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Chapter 1 - Introduction 

 

1.1 Introduction 

 

This study focuses on the performance of teachers in their moment of first 

encounter with new groups of adult learners. 

 

The academic literature does not detail the activities in which teachers 

engage at the beginning of classes, nor consider the value to teachers of the 

moment of first encounter. On the basis that „first impressions [may] count‟, 

this study investigates the thinking and action of teachers in their moment of 

first encounter with new classes. The intention is to understand the benefits 

to teachers when they undertake such activities. 

 

Chapter One explains the genesis of the topic, introduces literature that 

demonstrates the existence of a gap in academic research, suggests the 

significance of the study, then describes the development of three specific 

research questions. An explanation of the theoretical underpinnings for the 

study, and an introduction to the methodology and scope of the study 

follows. The chapter concludes with a summary, and an outline of the 

structure of this thesis. 

 

1.2 Genesis of study 

 

A change to my life in 2002, prompted me to reflect on the activities in which 

I engaged as a teacher of groups of adult learners. 
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After more than twenty years working as a teacher of groups of adult 

learners in different parts of Australia, I accepted full-time teaching 

employment in a Tasmanian vocational education institution, immediately 

following a full-time period as a university lecturer. I had been teaching1, in 

some capacity, since the early 1970s in all levels of formal and informal 

education. During this time, I had provided training for the arts and heritage 

communities, for the fashion industry, and for local government, across 

Australia. More recently, my work has focused on the delivery of skills and 

knowledge associated with establishing and managing small business. My 

ability to be across many fields has been the result of constantly acquiring 

formal qualifications at both vocational and university levels, working in 

various organisations and running my own businesses. These diverse 

experiences provide me with the opportunity for a broad view on the topic of 

teaching groups of adults. 

 

Around 2002, my thoughts and actions seemed to pivot on the moment of 

first encounter with a new group of adult learners. I realised my first 

consideration was always to estimate the age of a group and, on that basis, 

select the content and delivery style that I believed would be most 

appropriate for that group. For example, I remember considering whether I 

should stand, or sit on a chair or on a desk, and whether certain comments 

might be better than others to break the ice. I felt sure that an automatic 

process was underway at each new meeting whereby I „sized up‟ a new 

group, and instantly prepared to respond to my perceptions of the people in 

the group. The purpose of my activity seemed to be directed at setting things 

                                                      
1
 In this context, the term „teaching‟ covers my work as a school and college teacher, a 
sports coach, a vocational education institution trainer, a university lecturer, a workshop 
presenter, a seminar leader, an adult education class tutor, an education officer in public 
museum and art galleries, and as guide for the public to the exhibitions in art galleries. 
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up for a comfortable happy learning situation. I felt sure that if I was not 

vigilant and thoughtful in that moment of first encounter with a new group, 

then helping the students to learn would be more difficult, a situation which I 

expected to raise my agitation levels unpleasantly. These reflections 

encouraged me to query what my colleagues and others did in that moment 

of first encounter. Underpinning this curiousity was the inclination to believe 

my teaching practice could be re-formed with knowledge and an 

understanding of the practices of others. The study was born. 

 

Immediately, I began to talk informally with colleagues and others. Their 

reactions presented along a continuum between opposing positions: at one 

extreme, some told me they had never thought about the first moment or 

what they did and why at their first meeting with new groups of adult 

learners. At the other end of the spectrum, many were highly conscious that 

they planned for and undertook specific activities in the moment of first 

encounter. Nevertheless, every person expressed serious interest in the 

topic. It soon became apparent that regardless of their previous level of 

awareness, each person, with whom I had been speaking, was reviewing 

their activity in the first moment with a new group, and they wanted to talk 

about it. It seemed research on this topic offered the potential for 

professional development. Colleagues and other teachers believed they 

might learn how their approach compared to others, and whether they might 

act and think in alternative ways that could improve their first and 

subsequent moments of teaching in some respect. 
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1.3 Appraisal of the literature 

 

The interest of people working in the field encouraged me to discover what 

the literature offered in terms of teachers and the nature of their first moment 

activities and rationale for these. Nothing close to the topic could be found. 

This caused me to question the value of undertaking research on the topic – 

if others had not thought it worthy, was it simply not worthy of study. 

