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Capturing learning: using visual elicitation to investigate the
workplace learning of ‘newly qualified’ in-service teachers in further
education
Unlike their counterparts on school-based Initial Teacher Education programmes,
‘newly qualified’ teachers in further education in England do not have the
entitlement to support conferred by Newly Qualified Teacher (NQT) status. Yet
there is an expectation that ITE providers support former trainees’ progress in
employment, with little recognition of the complexity of the sector or the
influence of the workplace on their professional development. This article reports
on a study investigating what former in-service trainees learn in the workplace in
their first year after qualifying, with a view to better supporting this process.
Learning is theorised as ‘participation’ in a socio-cultural practice, using a
framework developed from Lave and Wenger. But the tacit, informal nature of
much workplace learning makes it inherently difficult to operationalise, often
going unrecognised by participants. The focus of this article is methodological,
considering one strategy for addressing this issue, specifically the use of the
Pictor technique (King et al. 2013). The contribution and limitations of this
Visual Elicitation Method are evaluated using a small amount of interview data.
The article concludes that this method has a valuable role to play in ‘capturing’
the learning of former trainees and in the study of workplace practices more
broadly.
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Introduction
The recent policy context for trainee teachers in further education (FE) in England has
been marked by moves towards increasing professionalisation and regulation, swiftly
followed by deregulation (Tummons 2016, 347). Professional standards were
introduced for teachers in the sector in 1999, revised in 2007 and again in 2014; yet the
requirement for teachers to hold a teaching qualification, introduced in 2000, was
followed within 12 years by the return to voluntary rather than compulsory qualification
with the acceptance of Lord Lingfield’s recommendations (2012). This runs counter to
developments in other countries, where there is an increasing focus on ensuring that
teachers in vocational education hold formal teaching qualifications (Brennan Kemmis
and Green 2013, 103). Although the number of trainees studying a higher-level teaching
qualification (Level 5 or above) stabilised to some extent between 2012 and 2015
following a significant drop in 2012 (ETF 2018, 25), the onus for gaining this has
shifted firmly to the individual, with employers being less likely to support their
employees, either financially or otherwise, in achieving this. The structure and formality
of teaching qualifications such as the Certificate in Education (designed for those who
have a vocational qualification in their specialist subject at Level 3 on the Qualifications
and Credit Framework) or PGCE (for degree level entrants) offered by Higher
Education Institutions is not echoed in the structures in place to support the achievement
of these in the workplace, despite their significant work-based elements (Maxwell
2014).
The focus of this paper is the methodological implications of researching the
learning of ‘newly qualified’ teachers in this sector, and the use of one methodological
tool to address these. The inadequacy of a turbulent and often chaotic sector in
supporting the development of trainee teachers has been highlighted in the literature,

both in relation to pre-service trainees on placement (Avis and Bathmaker 2006; Dixon
et al. 2010) and in-service trainees who are already employed, either in a paid or
voluntary capacity, while completing their qualification (Maxwell 2014). This
environment has been shown to encourage the development of coping strategies rather
than pedagogical knowledge and skills (Orr 2012). The implications of this context for
teacher development beyond the achievement of the initial teaching qualification have
not been widely explored, particularly in relation to former in-service trainees (FTs).
This is despite the fact that a process of ‘professional formation’ in the workplace is
required in order to achieve fully qualified status (QTLS) (SET 2018, 1); and despite the
current expectation from the regulatory body Ofsted that FTs are tracked and supported
by providers of Initial Teacher Education (ITE) in their progress in employment
following qualification (Ofsted 2015, 8). It is significant that the same expectation
applies across ITE, whether it takes place in schools, which have established structures
for supporting Newly Qualified Teachers (NQTs), or through pre- and in-service
programmes in FE. Given that many in-service FTs are employed by the same
organisation before, during and after completing their part-time ITE course, it is the
organisation, rather than the ITE provider, that has the most significant impact on their
subsequent progress as a teacher.
This complex and potentially contradictory climate provides not only the context
but also the motivation for the study reported in this article, an investigation of the
workplace learning of in-service FTs attached to one university in the North of England.
The study aims to better understand how the inter-relationship of individual, institution
and policy context shapes the learning of FTs in their first year after qualification, with
a view to suggesting ways in which this might be better supported. These

understandings may also contribute to debates around the on-going development of
teachers in FE beyond initial teacher education.
The focus of this article, however, is on the methodology adopted in the study
and specifically the tools that may allow these understandings to be reached. It starts by
justifying the chosen methodological approach with reference to the research questions
and existing literature on workplace learning; it then sets out a conceptualisation of
learning and how this is operationalised in the study; it goes on to consider the potential
contribution of Visual Elicitation Methods (VEMs) and focuses on a specific example,
the Pictor technique (King et al. 2013), through the analysis of a small amount of
interview data; to conclude, the strengths and limitations of this VEM are discussed in
relation to the task of ‘capturing’ learning and its wider potential for exploring
educational practices in other contexts.
Methodology
As the focus of the study is how policy shapes the experience of the individual, a
qualitative approach is adopted, intended to explore the ‘subjective meanings’ that
observable behaviour may hold for those involved (Pring 2000, 98). Yet the complex
inter-relationship between personal understandings and ‘underlying structural
mechanisms’ (May 2001, 12) leads to a critical realist approach, in which the
perceptions and interpretations of individuals are valued as windows on reality, but it is
not assumed that they offer a transparent ‘pane’ or that there is a single acceptable
viewpoint. The researcher’s own ways of describing the world and of creating
knowledge are similarly subject to critique (Scott 2010, 13). For the individual is
regarded as part of a social world in which structure and agency are closely intertwined.
This requires a methodology that allows a productive tension to be maintained between
the ‘affordances’ of the social environment (Billett 2002) and the subjective experiences

