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Whose line is it anyway? The use of interview transcripts in researching reflective practice


Ian Bryant, Department of Adult Education, University of Southampton


By presenting an extended segment of an interview transcript, this paper reports one particular episode in a personal research project which asks ëhow do adult educators understand the concept of ëreflective practiceí and make use of it in their teaching and professional development?í Specifically, I consider one aspect of researching practitionersí understandings, namely the  use of interview evidence in the form of transcribed talk. 


I start from two observations, both negative. First, adult education researchers have paid little if any attention to the nature of transcript evidence or to the procedures for its generation and use. This is surprising in view of the theoretical and practical importance attached to documenting and authenticating the experience of adult learners, and the value assigned to the process of generating text (e.g. in the form of a personal journal or portfolio) as a vehicle for reflection. Second, and subject to correction, I know of no extended conversations that have been published between adult educators on the subject of each otherís (reflective) practice.


A transcript is both more and less than the experience it reports. Thereís many a slip ëtwixt talk and text, and no simple prescriptions for the construction and use of transcripts. How do we get to the point where we can use interview evidence to develop our understanding of adult teaching and learning as scripting and exchange? My own experience in conducting and transcribing interviews in a variety of contexts suggests that we have a multi-layered and reflexive sequence (a) of some kind of practice, (b) interview talk about that practice, (c) the recording of that talk, (d) the textual rendition of the recording according to transcription conventions, (e) the reading of the transcript, (f) marginal commentaries on what is happening at different points in the text (g) the selection of strips of transcribed talk as evidence for some proposition, and h) their incorporation in the researcherís own exposition.


Since the transcription, reading and use of interview material is a practical accomplishment, how one is transcribing and reading is itself a question about reflective practice. Paraphrasing Stubbs�, Potter and Wetherell� note that ëtranscription is a constructive and conventional activity. The transcriber is struggling to make clear decisions about what exactly is said, and then to represent those words in a conventional orthographic systemí. Edwards and Potter� propose a ëdiscursive action modelí (DAM) to suggest ways of exploring reflective practice by examining the ways in which people talk about their practice. For them, the issue of reflexivity arises in writing their own account of other peopleís accounts. It is interesting to note in this connection that Schonís canonical texts on reflective practice� do not themselves reflect on the above sequence, nor indeed do they refer to the procedures used for generating the transcribed teacher/student talk incorporated in these works.


A paradox for the transcriber is that dense ethnomethodological and discourse analytic renditions of talk intended to capture the nuances of an exchange are full of paraverbal markers. But they look odd, making extended scripts difficult to follow. On the other hand, ëstraightforwardí renditions of talk allow the discourse to flow and are easier to read, but may miss the important tacit understandings that especially characterise the verbal exchanges between those in a collegial relationship. And it is the latter which are particularly important to unpack in any investigation of reflective practice aimed at surfacing understandings. Since there is no straightforward correspondence between the text of a guided conversation and associated marginalia and what was ëactuallyí said, this raises important questions about the authorship (and authority) of the transcript record that the mere attribution of specific comments to individual respondents misses. There is a sense in which the resulting text both does, and does not, ëbelongí to the interlocutors. 


The context for the following interview extract is that it is part of a conversation which took place between myself (IB) and a colleague (JJ) as joint teachers on a Masterís course entitled ëReflective Practiceí. IB introduced Rortyís notion of a ëfinal vocabulary� to the class; JJ explored studentsí written cases about a chosen practice episode in the context of Argyrisí� ideas about ëtheories-in-useí. The selected conversation takes up our differences in approach to teaching for reflective practice. I invite you to add your own marginal notes to the transcript, to consider its construction as text and its content as evidence of thinking about reflective practice. What do you make of it?


JJ: It seems that for you, it sounds like you put language as, somehow youíve brought it into the foreground where I sort of put it in the background. Iíve got, so the question for me is ëwhat do I have in the foreground?í I would have how you reason and act, Iíd have the way you make meaning, Iíd have counter-productive reasoning, Iíve lots of things in the foreground. And language in a sense is the best and only data to gain access to how youíre reasoning. Now, itís funny when you say ëtextí, when you say ëre-readingí you bring language to the front. And Iím saying ëwell, yeh, but er, thatís a vehicle to get ..í for me the place I want to focus my attention, which is behind the language is a way of reasoning and thatís what I want to look for, so that I see the language as a vehicle er, (pause) whether Iím making, when I hear you talk I sort of, my reaction is (pause) thereís too much attention being put at a place that (pause), well, thereís more attention being put in some place than I would put there. Iíd put my attention some place else. Er, and I guess, why am I doing that?