 

The reality was that the bulk of research examined teachers in relation to 

primary and secondary school children, and where it focused on post-

compulsory education and adults, those references tackling topics close to 

the theme of this study were elusive. Research often examined factors such 

as instructional methods (Lampert, 1997; Dickenson, 1973) and lesson 

preparation approaches. In planning a lesson (Caffarella, 1994; Kerry & 

Tollitt-Evans, 1992; Clark & Yinger, 1979), teachers were encouraged to 

consider the characteristics, attributes and needs of the expected group of 

students (Aylor, 2003), the students‟ learning styles and how they might be 

relevant to a teacher‟s teaching (Porter, 1993); and the most appropriate 

delivery (King & Barry, 1993; Rogers, 1996 re teaching adults) for those 

expected students. In addition, teachers were encouraged to find out as 

much as possible about a student group before they met (Howard, 1996), but 

the literature did not indicate how such knowledge could be put to use at 

specific periods of teaching, such as the first moments of encounter with a 

new class group. O‟Houle‟s comment that “an educational program must 

originally be planned in terms of the estimated nature of the learner or 

learners and of the educator” was typical of many. However, he provided a 

qualification: the planning must be “revised in the light of the constantly 
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changing reality which appears as the program is put into effect” (1995, p. 

52). This comment suggested value might lie in understanding the changing 

moments and whether any have special characteristics or needs for the 

planner, the teacher. 

 

The literature provided no information to assist teachers with the situation of 

the moment of first encounter or planning that first moment: how to act or to 

deliver content within the milliseconds of the first encounter; whether to 

proceed without change to the plan; whether to abandon some or all of the 

planned activities; how to assess the group; how to react, or information 

about the effects of their own experience. Planning by teachers might be 

wholly or partially inappropriate but guidance was unavailable to determine 

what might be appropriate. The literature did not disclose nor explain 

teachers‟ commencement activities, patterns of approach between teachers, 

or patterns of behaviours which might be valued by a teacher in specific 

circumstances. By focusing on teachers and their activities in the moment of 

first encounter, this research project could investigate an early stage of a 

teaching process with the aim to discover whether such activities are 

instrumental in changes to initial plans by teachers. 

 

Through reflecting on my own teaching practice, listening to the informal 

comments of colleagues and by perusing the literature, the range and type of 

teachers‟ activities (Appendix 26) in the moment of first encounter emerged 

as potentially diverse and complex. Factors and issues abounded that 

appeared to be relevant. Broadly, these included information processing and 

cognition generally, levels of consciousness and awareness, perception and 

impression formation, communication and interpersonal interactions. 
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One of the specific factors for consideration is the formation of impressions 

of the group of learners by teachers, in the moment of first encounter. The 

significance of „first impressions‟ is variously disparaged or adulated in our 

popular culture. Nevertheless, a body of psychological literature supports the 

existence of first impressions (Schlenker, 2004; Elsea, 1984; Hays, 1958) 

while taking different positions on the accuracy of these. King and Pate 

(2002, p. 132) indicated 150 studies exist on the topic of first impressions, 

but of these none directly concerned teachers in the moment of first 

encounter with a new class of adult learners, and each tackled limited 

aspects of first impressions. 

 

A wide range of work by many researchers is available to illuminate the 

situation. For example, the work of Reingold and Merikle (1988) regarding 

perception without awareness; Marcel‟s (1983) conscious and unconscious 

perception; various approaches to human information processing and 

sensory registers by people such as Clark (1998), McInerney and McInerney 

(1998), Gagne et al (1993), and Meriam and Cafferella (1991); research 

about body language - nonverbal and verbal communication by people such 

as Archer and Akert (1984), Mehrabian, (1981); Birdwhistell (1970), and 

Mehrabian (1967); Elsea‟s (1984) features that a person notices in another 

on first meeting; Argyle‟s (1983) and Cook‟s (1971) work on interpersonal 

behaviour including judgements about superficial characteristics; and Mower 

White‟s (1982) linkages between cognitive processes and making predictions 

about another, all will be used to make connections with the findings from 

this study where relevant to understanding how teachers function in the 

moment of first encounter. 
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Occasionally in the education literature, mention is made of impressions and 

first impressions, and their consequences. For example, Fleming reported, 

“the teacher when face to face with a new class … does judge … first by 

their looks and their movements” (1959, p. 5). He found that “awareness of 

the range of individual differences within a group of pupils in any class-room 

(such as that of sex, of age, of socio-economic level, of country or of race) 

has resulted in the demand for adaptation of instruction to their needs” (ibid, 

p. 60). Brookfield recognised that “facilitators are critically alert and sensitive 

to altered contexts” and will call on “different approaches … depending on 

the class, ethnicity, cultural conditioning, and personality characteristics of 

learners” (1989, p. 207). He also talked about the “critically responsive 

teacher” whose “practice exhibits a constant interplay between action and 

analysis” (1990, p. 30). 