of the individual. This is offered by a case study design (Yin 2009, 50), a key advantage
of which is its capacity to provide a holistic view of the individual within their wider
context, even where the boundaries between ‘phenomenon’ and context are unclear
(ibid., 18). The characteristic use within a case study of multiple methods further allows
the different levels of context (individual, institutional and national/international) to
emerge and interact (ibid., 11).
The boundaries of the case itself are marked by the former trainee’s achievement
of one of a suite of higher level ITE qualifications (Certificate in Education,
Professional Graduate Certificate, Postgraduate Certificate or Postgraduate Diploma in
Education) as part of the collaborative provision of one university. They are further
delimited by the research questions, which establish a focus on: further education in
England; the workplace context; former in-service trainee teachers; and the current
policy context. Temporal parameters are imposed by the second research question
which limits the length of research interest to the first year after qualification.
Research questions:
1) How does the institutional and policy context for teachers qualifying via the inservice route in the further education sector in England shape the learning of
former trainees?
2) What do former trainees learn in their first year after completing their formal
qualification? How do they learn this?
3) How may the relationship between the learning of former trainees and the
institutional and policy context be theorised?
As these research questions show, the focus of the case is the theoretical issue of how
learning takes place within an institutional and wider policy context, making this an
‘instrumental’ case study (Stake 1995). It is also ‘collective’ (Stake 1995, 3), in that the

‘sample’ consists of eight FTs who completed their qualification at three different FE
colleges. These FTs are further spread across 6 different workplaces, including FE
colleges, schools and a private training provider. They were selected purposively to gain
a diverse picture of the case, although difficulties in recruiting participants meant that
decisions about who to include were also pragmatic.
A crucial dimension of the research design is its ability to investigate learning.
This is not understood in a normative sense, although the ITE qualification could
certainly be regarded as embodying value judgments around what it is desirable to learn
and what constitutes ‘effective’ learning (Biesta 2009, 35). The focus here is on what
FTs actually learn in the workplace, rather than what they are expected to learn or even
what they think they are learning. As Wenger famously asserts: ‘even failing to learn
what is expected in a given situation usually involves learning something else instead’
(1998, 8). But extant research into workplace learning shows that identifying this type
of non-formal learning in practice is highly problematic, precisely because it is not
generally recognised by those who are the subject of it. Furthermore, this often tacit
learning does not accord with the ‘standard paradigm’ (Beckett and Hager 2000) of
learning prevalent in the dominant discourse (Eraut 2004, 249), where learning is
viewed primarily through the metaphor of ‘acquisition’ (Sfard 2010, 5) and therefore: 1)
distinct from the individual engaging in it; 2) separable from the context in which it
takes place; and 3) open to measurement. To view learning as primarily ‘situated’ in its
context, occurring not just in but through its social setting, requires a different approach
to its operationalisation, one which will form the subject of the next section.

Operationalisation of learning

Finding appropriate methodological tools for researching learning relies first on a clear
conceptualisation of what this is understood to be. A significant reference point in this
context is Lave and Wenger’s Situated Learning (1991). The authors adopt a social
practice approach to learning, viewing it as integral to the process of engaging in social
activity. It is relational in nature, indeed ‘agent, activity, and the world mutually
constitute each other’ (33), echoing Marxist understandings of the dialectical and
historical nature of the social world. When we act, our actions are shaped by past
historical practices and serve to shape future possibilities for action. In the context of
workplace learning, the workplace ‘invites and structures individuals’ participation in
work’ which simultaneously ‘shapes the kind and quality of their learning’ (Billett
2002, 38). This relational interplay is evident in Wenger’s formulation of a social theory
of learning, where learning occurs through four ‘deeply interconnected and mutually
defining’ elements (Wenger 1998, 5): community, identity, practice and meaning. The
focus of this study is not on the role of communities of practice, although this concept
has been widely applied (and critiqued) in the context of workplace learning (Boud and
Middleton 2003; Fuller et al. 2005; Hughes, Jewson and Unwin 2007) and since
extended (Wenger-Trayner et al. 2015). Nor is its focus explicitly on identity formation
or ‘learning as becoming’ (Wenger 1998, 5), even though this has been shown to be
pertinent to vocational learning (Colley et al. 2003). Instead the study foregrounds the
elements of practice and meaning, on the basis that they offer valuable theoretical
lenses through which to view the concept of learning. Practice is defined here as a
‘process by which we can experience the world and our engagement with it as
meaningful’ (Wenger 1998, 51). Experiencing the world as meaningful enables us to
participate in it. But meaning is never fixed, as it involves the interaction of two
processes, those of participation and reification (ibid., 55), the latter referring to the

physical or textual traces left by our participation. This inter-relationship of elements
can be expressed as a triangle where learning is defined as the negotiation of meaning
necessitated by participation in practice (see figure 1).