IB: But you also said to me the other day in relation to the work we did on Thursday that putting it in the forefront in some senses gives an additional, the additional possibilities for framing practice in a different kind of way, gives it an additional kind of dimension. Like the notion of dealing with the final vocabulary, OK. Like the notion of scripting, and the fact that we are independent agents to some extent. But we are also scripted in a sense, OK? Now I like that kind of vocabulary, and I think that partly might be a function of the way in which weíve been raised as educators - you through an educational psych tradition, me through a sort of structuralist tradition if you like, I donít know. 


JJ: Yeh.


IB: I think weíre coming from different places as practitioners, and I wonder if weíre going to different places. I donít Ö


JJ: Well, thatís not clear to me yet.


IB: Ö know the answer to that


JJ: Er,


IB: Itís not clear to you yet?


JJ: No. 


IB: No?


JJ: No. See whatís interesting for me that I really like your idea of final vocabulary. The reason I like it is er, itís a concept, it, er, I can tell a little story. The story is our actions are very skilled. Theyíre automatic, in fact thatís a definition of being skilled, that they come so fast I donít have to think about them much. So what I need to do when I find myself behaving in ways which are counterproductive is to try and invent some way to interrupt that. And so I need to develop heuristics which would be little rules Ö


IB: Hm


JJ: Ö which need to have attached to them what Heller would call a ëflagí. I need to have some little flag that can go up that gets my attention so when I see the flag, I can interrupt myself and pull in a new rule. Otherwise Iím just gonna go down the same old path Iíve gone down before.


IB: And you see final vocabulary Ö


JJ: Final vocabulary Ö


IB: Ö the concept of a final vocabulary Ö


JJ: Ö as a flag.


IB: As a flag, OK.


JJ: So that what I need to do is I need to, now thereís lots of other flags that people could have. Final vocabulary may work as a flag. Now what I want, what I wanted, what I was doing today in fact in class was saying if final vocabulary works for you as a flag, and in Jñís case thereís what weíve now come to call final vocabularies. My meaning behind a final vocabulary is that you state a position and you appear to be closed to anything that would influence it. So thatís the meaning I put on final vocabulary. ëIím the bossí. Thatís the bottom line of final vocabulary.


IB: ëThese are the factsí.


JJ: The meaning for me, what I wanted to explore with the class is what is the meaning behind final vocab Ö why does final vocabulary put you off, or close down discussion? Whatís counterproductive? Then the question is can you think of it differently, can you invent new sentences? So in some sense I donít want to analyse the text, so the words in a sense are not, the words are important. Whatís more important though is when I think thatís a final vocabulary, I set in motion a whole set of things. So itís not a specific set of words, itís that when I hear those words I think ëfinal vocabularyí, when I think ëfinal vocabularyí I believe youíre not going to listen to me, when I believe youíre not going to listen to me I get angry. And what comes out is, I walk away from the conversation. So that to spend a lot of time with the specific words is less important, although very important, but less important than when you see the words you think ëfinal vocabularyí, when you think ëfinal vocabularyí you feel this, when you feel this then, thereís a whole chain of events that I wanna, what Argyris would call ladder of inference, I wanna go up the ladder and then be able to go back down the ladder and recognize whatís on the ladder and that kind of stuff. So final vocabulary for me is like a flag, itís something that people can say ëoh, oh, thatís a final vocabularyí and do two things at once. They can recognize the loop they may go into that may be counterproductive and whatís counterproductive about that loop, and also have a new rule to insert. When you think of something that you hear is a final vocabulary, think and say this rather than whatever your thoughts said before. So I mean thatís why I like ëfinal vocabularyí, thatís a nice hook to hang things on. Do we have other hooks to hang things on? and letís find hooks to hang things on. Er, we had one the other day, I should keep a journal in my class, but we had couple of others that were really good hooks, and yet they come along rarely but theyíre the kind of thing that you, itís a powerful organising principle, itís a powerful mnemonic, itís a, those are, none of those are the words I mean but theyíre really a good concept that you can hang something one thatís clear when it comes up, itís easy to recall, you can, itís a good heuristic thatís what it is. And ëfinal vocabularyí I think works like this in this class, because of the way youíve introduced it, because theyíve got lots of examples to connect it to, because it connects with their experience. But in essence it seems to me it also illustrates, it may illustrate the difference in our approaches. My approach is not to pay a lot of attention to the text as text there, but to pay attention to the meanings put on those texts.
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