 

Working on the basis that first impression formation is a natural, involuntary 

and normal process that every person undertakes when they meet another, 

with purposes associated with communication, socialisation and other needs, 

this study set out to consider the situation with teachers in their moment of 

first encounter. If the impact of first impressions is influential, then it might be 

useful to know and understand whether customised processes and 

consequences exist for teachers in teaching environments. The study was 

interested to understand the benefits of first impressions for teachers in 

terms of future developments such as their setting the scene, adapting 

lesson plans and for relationship building. This included investigating 

differences between the teaching and non-teaching context, and collecting 

information associated with teachers‟ reasons for forming impressions in the 

teaching versus the non-teaching situations. 
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If research could determine how a teacher sees, thinks and acts; what is 

important for a teacher initially; what concerns a teacher initially; and how the 

start is perceived to connect to the whole class or course, then a few matters 

might be clarified. For example, the weighting of teachers‟ initial deliberations 

and considerations, the activities that precede and follow the initial moment, 

and the practices that make teachers less anxious (Clark & Peterson, 1986; 

Shroyer, 1981) and make them more confident, might become known. 

 

1.4 Broader significance of the study 

 

Despite the increasing volume of education and training activity employing 

online and mobile communication and information technologies, face-to-face 

work with adult groups persists. In the Australian environment, increasing 

numbers2 of adults are participating as learners, whether work-place based, 

within educational institutions, or associated with cultural and sporting 

organisations. This study assumes that an increasing number of teachers will 

need skills and understanding to teach adult learners, and that therefore a 

description of the situation, in adding to the field, may provide benefits. 

 

Knowing more about how teachers operate could have a number of 

advantages. New teachers are often critical of the gap they perceive 

between what they learn in methods courses and what they experience as 

realities in the classroom (Nagel et al,1999). This study might assist people 

entering teaching employment; pre-service teachers may be alerted to 

                                                      
2
 Refer:  
i. Anlezark (2004) Figure 2: Participation rates in public VET by age, 1994–2002 [p. 9], 

which shows a 3.5% increase in the number of adults aged 45-64 years participating in 
VET training over the period. 

ii. Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs (2000) Table 4 Higher Education 
Students by Age Group (a) and Gender, 1980-2000, which shows a 53% increase in the 
number of adults enrolled in higher education over the period. 

file:///C:/DOCUME~1/Helen/LOCALS~1/TEMPOR~1/Content.MSO/991CE6B0.xls%23'TBL%204'!B1%23'TBL%204'!B1
file:///C:/DOCUME~1/Helen/LOCALS~1/TEMPOR~1/Content.MSO/991CE6B0.xls%23'TBL%204'!B1%23'TBL%204'!B1
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activities and patterns of behaviour that seem to work well for in-service 

teachers. Knowledge derived from this study might also be valued by those 

who train would-be teachers of adult groups. In addition, experienced 

teachers, who seek continuous improvement, may learn additional 

information to benefit their own practice. 

 

This study is not concerned with devising recipes for best practice in terms of 

initial activities, should such be possible. However, because the study will 

document activities and capture meanings associated with the activities of a 

range of teachers, conceivably future teachers may view the findings to be a 

useful guide to and for further reflection on their own practice. That is, while 

the discussion of the findings will not attempt to improve teachers‟ practices 

directly, the addition of new knowledge and the development of a new 

conceptual framework to consider initial activities may introduce or suggest 

methods which teachers consider are better than their current practices. In 

so doing, and by default, the findings may create a „better‟ teaching practice 

as judged by individual teachers. 