Figure 1. Definition of learning, drawing on Wenger’s social theory of learning (1998)

To illustrate this model using an example from the context of this study, the FE
teacher engaging in a tutorial with a student is participating in the accumulated web of
practices which surround ‘tutorials’ in their organisation and beyond, such as
expectations around the roles adopted by teacher and student and the type of issues
discussed; these practices may be reified through the ‘paperwork’ or online records they
produce, such as signed learning contracts or entries in ‘Promonitor™’; unless these
practices are experienced as meaningful, in the sense of being understood by the
participants, participation will be impaired. The drive to experience these practices as
meaningful involves the participants in a process of negotiating meaning. Although

perhaps perceived as a mundane aspect of their everyday practice by both teacher and
student, this negotiation of meaning is also a process of learning.
This example points to the operationalisation of learning in the study.
Addressing the research questions involves gaining insights into the practices in which
the FT participates, for example, teaching, planning, talking to others, or engaging in
formal CPD; it also involves investigating the forms this participation takes and the
reified artefacts it generates or uses, such as Schemes of Work, timetables or
programmes of staff development; finally, it involves identifying the process of
meaning-making in which the FT is engaged, which may be visible in their attempts to
understand, define or question their experience as a recently qualified teacher. The
methods used to address each of these points are illustrated in table 1, along with a
justification of their selection.

Table 1. Operationalisation of learning (adapted from Mason 2002, 30)
Dimension of
learning
Practice

Example

Method

Justification

Teaching
Planning
Talking to colleagues
CPD

Semi-structured
interviews

Semi-structured
interviews provide
insights into activities
FTs have participated in
(whether perceived as
learning activities or not)
and who they have
interacted with.

Participation/
reification

The act of engaging in
the practices
above/artefacts
generated by this
participation e.g.
Schemes of Work,
timetables, meeting
records, staff
development materials

Semi-structured
interviews

Interviews provide
insights into how FTs
have participated and
their perceptions of this
process.

Document
analysis

Document analysis offers
another direction from
which to approach the
FTs’ participation, i.e.
via its reified forms.

Negotiation
of meaning

Knowing how to
participate
Making sense of
experience
Defining terms

Semi-structured
interviews

Interviews operate on
two levels: 1) shed light
on negotiation of
meaning involved in
participation in practices
identified by FTs; 2)
require negotiation of
meaning within
interview situation itself.

While observation of FTs in the workplace might appear to offer a further,
potentially more direct way of identifying the practices in which they participate, this
was rejected for the following reasons: first, the presence of an observer in a teaching
session, for example, or as witness to an informal chat with colleagues, would
inevitably have influenced what was being observed, potentially distorting the everyday
practices that are fundamental to the study (Patton 2002, 306); second, observation has
strong associations for FTs both with ‘performance measurement’ (Springbett 2015, 94)
and with the practices of the formal ITE qualification, echoing the unequal power
relationship between teacher educator and trainee, which in my dual role as researcher
and teacher educator I was keen to minimise; third, many of the practices in which FTs
participate, such as responding to emails or planning sessions are not easily accessible
to an observer. Semi-structured interviews, meanwhile, offered the opportunity not just
to identify the practices in which the FT participated, but the subjective meanings that
these held for the FT, even as these were constructed through the interview interaction
itself.
There remained a danger, however, that interviews would produce only
generalised accounts of the FTs’ practices, failing to pinpoint specific elements of their
participation that were pertinent to their learning in the workplace context (Eraut 2004,
249). This might be in part because these elements were not perceived as relevant by the
participant, or because the ‘hegemonic discourses’ (Chase 2011, 422) operating in their
context served to constrain what they chose to talk about. For this reason, visual
interviewing techniques were adopted, as considered in the next section.

The Pictor technique

Visual Elicitation Methods (VEMs) refer to the use of visual images made either by the
participant or the researcher as part of the research process to prompt talk, generally in
an interview situation. Rose identifies many advantages of their use (2016, 315): they
may prompt talk about different things, including places that researchers are not able to
go; they have been shown to generate different kinds of talk, including talk that is more
emotional and affective in nature; they also serve to empower participants by giving
them increased control over what they talk about. The participant is positioned as an
‘expert’ in relation to the interview content. These benefits are reinforced by Banks,
who discusses the power of photographic elicitation in semi-structured interviews,
asserting that photos can give vague references ‘sharpness and detail’ (2007, 65), and,
furthermore, ease the interview process by playing the role of a ‘neutral third party’
which can be looked at or talked about (ibid., 65).
One such visual elicitation method is the Pictor technique, developed by Nigel
King and others as a tool for exploring relationships in collaborative working, primarily
in healthcare settings (King et al. 2013). The technique was designed to draw out the
complexities of collaborative working, revealing elements or key ‘players’ that might
otherwise be overlooked. It also sought to go beyond the “official’ explanations’
professionals might present, because of their implicit knowledge of how things were
supposed to work (King et al. 2013, 1139). The Pictor technique does this by asking the
participant to represent the key agents (people or things) involved in a specific case by
writing each one on a sticky arrow (with a choice of three colours). The participant then
places these where they see fit on a large piece of paper, having been advised that they
may use the placement of the arrows to suggest the relationship(s) between them. The
resulting chart is used as an interview prompt: for example, ‘tell me about what you
have done here’. While there are other related types of graphic elicitation, such as eco-

