookng for the lesson in most things I 
do; analysing and reflecting to see how I could do things differently. 
 
Yes, the longer I have been in my field and better i have become at my job i am more open to change in the 
workplace 
 
A sense of 'making up for lost time' (wasted at school) Dropped out of uni after 1 year - went to work - had 
to study part-time to improve career prospects. Never stopped learning 
 
Went from university learning to trade, found it a different style.  Rope (sic) learning to answer, 
assessment techniques basic at TAFE (trade) using the most basic exam preparation techniques.  Don't 
have to pose an argument at TAFE (Trade), like university. 
 
Yes, I am more confident in my learning now.  I wish I had of had this confidence in my 20's and early 30's 
as I think I would be on a different career path (not saying I am unhappy with my career) but I studied my 
degree late and chose (education) to suit my 40 lifestyle as a working mum.  I think if I had the confidence 
earlier I may have chosen science, justice or law. 
 
No 
 
Yes, I was very good at school, but at university I found it enjoyable to learn philosophical concepts and 
theoretical concepts, however difficult to feed it back for the professors on a particular day for 2 hours 
(exams!).  I find as an adult I am more successful with competency based training as it is practical and  I 
am able to apply the knowledge and skills learned in my work and personal life. 
 
Yes, I have realised over time that I do retain a lot of information and am a better learner than I thought I 
was. 
 
Yes.  Upon leaving school I would not have believed I had the ability to pursue further studies.  
Completing a study program successfully helped build my confidence. 
 
yes... recognized my style & needs and now don't try so much to overcome my 'weaknesses' as much as 
work with my strengths & collaborate for  balance. I saw myself as poor student/performer in state school 
system (in hindsight, too structured & slow for me) until I went to uni as mature student. Then realized part 
of my untapped capacity and became hungry for more knowledge - previously obtained 
education/knowledge/experiences ad hoc - in a more 'envisaged' way (i.e. vision-driven) 
 
Yes.  As I get older I realise that I am slower to grasp new concepts and my memory is not as good as it 
once was.  However, I am much better at identifying the key points that need to be understood. 
 
Yes, sometimes I surprise myself of what I retain and other times I think how the heck do I do that again. 
 
Not really. 
 
Yes - as a child, I read and learned purely for the love of it (merely needed to know what something was or 
how it worked). As the pressures of the world have impinged on my available time as an adult, I do this 
less often, but now find that also that if the material is something I "need to learn", I must know why I need 
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to learn, and when and where I can apply it. 
 
Having learnt in a classroom environment and also at self-paced learning environment, I now consider that 
I learn more effectively in a face to face environment as the comaraderie is in itself motivating.  Self-paced 
learning though was a very disciplined way of learning and I had to dig deep to see it through (which I did 
successfully!) 
 
Yes. I used to stress out too much and cram when I was at university. I have since acquired more control 
over my cognitive processes and my attitudes towards study. I find that if I can visualise the benefits, I can 
reframe the study as a personal challenge rather than a threat. Since I enjoy challenges, I find that 
reframing in this way to be particularly effective. I also find that when I have clear objectives, I can more 
easily convince myself that the training is enjoyable, and then the process becomes almost stress free. 
 
Not answered 
 
I believe I have improved with age as far as motivation and enthusiasm is concerned.  Also attention to 
detail seems to have improved, but at same time, concentration and comprehension seems to have slipped a 
little. 
 
Sometimes I feel like I am on the right track if I get the feeling that I know more of what's going on than 
my fellow course participants....sounds strange maybe but the question about my schooling reminded me 
that when I was quite young I was always one of the few "at the top of the class" then I moved to a new 
city and in the new environment was up there but not right at the top. Maybe this affected me a bit (along 
with other things) and I shut off from study/learning and did not meet my own expectations (or those 
others had for me?). Not meaning that circumstances were to BLAME for my situation but I suppose my 
entire history links in to form my own personal perceptions of my learning style/ability.....?? 
 
I believe I have become less tolerant as a learner over time.  My expectations have always been high, 
however my capacity to accept 'lack lustre' training has significantly reduced. I believe this has come about 
by trying to push myself to deliver the best training possible (by me), and in so doing I expect the same 
level of effort to be put in by others in respect to subject knoweledge, preparation and practice delivery.  I 
dont expect it to be perfect, but I would like to see that the trainer has at least put in the effort to make it as 
enjoyable an experience as possible for the learners. 
 
 
 
Q 19 - Do you have any comments you would like to add? 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
I believe if I had 2 positions available for interview and applicant came to me with a piece of paper saying 
they can do something and the second application doesn't have any paper but has the industry experience I 
would always go for the latter. I think sometimes people get so tied up with extra learning that they forget 
about the job at hand. Just because something says you can do it doesn't necessarily mean you can so it's 
important to put into practice what you learn. 
 
I like  to stay on the topic that I'm learning. I have been to come RTO that just get off the beaten track too 
much - less stories - more information does me good. 
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I enjoy learning and developing my skills but I prefer lecture based learning 
 
I find the internet a very valuable tool and I find I am not asking experts as often as I used to! 
 