 

1.5 Developing the research topic 

 

The long journey to determine the research questions began with work-in-

progress titles to the study. The first was „The learning and actions of adult 

teachers/trainers/guides/facilitators within the first moments of meeting a 

new class/group of adults‟. It aimed to investigate the learning (reactions / 

responses/perceptions), and the actions consequent to these, of adult 

teachers/trainers/guides/facilitators in their first moments when meeting a 

new class/group of adults, and then to determine whether teachers/trainers/ 
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facilitators‟ initial learning prompts them to change their planned content and 

delivery methods virtually immediately. The research problem was 

expressed as an overriding question: how do practitioners3 perceive and 

describe their experience of starting new classes of adult learners who come 

together in groups? 

 

The use of the word „how‟ denoted an openness to anything whatever that 

might emerge about the situation involving the start of new classes, in the 

course of interviews with teachers and via any other process of data 

collection. The word „perceive‟ was used to allow teachers to engage in a 

reflective process on the breadth and depth of their mental and physical 

activities when starting new classes. In addition, „perceive‟ implied something 

about the relativity of the time when classes start. That is, the time when a 

class start might be perceived differently by different teachers, and by the 

same teacher in different situations. The word ‟describe‟ referred to how 

teachers articulated their seeing, thinking and doing activities. The word 

„experience‟ was a way of pointing to the fact that the investigator would be 

seeking stories from the research participants in terms of how they perceived 

and described the start of new classes of adult learners who came together 

in groups, in their everyday lived experience (Van Manen, 1997). 

 

Over time, the problem was transformed into three research questions to 

guide the study. 

 

                                                      
3
 The term „practitioner‟ is explained at section 1.5.3. 
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1.5.1 Research Question 1 

 

Which experiences, knowledge and personal paradigms do adult 

practitioners bring to their moment of first encounter with a new class group 

of adult learners? 

 

The word „experiences‟ allows practitioners to talk about what they bring to 

the start of new classes; their world view, preparedness, and personal and 

professional history. The word „knowledge‟ includes facts, judgements, 

opinions, and practices that are known by practitioners in relation to 

students, environmental context, content, delivery, social interaction, 

communication, and any other matter which affects their actions. The 

expression „personal paradigms‟ refers to the personal, whether private 

and/or professional, image, values and belief systems, learning styles, and 

other models of self-identification by practitioners. 

 

1.5.2 Research Question 2 

 

How do practitioners proceed in the moment of first encounter with a new 

group of adult learners, as the class starts? 

 

The word „how‟ provides the opportunity for wide ranging discovery of a 

diversity of activities and the timing and the sequencing of activity. 

 



Chapter 1 - Oct 2009 

1.5.3 Research Question 3 

 

How can practitioners’ activities in the moment of first encounter be 

conceptualised? 

 

The word „how‟ allows for an investigation of the value of first moment 

activities in terms of what motivates practitioners towards perceived benefits 

to themselves and others. The word „conceptualised‟ signifies the broad 

philosophical parameters within which the findings associated with the 

questions will be analysed. 

 

Defining key terms was an early priority. 

 

For expedience, the word „practitioner‟ was accepted as the most inclusive 

term for all types of teachers of adult learners. Therefore, a practitioner 

refers to anyone who teaches, coaches, guides, facilitates, tutors, instructs, 

presents, or lectures or conducts any similar work using another term. 

Because of the researcher‟s preference, this study is only concerned with 

practitioners in relation to adult students. From the researcher‟s experience 

over three decades, „adult’ students are almost always aged over 25, 

sometimes over 20, and almost always never aged less than 20 years. Adult 

students are not adolescents, although experience and maturity define them 

rather than age. Throughout the remainder of the thesis, the term „learner‟ 

will substitute for „student‟ in order to more realistically reflect the range of 

groups of people that practitioners face. For example, the groups that a 

choir-master coaches are unlikely to define themselves as students but could 

accept the term learner. 
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Initial encounters were discussed in the literature; for example, Beynon 

(1985) and Johnson (1996). Nevertheless, the term „moment of first 

encounter‟ was difficult to define. Clarifying the timing of the moment when 

a class started was problematic in practice. For the purposes of this study, it 

is the split second or so when a practitioner meets and sees the adult 

learners, as a group, for the first time as the class starts. It is not concerned 