mapping or social convoy diagrams (Bravington and King 2018), Pictor appeared wellsuited to the research questions because it is a relational technique, exploring not just
the relationship between the participant and other people/things, but allowing the
interconnections between other elements to be considered. Although relationships are
not explicitly investigated in the study, its focus is nonetheless relational, in that the
learning of FTs is placed firmly within the institutional and wider policy context (RQ1
and RQ3), and, as the prior conceptualisation of learning indicates, viewed as occurring
through the participation of the individual in social practice. The Pictor technique
therefore appears well suited to the exploration of this social dynamic.
The Pictor technique was used as one element of semi-structured interviews
carried out with FTs, first near the start of their first academic year after qualifying and
again towards the end. The question was posed: ‘Who or what influences what you do
in your job role?’, with accompanying written guidance suggesting that this might
include people, groups of people or organisations, and other factors or ‘things’. In the
second interview, they were asked to return to their initial chart and consider if/how
their response to the question might have changed and to adapt the chart accordingly,
introducing a longitudinal element. This process was used as a prompt for talk, rather
than as a source of visual data, although comparison between charts can be revealing
(King et al. 2013, 1148). Initial Pictor interviews were carried out with eight FTs, and
follow-up interviews with seven of these, generating a significant amount of spoken
data. At this stage in the research and for the purposes of this paper, I consider the
analysis of one chart and its accompanying spoken data, using this as a worked example
of how this visual tool might contribute to my grasp of what a FT learns in the context
of the workplace. A second Pictor interview with a different participant is used to
consider the potential limitations of the tool. This initial analysis, conducted before the

data set is analysed as a whole, serves the function of testing out my methodology and
suggesting areas where this might need to be revised or adapted. Any findings at this
stage are highly tentative, as analysis has not yet been carried out of the remaining data
or viewed in conjunction with data from other sources.

Analysis of the data
The central feature of data deriving from a Pictor interview is that it is in two parts: the
visual chart and the spoken data associated with this. King et al. (2013) stress the
importance of ‘moving iteratively’ (1147) between the two in the process of analysis,
allowing the participant’s explanations to inform our understanding of the chart and
vice versa. On a practical level this involves listening to and working with the
transcribed spoken data with a copy of the chart to hand. While King et al. give
examples of finding interesting points of comparison between participants’ charts, they
caution against interpreting the visual data in isolation, as this may lead to ascribing
meaning in a way that is contradicted by the spoken data (1148).
The type of analysis conducted will depend on the theoretical and methodological
approach adopted in the study (King et al. 2013, 1147). Here thematic analysis was used
to relate the data to the research questions and identify emerging themes. Although a
priori themes were established deriving from: 1) the research questions; 2) the
theoretical framework (in particular, the conceptualisation of learning); 3) the literature;
and 4) my own experience as a former FE practitioner, as set out in table 2, many of
these were ultimately found to be too broad to provide a meaningful framework for
analysis.

Table 2. A priori themes
From research
questions
RQ1
Role/perceptions
of: institutional
context; policy
context.
Position as
recently qualified,
in-service teacher
– role/perceptions
of ITE
qualification.

From theoretical
framework
Learning as negotiation
of meaning necessitated
by participation in
practice – alert to:
Practices;
Participation/reification;
Negotiation of meaning.

RQ2
Learning – what?
How?
(RQ3
To be answered
through
subsequent
analysis).

From literature

From experience

Policy
‘enactment’
(Braun, Ball,
Maguire &
Hoskins 2011)

Impact of
workload.
Tensions between
management
expectations and
experience ‘on
the ground’.
Tensions between
‘success’ data
and ‘learning’.
Value of selfdirected as
opposed to
mandatory CPD;
generic vs.
contextualised
CPD.

Tacit/informal
learning (Beckett
& Hager 2002;
Eraut 2004)
‘Affordances’ for
learning (Billett
2002; Maxwell
2014)
‘Coping’ (Orr
2012)

The following analysis prioritises the second area of a priori themes, that of the
theoretical framework, in accordance with the focus here on ‘capturing learning’. Given
the study’s situated understanding of learning, however, it is to be expected that each
area of this framework (practice, participation/reification and meaning) runs through
every other thematic strand.
In response to the question ‘Who or what influences what you do in your job
role?’ Leah (not her real name) produced the Pictor chart reproduced in figure 2. Leah is
a childcare lecturer within the Health and Social Care department of a medium-sized FE
college in a formerly industrial town in the North of England. At the time of the
interview she had worked at the college for 8 years, first as a placement officer
supporting the childcare team, then for the last 3 and a half years as a lecturer. During

her time at the college she had completed a BA in Early Years and then the in-service
PGCE. She identified strongly as a member of the caring professions, positioning
herself and other members of her team as people who primarily wanted to help others.

