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This project developed from discussions 
at meetings of the North East Local 
Association.  We wanted to increase our 
knowledge of the classes and to find out 
about the impact that the classes had 
on learners’ lives.  This would give us a 
focus for discussion of educational issues 
at meetings and a basis for assessment 
of future needs and allocation of our 
resources.  We thought that this would 
make a very positive contribution to the 
evaluation of the classes by highlighting 
the learner voice, which was often heard 
but rarely captured or shared.  

We applied for funding, successfully, from the WEA 
Innovation Fund.  Although many organisations 
use learner stories, we thought that volunteers 
being involved in visiting classes and collecting 
these stories was  an innovative approach.  The 
funding enabled training for the volunteers in using 
a Narrative Inquiry approach and also a workshop 
to help us work out how to deal with and present 
the information we had collected.  It also provided 
resources for publicising our findings and the cost of 
hiring a venue to exhibit our learner stories.

We aimed to train 6 volunteers to collect stories 
and to collect 8 - 12 stories over the course of the 
project.  We also hoped to raise the profile of the 
WEA in the North East by using a range of methods 
to publicise our work.

The volunteers were recruited from the local 
membership.

Methodology
Narrative Inquiry is a method of finding out 
through storytelling. It involves an interviewer 
and interviewee but the balance of power is very 
different from usual research interviews.  

To do narrative inquiry the interviewer needs simply 
to ask one or two questions: 

 “Can you tell me about the time you first heard 
about the WEA?”  

“Can you tell me about the first time you heard 
about the creative writing class?”

“What made you first decide to come to the WEA?”

People like telling stories and will tell you about 
their life; you just need to prompt them and accept 
their point of view as they speak.

The benefits of this method are that the 
interviewee decides what and how much to say.  The 
interviewees also frame exactly what is discussed in 
their own way.  It places the power balance firmly 
with the person being interviewed.  The kinds of 
thing the interviewer says are:

“Can you tell me more about that?”

“Can you give me an example?”

“What did you do next?”

“How did it make you think/feel?”

“What happened next?”

Like all research methods you need to be careful 
about ethics and make sure you explain exactly 
what you are doing and why.  You must ensure 
that you explain how confidential the interview 
will be; whether the person will be anonymous or 
identified with what they are saying.  You must be 
sure they understand your purpose and can make 
an informed decision about whether to participate 
and they must know they can stop at any time.  You 
of course must be clear that you do not tell anyone 
who said what -  if this is your intention as it is good 
practice.

Using a digital recorder is the best way of capturing 
what people say to you.  You must always ask 
permission to use one and if interviewees say no 
then you must rely on your own notes.

The best way of analysing what is said is by typing 
up exactly what you hear on the recorder – (this is 
called transcribing) - then analysing what is said 
and how it is said is sensible.  There are two main 
ways this is done with narrative inquiry of this kind:

 Discourse analysis – what do the words tell us   
 about society and how it treats people?

 Thematic analysis –are there any themes or   
 patterns in what is said

Narrative Inquiry is our preferred method of 
capturing information about the people with whom 
we work as it is highly accessible/welcoming  and 
does not rely on people conceptualising ideas e.g. 
their confidence and self esteem  - unless they want 
to.  The discussion is driven by the interviewee and 
s/he decides what is important to say.  It is the most 
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natural form of conversation to have and the power 
balance is more equal than is usually the case in 
interviews.

Be sure at the end to ask the interviewee if s/he 
wants to see your transcript and any report you 
might write or presentation you may give.  And 
finally, be sure to thank them for the gift they have 
given you of their point of view about their life.

What happened
The Local Association set up a project group to 
manage the project.  We met regularly throughout 
the project.  

We were fortunate that Professor Karen McArdle 
agreed to train our volunteers and tutors in the use 
of Narrative Inquiry.  The training was offered to all 
interested members and tutors.  Many attended 
out of interest to find out more but without a 
commitment to further involvement in the project.  
The tutors were keen to know how they could 
support us.  15 people attended the training:  7 
volunteers, 5 tutors, 2 members of full-time staff 
and 1 partner from an external organisation.  Of 
these participants a group of 5 volunteered to visit 
classes.  One volunteer later dropped out of the 
project.

We visited 8 classes: Study skills, Employability, 
Reminiscence, Family Connections, Language Cafe 
and ReachOut groups: Walking, Art and Cookery.

We listened to 19 people, some individually 
and some in groups.  Initially we had intended 
conducting individual inquiries but opportunities 
arose for group discussions which also provided 
very useful information, so these stories are also 
included.  

Reflections
The project team met to discuss what we had 
learned from our experience in the project.  

We had shown that we could evidence the high 
quality of the work by the WEA taking place in 
the north east.  The learners’ stories highlighted 
the life-changing impact of participation in WEA 
groups and classes.  

The relationship between the learner and tutor was 
highlighted in all the stories.  Many learners recalled 

previous negative experiences with teachers and 
welcomed the approach that they found in WEA 
classes.  Learners talk about being encouraged to 
participate as equals in the class and being able to 
negotiate course content.  Tutors being willing to 
learn from their learners and the group  learning 
together, were perceived as being unique to the 
WEA and different from other forms of learning 
experienced in the past.  