with the first five or fifteen minutes, or the duration of the first class as a 

whole. It is around the time when the practitioner first stops and looks at the 

group as a whole, prior to speaking and teaching in any other way. It is not 

concerned with the first five or fifteen minutes, or the duration of the first 

class as a whole. It is around the time when the practitioner first stops and 

looks at the group as a whole, prior to speaking and teaching in any other 

way. For the focus on a tiny moment of time, this study depends on 

neuroscientific research. For example, Dennett and Kinsbourne claimed “all 

perceptual operations, and indeed all operations of thought and action, are 

accomplished by multi-track processes of interpretation and elaboration that 

occur over hundreds of milliseconds, during which time various additions, 

incorporations, emendations, and overwritings of content can occur, in 

various orders” (1992, p.4), and Velmans claimed that “...consciousness of 

input does not arise until at least 200 milliseconds (msec) after stimuli arrive 

at the cortical surface…‟ (1990, p. 1).  Such research implies that a diversity 

of activities are possible within the briefest moment of time, so that this study 

of the moment of first encounter focus on the milliseconds of the first second. 

 

In the education and training context the word „class‟ generally denotes a 

group of people, usually gathered together to learn in a simulated workspace 

or neutral room environment. In this investigation, some practitioners work 

with community arts groups, choirs, and visitors to a museum, all of which 
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are not normally deemed to comprise „groups of learners in a class‟. 

However, for convenience, whenever a group of adults come together with a 

practitioner for learning, they will be described as being in a class. 

 

The definition of the term „activities‟, is broad. Early research plans 

envisaged a wide-reaching study that would examine, in depth, each of the 

psychological, communication, sociological and education aspects that could 

impinge on practitioners in their moment of first encounter with a new group 

of adult learners. It was anticipated that some of these would be internal, 

invisible, mental operations while others might be visible physical actions. 

Therefore, the decision was made to use the term „activities‟ to refer to 

everything a practitioner does consciously or unconsciously, and voluntarily 

or involuntarily, whether or not these were visible to another person in the 

moment of first encounter. Activities represent the knowledge acquired and 

changes made by practitioners in the moment since the moment before 

practitioners start teaching a new class of adult learners who come together 

in a group for the first time. The expression „first moment activities‟ covers all 

activities occurring in the moment when practitioners first start their teaching 

of new classes of adult learners that come together in groups. On this basis, 

„activities‟ potentially refers to a myriad of things including looking at 

learners, sensing another person, developing impressions, perception, 

attributing characteristics to another, thinking, judgment, reflection, making 

decisions, swivelling the head, gesturing, neuroscientific changes in the 

head, and retrieving information from experience. 

 

The term „learning‟, when referring to the cumulative results of cognition 

(Tuijnman & Ven Der Kamp, 1992) as people acquire and process 

knowledge and skills and develop meanings from their life experience, may 
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be useful for understanding what practitioners do in the moment of first 

encounter. “Nothing has meaning or is learned in isolation from prior 

experience” (Merriam & Caffarella, 1991, p. 171). In this study, the term 

„learning‟ covers the results of activities such as impression formation and 

thinking made after observing a new group of adult learners in the moment of 

first encounter. It is conceived as a relatively permanent change in behaviour 

(Burns, 1995). 

 

In order to cover such wide ranging activities, an understanding of the 

complexity of relevant biology and psychology issues and practices would 

need to be shown, and an extensive investigation not only of practitioners 

but also of learners and their interrelation would need to be undertaken. This 

ambitious plan exceeded my immediate needs and ability4. As a matter of 

personal preference and in recognition of lack of scientific expertise, the 

decision was made not to conduct an in-depth study of each activity, which 

might have taken the research design in a quantitative direction and 

exploded the volume of information that would need reporting. Rather, the 

choice was made to engage with a qualitative research process and take 

what practitioners had to say about what they do as the guide. The 

expectation was for a report that described the situation holistically and 

suggested possibilities for understanding, rather than providing a positivist 

set of findings that told an „absolute‟ story. 

 

Through establishing the definitions, a pathway opened for the evolution of a 

research design that could enable a realistically achievable study to emerge. 

Firstly, the methodological approach was determined. 

                                                      
4
  For example, various alternative biological and physiological understandings of the 
operation of human eyes, brains and other body parts and the interrelationship with 
cognition, is outside my training and experience. 
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1.6 Theoretical underpinnings 

 

Constructivism is a developmental theory first introduced by Kant in which 

knowledge is deemed to be actively constructed in response to interactions 

with environmental stimuli. Subsequently, social constructivists such as 

Vygotsky stressed the collaborative nature of learning and argued people 

were motivated by their own internal drive as well as by positive and 

negative environmental factors. Descriptions of teachers‟ perspectives as 

reflective and socially derived interpretations of what they encounter that 

serve as a basis for their „constructions‟ of actions (Janesick, 1982), presents 

a typical socialist constructivist viewpoint. Since motivation and learning are 

conceivably aspects of practitioners‟ activities in the moment of first 

encounter, it was thought the constructivist model might assist with 

understanding the process. These activities collectively form part of the 

phenomenon under study. 