Figure 2. Leah’s Pictor chart
An initial inspection of the Pictor chart suggests a range of practices in which
Leah participates. These include the teaching responsibilities conveyed by her
timetable, as well as interactions with colleagues, managers (Assistant Curriculum
Manager and Curriculum Manager) and students. The position of the timetable arrow is
particularly striking in that it partially covers the central ‘me’ label. The timetable and
staffroom arrows also indicate the ways in which participation may appear in reified
form, the written layout of the timetable representing Leah’s working week, while the
physical reality of the staffroom is identified as an influencing factor beyond the people
who populate it. The arrows all point inwards towards the ‘me’ arrow, and there is

symmetry in their layout and in the colours chosen (not reproduced here), suggesting a
cohesive view of the workplace context. Students point inwards from all directions,
perhaps conveying the influence they exert on the practices represented in the centre.
The government and college are placed in a hierarchical formation at the top of the
chart, suggesting a ‘top down’ view of the management and policy structures. Family,
meanwhile, sits on the edge of the main frame, two blank arrows radiating outwards
from it. As warned against above, analysing the chart in isolation in this way runs the
risk of reaching invalid interpretations of the data. When asked about the significance of
the choice of colours, for example, Leah just states that she ‘liked’ them. The colour
groupings could, of course, still be representative of underlying cognitive structures of
which the participant is not fully aware; but this interpretation would need to be
approached with caution and explored in conjunction with the explanations that the
participant does provide.
The position of the timetable emerges through the spoken data as highly
significant. Leah explains:
I’ve put myself and the timetable together cos that’s what I have to do, what
you have to do, you know you have to stick to your timetable and that’s what,
that’s what you’re doing
The timetable arrow is placed in such close proximity to herself because it is almost
synonymous with her role. This is not just an individually prescribed practice but
something she regards as common to all teachers in her position, as subtly conveyed by
the shift from the first person pronoun ‘I’ to the generic ‘you’. An unidentified force
appears to demand the acceptance of this reality, suggested by the repetition of ‘have to’
and ultimately ‘that’s what you’re doing’. Colleagues are placed near to the centre for
different reasons:
And then I've put my colleagues near to me because they're the ones who I
ask for advice, who ask me for advice, who we bounce off with each other,

who help if you need some help, who you can laugh with who you can cry
with, […] who are there for you really and actually know what you're going
through on a day to day basis. They're the ones who understand, aren't they?
Here their proximity represents both their centrality to Leah’s everyday experience
and their emotional proximity. They are not just people who are encountered
frequently in the staffroom but a crucial source of emotional support that enables
Leah’s ongoing participation in all the other elements of her role. Leah’s appeal to
the interviewer (‘They’re the ones who understand, aren’t they?’) is telling. It
conveys the assumption that I will share her perception of their importance, perhaps
as any FE teacher might. It also suggests an appeal for confirmation of her judgment,
a negotiation of the meaning she can draw from her impromptu analysis.
While this interpretation of the role of colleagues in relation to her job role is very
benign, the position of students is more contradictory. On a literal level she explains
that she has included 5 arrows with the label of ‘students’ because she teaches 5
different courses. But when interpreting the placement of these arrows she states:
I've got them coming from all directions because that's what it's like, you,
wherever you are, whether you’re in the staffroom, whether you’re in the
refectory, whether you’re in the library, on the stairwell, you can get asked
questions, you can get asked for help, […] so they're coming from all
directions, which is fine, that's what we're here to do, we're here to, if it
weren't for the students we wouldn't have a job, you know, that's what we're
here to do. But I have put 5, just to represent the 5 courses that I’m teaching
on.
This interpretation provides a telling insight into her experience of the college
environment. It is clear that one of the practices in which she engages is responding to
students’ needs and queries, wherever and whenever these may emerge. But more
significant is the tension evident between the pressure that this responsiveness places on
the individual and the perception that this must be accepted as a necessary part of the
role. The wider discourse of a policy context in which funding is dependent on student
‘success’ and of job insecurity across the sector is echoed in Leah’s repetition of the

mantra ‘if it weren’t for the students we wouldn’t have a job’. But her avowed
acceptance of this is tempered by the fact that they are ‘coming from all directions’ on
her chart.
A similar tension is evident in her relationship with the college leadership,
represented on her chart by the arrow ‘college’. The top-down structure suggested by
her chart is reinforced in her explanation of it:
at the top I’ve put the government and then underneath that I’ve put the
actual college, and within that college, you’ve got your hierarchy, you’ve
got your principal and vice principals, assistant principals and what they say
goes, that’s what you have to adhere to.
This unproblematic acceptance of the management structure becomes more nuanced
when asked by the interviewer if she would ever deviate from the prescribed line:
So you might get a directive from the assistant principals […] ‘why have so
many learners not attended GCSE?’ […] but you need to take into account
the issues that the learners might be having, the responsibilities that they
might have, and it can have an effect and it's not as easy as them sometimes
coming in every day […] it's not as cut and dry. I do sometimes think they
forget that. But then, they are here to learn, they've enrolled on a course,
they're here to learn so I'd never ignore it, but I think I can sometimes word
it in a more nurturing way, in a more positive way.
Whilst accepting that the senior managers have valid reasons for pursuing the question
of attendance in GCSE classes, Leah mediates their message when communicating with
students. Her top-down understanding of the institution (‘You might get a directive’)
comes up against her strong awareness of the ‘bottom-up’ pressures and complexities of
the students’ lives (‘it’s not as cut and dry’). But she works hard to reconcile these two
dimensions, doing the job of enacting government policy in a way which aligns with the
values of her profession (‘nurturing’; ‘positive’) and which meets the institutional
objectives by keeping the students on board.