The support that we received from tutors was 
essential to making the project work and on the 
rare occasions where this was not provided, it 
proved difficult to engage with learners.  The fact 
that the tutor was relaxed with us enabled learners 
to trust us and to engage, openly and frankly.  The 
Narrative Inquiry training enabled us to listen and 
prompt appropriately to encourage the story-
telling.

It was interesting that learning was sometimes seen 
as informal or unstructured because the learners 
were having fun or discussing issues of importance 
to them rather than a set programme identified by 
the tutor.  The tutor’s skill in being able to follow a 
curriculum while engaging with the learners’ needs 
and interests is part of the difference of the WEA 
approach.

Feeding back to the tutors about what learners 
were saying gave objective reassurance to the 
tutors that their approach was effective and 
that learners valued their work.  Receiving their 
feedback from tutors involved in the project was, 
likewise, reassuring for the volunteers.

The importance of an appropriate location for the 
class came across in many discussions, with learners 
identifying that they felt comfortable in the setting.  
For many, this was a community centre that was 
familiar to them, while for others the WEA meeting 
area in King Street was seen as crucial.  Worries 
about having to move from King Street were 
expressed by a number of learners.

For the volunteers, visiting the classes and talking to 
learners gave a new perspective on the work.  Some 
of us had preconceptions about what the classes 
would be like; others, who were also part time 
tutors, were exposed to different approaches and 
learned new ways of working.  
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Many of the learners expressed their gratitude that 
someone had come to listen to them and find out 
what they thought about the class.  They welcomed 
their involvement and felt valued by the experience.  

The volunteers also shared their learning experience 
from being part of the project.  The workshops built 
skills and confidence but the learning continued 
throughout the project as we were dealing with our 
findings and with the situations in which we found 
ourselves.

We saw the key lessons from the project as being:

 It is worth doing and everyone should be   
 capturing the voice of the learners

 Education does make a difference to people’s  
 lives.  It is about more than a teacher and   
 a learner , it’s about the whole interaction   
 within the group.  It’s about wider social skills,  
 self esteem and learning together.  It should be  
 education for social purpose

 Education is about more than teaching people  
 to fit into society or prepare them for jobs.  As  
 educators we must take the side of the learner

Next steps
The project volunteers are keen to continue to visit 
classes and to record learners’ stories.  This will 
enhance the evaluation that is currently carried 
out by staff.  It will also inform and widen discussion 
about the local education provision in the Local 
Association.

We will publicise the stories that we have collected 
in a number of ways:

 on the WEA website

 on display at our local AGM

 we will offer a display or workshop at the   
 Scottish AGM

 we will publish this report for those who want   
 more detail about what we have done

 we will present information through the local   
 ACVO bulletin

We will invite funders, local politicians, learners and 
tutors to visit our display and find out more about 
our work.

The voluntary membership
The WEA is a charity and volunteers are crucial to 
enable it to operate democratically and well.  The 
role of voluntary members is flexible and you can 
get involved as much as you like, according to your 
interests and any skills you have or wish to develop.  
There are opportunities at local level, regional level, 
Scottish and national levels to contribute to the 
WEA in groups and committees.  The following are 
roles that we think are important in the WEA.

 You might want to assist with or organise and  
 promote local courses

 You may wish to represent a class or group of   
 people to provide feedback to organisers

 You may be good at managing things or   
 fundraising and promotional events

 You may wish to get involved in governance of  
 the organisation as it is overseen by Trustees,   
 who are all volunteers

 We hope you will promote the value of adult   
  learning in any communities with which you   
 have contact.  You might promote it to your   
 community to politicians, at your workplace and  
 to any other networks where it is important

 You may be able to think of something we have  
 missed out and it is always good to hear new   
 ideas and enthusiasms!

Most importantly, the WEA is a democratic 
organisation that values its members and could not 
run without them.  People get involved because they 
care about adult learning, want to give something 
back after participating, and because there is 
a lot to learn with the WEA about managing a 
big organisation.  Being a volunteer is a learning 
experience for everyone, managers and volunteers 
alike and we hope you will want to get involved.  
It results not only in learning but friendships and 
the opportunity to make good and relevant adult 
learning programmes accessible to a wide range of 
people.
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The Project team are grateful to a number of people who 
have supported and helped us:

 most importantly, the learners who took part and  
 shared their stories with us

 the tutors who supported our visits and made it easy  
 for us to talk with learners.  

 Ross Weatherby and Kev McPherson for all their  
 support and help with arrangements

 Professor Karen McArdle offered excellent support  
 to the project and training which was appreciated  
 by all the participants and prepared us well for the  
 interviews  

 Kirsty Forrester who inspired us with her creative  
 thinking and help to organise our material

 Clare Harper for help, support and encouragement

 Morag MacDonell who helped in a wide variety of  
 ways

 Iain Shaw who made two films with learners which  
 gave them an opportunity to tell their story directly

 Sarina Kosewsky-Griffiths who gave her time to help  
 with the photography

 the WEA Innovation Fund who provided funding for  
 the project and Pearl Ryall who helped us through  
 the process

 Fiona Wright, Management & Governance  
 and Marketing  Officer

 the North East Local Association for their support  
 and additional funding

Without this help the project would not have happened so 
we thank you all.
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