Thank you 
 
Training environment is very important and can impact on my ability to learn i.e. noise, size of the class, 
dynamics of the group, skill of facilitator, training aids and methods used. 
 
Wouldn't be that motivated to learn very much related to (or depend on) Maslows' different level of needs? 
I.e. where overall are you now - shelter - security; love - socialization; self-actualisation - Would like to 
know the answer! 
 
Not answered 
 
To me I have always been afraid to look stupid so kept quiet. As an adult this has changed to a degree. 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
From my viewpoint as an engineer - if the training is justified in the introductions the participants in 
training learn and participate - if not then they won't.  
 
E.G. at school - very relevant learning; University - somewhat relevant for job; Post-grad - getting close. 
Specific leadership course - lots of direct learning. As a learner I am more motivated and wanting to put 
into practice.  
 
Adult learning / training needs to be more actively encouraged and promoted with a high priority in the 
workplace. 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
Not further comments 
 
I believe there is a great need to engage middle-aged and older workers in dialogue regarding being life-
long learners. Additionally there is much to be learned from the 'Gen Y' workers as they have been shown 
to have a significantly different learning philosophy. 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
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Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
 
If you don't feel passionate about your job find a new job, do what you want to do otherwise when change 
or up skilling is required you will only look at it as a negative 
 
Not answered 
 
University vs TAFE university has high quality facilities, with state of the art equipment, however I found 
their student to teacher ratios and just the general interest of the educators to be low. TAFE has spartan 
facilities (trade) however, I have found the quality of the teaching to be higher. A general observation. 
 
Not answered 
 
Industry should be removed from the training industry.  
 
I enjoy learning, and I enjoy training, and hope to learn more about adult learning to be more successful as 
a learner and a trainer. 
 
As an adult learner I find it much more exciting to learn, it's much easier because of my experience. 
 
Not answered 
 
I was the result of a tall poppy being 'blocked' & slowed down to boredom by the 'system' and treatment of 
teachers. Again in hindsight, I recognize that a few teachers/bosses tried to direct me along the way but I 
wasn't open to support/guidance until many painful experiences (I WAS a slow learner) & decades opened 
me to change my direction :-o 
 
We live in an information age, yet I find much of our learning institutions apply industrial age thinking to 
learning.  For example, our kids wear uniforms (uniform - same), they line up for class (production lines), 
the bells ring (organisation and structure) etc.  Today the Government is talking about "National 
Curriculum" - another "uniform". The information age is about networks, adaptability and innovation.  Not 
about order, structure, herirarchy and uniformity. I think that the fundamental principles that underpin 
learning need to change. Here's an example that you might appreciate (given your IT experiences).  In a 
globalised and networked economy, universities are teaching skills that can be bought at lower cost 
overseas.  What they are not reaching students is how to orchestrate the provision of services from 
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wherever they may be to achieve business goals.  I think this may be to bureaucracy and inflexibility.  Off 
the soapbox now. I hope all this helps! 
 
Not answered 
 
Classes mixed with people of different levels and at different stages and very annoying - it tends to slow 
down the pace, and can impact upon  
 
I have a little experience as a trainer, and found that my observations are more universal than not. In 
delivering vocational training in Polynesia/Melanesia, the differences I have observed are usually in the 
level of confidence of the individual in their own ability to absord and retain the information, rather than in 
the motivations for learning, or learning preferences. These are anecdotal observations though, rather than 
empirical. 
 
I would like to do a cert 4 in workplace training and assessment to maybe help in an indigenous 
community (stradbroke island) and would love if you had a facility of "last minute deal".  I have 40 years 
experience in small business, cert 4 in real estate, cert 4 in life coaching, blue card etc.  Good luck with 
your PhD, Margaret. 
 
I think I said it all :) 
 
Not answered 
 
no thank you- hope it helps 
 
Not answered 
 
Not answered 
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Appendix J - Survey Statistics - Frequency distributions for Questions 1 - 14 
 
 Q1 - When faced with a need to learn new information what is your level of worry? 

 Mean  5.52   
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 Q2 - What do you consider is your ability to learn?? 

 Mean  5.60   
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 Q3 - How well do you remember new information? 



 

- 206 - 
 

 Mean  5.02   
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 Q4 - When learning something new – I find it easier if I have an opportunity to talk about 

it… 

 Mean  5.82   
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 Q5 - I prefer to have visual information to assist my learning 
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 Mean  5.73   
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 Q6 - I need to consider each step in learning new information before moving on… 

 Mean  4.83   
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 Q7 - I enjoy the challenge of learning new information… 

 Mean  6.00   
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 Q8 - Rate your own perception of yourself as a learner… 

 Mean  5.22   
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 Q9 - Do you visualise the learning environment and your interaction in it prior to 

attending? 

 Mean  4.12   
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 Q10 - I can remember what I learned at school… 

 Mean  4.37   
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 Q11 - My learning at school was a bad experience… 

 Mean  3.10   
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 Q12 - Learning I have undertaken as an adult has been very enjoyable… 

 Mean  5.33   
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 Q13 - Learning I have undertaken as an adult has been very difficult… 

 Mean  3.35   
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 Q14 - I will deliberately seek out and attend learning opportunities… 

 Mean  5.33   
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