This initial analysis suggests that part of what this former trainee is learning as
she commences her first year after qualifying is how to navigate the tensions inherent in

her position as a teacher. She is involved in the difficult task of establishing what does
and does not form part of her role, and ultimately what type of teacher she wants to be.
This is not a technical process of checking job descriptions or timetabled hours but an
affective process of seeking to reconcile her own beliefs and assumptions with the
practical demands of her daily experience and the institutional and policy discourse
which seeks to impose its own managerial perspective, to which she partly subscribes.
The next section will consider the basis on which I am able to make this analysis,
considering the affordances and limitations of the Pictor technique in relation to the
theoretical issue of investigating learning.

Discussion
This section returns to the conceptualisation of learning established above and considers
to what extent the preliminary analysis of a limited amount of data suggests that the
Pictor technique is able to address the study’s research questions: what are the
affordances and limitations of this visual tool in relation to the task of ‘capturing
learning’? The three dimensions of the working definition of learning set out above are
considered in turn.
First, in relation to practice: the requirement to assign labels to elements of her
job role appears to encourage the participant to identify and talk about activities that she
might otherwise pass over. This is perhaps akin to Goodley et al.’s observation of the
need for ethnographic research, particularly that conducted by practitioners, not just to
work towards the goal of ‘making the strange familiar’ (2004, 56) but to make ‘the
familiar strange’ (57). While this is not an ethnographic study, it is one in which the
researcher shares to some extent the participants’ insider knowledge of the research
context, with the danger that obvious but important elements of this may be overlooked

(Mannay 2016, 31). The Pictor task approaches questions posed in the semi-structured
interview from a different direction, potentially enabling less idealised versions to
emerge (King et al. 2013, 1139). When asked in the initial stage of the interview, before
commencing the Pictor task, ‘what have you done today?’, Leah refers solely to the
lesson she has taught: ‘I had my course, so I had my level 1 learners […] And that’s it’.
This is the institutionally sanctioned element of her job role, as formalised on her
timetable. Further prompting (‘Is there anything else that you’ve done today?’) leads her
to refer to an incident with a student, a topic which reappears in the Pictor task. In this
way the data produced by the semi-structured interview and the visual elicitation task
supplement each other, allowing a deeper exploration of their significance.
But it is also important to consider the possible threats to validity posed by the
tool, as it is employed in this study. In relation to practice, the very requirement to
identify influences on her job role, as prompted by the Pictor question, may lead the
participant to label elements that are not especially significant, just in order to comply
with the expectations of the task or to satisfy the researcher. The written guidance given
to participants prior to completion of the task is intended to clarify and support the
activity, yet there is also a danger that it may over-inform the resulting chart. It gives
examples of people and things that might be included, stating: ‘These may be concrete
objects or places (‘My staffroom’), abstract factors (‘My timetable’) or bigger
influences such as specific policies or procedures (‘The Sainsbury Report’, ‘Staff
development policy’).’ When these items appear as labels on the chart, therefore, they
may represent an artefact not so much of the participant’s practices as of the Pictor task
itself. A consideration of the eight initial charts produced within my study indicates that
colleagues appear in some form in each of the charts, while the timetable appears in six.
But the Sainsbury Report is named in only one, while family (not mentioned in the

written guidance) features in three. This quantitative analysis suggests that the written
guidance may shape the participants’ responses but it does not determine them. The
qualitative analysis of the spoken data, however, provides a more significant counter to
the possible distortion of the findings by the tool.
Pictor charts are not analysed in isolation from the spoken data they generate;
instead, the researcher plays an active role in interpreting the visual data in conjunction
with the interview talk, the primary function of the visual artefact being to prompt the
participant’s explanations. This guards against a second potential limitation of the Pictor
tool: that its focus on relationships encourages participants to seek connections where
they are not present or significant. Pictor was selected as a relational diagramming
technique precisely because it enabled the representation of ‘associations between
people or concepts’ (Bravington and King 2018, 6). The question posed (‘Who or what
influences what you do in your job role?’) assumes that carrying out the job involves
interaction with other people, an understanding of the workplace context made explicit
in the research questions and the conceptualization of learning adopted in the study. The
use of the spoken data to inform and counter understandings suggested by the chart can
be illustrated through consideration of the Pictor interview carried out with a second
participant, Kerry, presented here for the purpose of addressing questions of validity in
relation to the tool. It is indicative both of the practices she engages in and the process
of participation/reification that they connote.
Kerry is a lecturer in Animal Care at the same FE college as Leah. She was also
part of the same ITE cohort, completing her Certificate in Education in 2017. With little
formal education in her childhood, she came to the college as an adult to complete
Level 2 and Level 3 qualifications in maths, English, and Animal Care. This enabled her
to take on the role of technician within the Animal Care department, where she carried

out voluntary teaching hours in order to complete her ITE qualification. This led in turn
to a paid teaching position alongside her technician role, and ultimately a full-time
teaching post by the time of the first interview.
Kerry’s Pictor chart is strikingly different from Leah’s (figure 3). Arrows are
lined up in three rows and placed approximately the same distance apart, the
relationships between the labels not immediately apparent. In common with three out of
the eight charts produced in this study, it exhibits a linear rather than a centrally
organised structure. If considering the chart in isolation, this suggests that the tool has
not generated the level of relational complexity intended by the researcher. Indeed,
Bravington (as cited in King et al. 2013, 1149) identifies three features of a ‘classic’
Pictor chart, drawn from her analysis of instances where the method appears to have
worked best. A ‘classic’ chart is: case specific, the participant encouraged to focus on
their experience of a single, identified case; interrelational, the arrows indicating
relationships between agents within the case; and complex, including a diverse range of
people and types of relationship. On initial analysis, Kerry’s chart appears to fall short
against these criteria. Even Leah’s chart, which is more interrelational in nature, does
not focus on a specific event or experience (as the question does not demand this) and is
not especially complex. However, in both cases the participant is able to provide a
fluent explanation of their choice of labels and their placement of these. The reification
of practices indicated by the chart becomes representative through the spoken data of
active and complex participation.

Figure 3. Kerry’s Pictor chart
Kerry chooses to start her discussion of her chart by focusing on colleagues: ‘so
I've put on there […] the things like that's important to myself […] obviously the
relationship between colleagues’. Her use of the word ‘obviously’ is telling here, as it
suggests that the centrality of colleagues to her role as a teacher is entirely self-evident,
perhaps echoing Leah’s rhetorical question, ‘They’re the ones who understand, aren’t
they?’ She also addresses the relative position of the arrows on her chart:
I put them […] my colleagues and my students above myself in a like
professional way, because if I didn't have my students I wouldn't have a job,
and if I didn't have colleagues I wouldn't have anyone who [sic] to have that
relationship with.
While her justification of the importance of colleagues appears a somewhat circular
argument, the deeper inter-connectedness of students, colleagues and her professional
role are brought out in her following explanation of what colleagues enable her to do:

To discuss different problems about what's happening or the changes that
are coming in with the Sainsbury's Report cos from next year students are
going to have exams, we've got new specs to be writing, and working to. So
that's going to be a big overhaul and a big change, especially for our
department.
Although Kerry has placed the Sainsbury Report and the impact of its recommendations
at some distance from both students and colleagues on her chart, in her spoken
interpretation of the chart, these are integrated, colleagues playing a central role in the
process of working out how best to respond to external shifts in policy, while meeting
the needs of students. Similarly, the ‘Techs’ (technicians) on her chart appear
unconnected to her colleagues and in an indeterminate relationship to herself, yet her
explanation of their significance focuses explicitly on relationships:
whereas before when I was a technician and teaching I was I knew what was
changing so it's almost like I'm having to take a step back to ask permission
for a job that I'm highly qualified to do. I mean it's working alright because
we've got some good technicians and we have got a really good rapport. So
when they come to me 'well, actually Kerry this needs doing, how would
you, how would you have done it?’ we do have a [pause] type of like team
meeting so we can advise them, because they're quite new to the college.

It is clear from this extract that Kerry is still negotiating the transition from technician to
teacher and the changed relationship with the existing technicians that this involves. She
is struggling to let go of responsibilities she previously held (having to ‘ask permission
for a job that I’m highly qualified to do’) and to establish a new type of relationship
with these colleagues, some tension suggested by her insistence that ‘it’s working
alright […] and we have got a really good rapport’. The extract also conveys her move
into a role where she feels able to ‘advise’ and mentor others, who are now in a more
novice position than herself, being ‘quite new to the college’.
The complexity of the analysis that this spoken data allows is not suggested by a
reading of the chart in isolation. It appears that some participants find it easier than
others to conceive of their role and the influences on it in their totality, creating a

cohesive representation of these inter-related parts. For others, the selection and
placement of the arrows appears more random, yet the chart still acts as a prompt for
identification and discussion of the practices in which they participate. A more
extensive study would be needed to explore reasons for this contrast and whether it
reflects differences external to the individual or lying within their cognitive structures
and dispositions, or perhaps a combination of these factors.
In relation to the first two elements of my conceptualisation of learning,
practices and participation/reification, my justification of the validity of this
methodological tool has depended on the acceptance that the spoken data offers insights
into the practices in which the participant engages and the nature of their participation.
In Hammersley’s terms, the data is being used to provide both ‘witness accounts’ (of
what the participants actually do) and to reveal their ‘orientations’ towards this (2008,
91 Ref list). But the use of the Pictor data to explore the negotiation of meaning
required by the participation in practice is more methodologically complex. It involves a
focus on the ‘constructional or discursive work’ (ibid., 91) in which the participant is
engaged in the interview itself, through which the spoken data is produced.
When Leah seeks to navigate the tensions between enacting instructions from
senior managers and maintaining a positive working relationship with her students her
account operates on two levels: first, her attempts to explain her practice are highly
revealing of the efforts she makes to experience this practice as meaningful. This
involves (re)organising and (re)framing the mental concepts she holds, allowing her to
act in a principled way (‘what they say goes, that’s what you have to adhere to’ versus
‘I think they do forget sometimes the actual needs that the learners may have’). This is
clearly a difficult process which is intricately bound up with the web of organisational
practices of which she is a part. Second, within the interview itself a process of

meaning-making takes place, the participant attempting to reach secure understandings
of the practices she describes. This is evident in the shifts in direction in her spoken
account, offering one possible interpretation and then another, before seeking to
reconcile the two (‘it's not as cut and dry. I do sometimes think they forget that. But
then, they are here to learn, they've enrolled on a course’). It could be argued, therefore,
that the negotiation of meaning is not so much a feature of her role as a teacher, as a
product of the interview situation. This critique is not specific to the use of the Pictor
tool, but relevant to all findings deriving from interview data. The socio-cultural
interaction inherent in the interview situation inevitably mediates the issues discussed.
Yet, as Hammersley argues, this is both constraining and enabling in terms of the
interpretations it allows. It is incumbent on the researcher to acknowledge that the
interview data cannot provide a transparent window on the practices and context in
question. But the negotiation of pressures and tensions evident in the interview data
provide insights into how these work on the individual. Attempts at meaning-making,
stimulated by the Pictor chart’s need for explanation, are an illuminating element of the
interview data.
While the negotiation of meaning foregrounded here may not appear as
significant or concrete as the type of learning suggested in my research questions (in
particular, RQ2: What do FTs learn? How do they learn it?) it goes beyond the technical
and morally vacuous notion of learning inherent in what Biesta terms a discourse of
‘learnification’ (2009, 36). Indeed, it appears to align more closely with Biesta’s three
tenets of education: qualification, socialisation, and subjectification. The negotiation of
meaning in which the participant engages qualifies her in enabling her to ‘do
something’, that is to carry out her role as a teacher; it also involves socialisation, in that
she seeks to adapt to the culture of her institution; finally, she is clearly working to

define herself as an autonomous subject. This educational process is taking place in and
through the practices demanded by the workplace. It remains to be seen whether the
type of education the workplace facilitates in my study has the moral value Biesta
ascribes to ‘good education’ (2009).

Conclusion
Informal learning in the workplace is a problematic object of study and requires careful
operationalisation and appropriate methodological tools in order to capture it
systematically. Learning is conceptualised here as the negotiation of meaning
necessitated by participation in practice, establishing the three interconnected
dimensions of practice, participation/reification and meaning-making as theoretical
markers through which the concept of learning may be operationalised. While the use of
semi-structured interviews and document analysis as part of a case study methodology
allow the researcher to explore the practices in which the interviewee participates, the
tool of visual elicitation offers many additional advantages: it encourages the participant
to identify aspects of their experience that might otherwise be overlooked or deemed
undesirable; it empowers the participant by allowing them to lead the dialogue and
provide their own constructs of concepts and events; it also facilitates the interview
process, playing the role of a ‘third party’ in the conversation (Banks 2007, 65).
When selecting a visual elicitation tool, it is important to consider the fit
between this and the research question(s) it is designed to address (Bravington and King
2018). The Pictor technique, as a graphic elicitation tool, is appropriate in the context of
this study because it enables relationships to be explored, not just between the
participant and other people or things, but between these elements themselves. This
allows the former in-service trainee teacher to remain firmly situated within the context

of the organisation in which they work and the policy context beyond this, without
imposing the assumptions of the researcher.
But the key question posed in this article is the extent to which the Pictor
technique is capable of capturing the former trainee’s learning. Analysis of data from
one Pictor interview suggests that it has significant methodological value in relation to
all three dimensions of the theory of learning outlined above, although the visual data in
particular must be approached with caution. First, the tool helps to make aspects of the
practices in which the former trainee participates explicit, by prompting the participant
to explain elements of their everyday experience that might be deemed too familiar or
trivial to mention in a conventional interview situation; while it is acknowledged that
the application of the tool may itself influence the artefacts identified, this threat to the
validity of the findings is diminished through the analysis of the spoken data in
conjunction with the visual data, as shown through consideration of a second interview
and chart; participant explanations shed light on the forms their participation takes.
Finally, the technique works on two levels to expose the process of meaning-making
engaged in by the former trainee: first, the on-going attempt to make sense of their role
and experiences as a teacher within their institution; and second, the process of
questioning, defining and reaching understandings that extends into the Pictor interview
itself.
The key limitation of the analysis presented in this article is the small amount of
data used. For this reason it is presented as a methodological exploration, rather than a
discussion of findings. However, it does suggest wider applications of the Pictor
technique in contexts where the focus is on situated practice and in particular on
learning through practice.
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