 

Heidegger (1954) believed studies should make manifest what is hidden in 

ordinary, everyday experience, which he found to be an interconnected 

system of equipment, social roles, and purposes. Such studies investigate 

experience and obtain comprehensive descriptions that portray the essences 

of the experience. By taking the descriptions given by teachers, this study 

could „show‟ a phenomenon that has been previously not been „seen‟ in 

terms of the essences of teachers‟ experiences in a moment of time. 

Grounded theory (Glaser, 2002; Babchuk, 1996; Glaser & Strauss, 1967) 

provides one means to achieve this end. 

 



Chapter 1 - Oct 2009 

Grounded Theory provides a way to understand what is happening in a 

particular situation in respect of how the players manage their roles. 

Moustakas talks about “unravelling the elements of experience” (1994, p. 4). 

The data collection process typically involves observation, conversation 

and/or interview. After each bout of data collection, key issues are noted. A 

practice of constant comparison between data commences once two sets 

have been acquired. The results are codes on which categories are built. 

From these emerge one or more theories. In this way, it allows for rich 

interpretations and extended understanding of teacher‟s experiences. 

 

Each of the Constructivist model and Grounded Theory approach provide 

pathways to consider how practitioners acquire, organise and manage new 

knowledge in respect of a range of sensory and other input from their new 

group of learners. Constructivism may help to describe and explain how 

practitioners enmesh their observations of the learner groups with retrieved 

memories and past knowledge to create a new construct that informs their 

subsequent actions within the training classroom. Grounded Theory may 

help with explaining the situation. These theories and approaches will be 

referenced in the development of this project‟s research design, as detailed 

in Chapter Six. 

 

1.7 Research method 

 

The study comprises both quantitative and qualitative components based on 

the collection of primary data. Thirty four adult practitioners from a range of 

Tasmanian education, training and other organisations volunteered for 

involvement. They were questioned in two face-to-face situations using two 
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different interview survey tools, during 2004-5. After the first interview survey 

tool was designed, and the first interview was conducted, the data analysis 

indicated more information was required. A form requiring demographic and 

teaching practice quantitative data was prepared and distributed to 

participants. A second interview survey tool was developed and interviews 

were conducted. Following this second stage, most of the interviewees 

engaged the researcher to develop a survey tool for distribution to some of 

their learners. They wanted to understand whether their learners observed 

them doing what they claimed to do. The completed forms were made 

available to this study and analysed in terms of the information acquired from 

the practitioners in their two interviews. Extensive analysis of these four sets 

of data, plus the recorded notes from the researcher‟s self-reflections, form 

the basis for the findings. 

 

1.8 Scope 

 

The investigation focused on practitioners in the narrow field of the first 

moment when a group of adult learners meet together ready to commence a 

class. 

 

The study did not consider: 

 practitioners in relation to classes of children or adolescents: except 

incidentally, when a few such younger people were mixed into a group of 

adult learners. (Possibly, activities undertaken in the moment of first 

encounter by practitioners and the reasons for these, may be similar to 

those by teachers of groups of children or adolescent students, however 

such research sits outside the scope.); 
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 practitioners associated with adult learners listed in a class group but 

who learn on a one-to-one basis; 

 practitioners in relation to adult students learning by any non face-to-face 

method including on-line or other electronic communication and 

technological means; 

 practitioners involved with groups of students learning within a workplace 

or other environment where the body of learners is geographically 

dispersed; 

 the practitioners‟ activities occurring during the whole first class / session 

/ guided tour; nor 

 relationships between practitioners‟ teaching processes and what 

students learn and achieve. 

 

While the practitioners‟ moments of first encounter at meetings with the 

same group of students on occasions subsequent to the first meeting was 

outside the scope of this study for analysis on its own terms, in order to 

contextualise, the study acquired some data. The information collected was 

associated with practitioners‟ activities immediately before and following the 

first moment, and with the moment of first encounter at the start of 

subsequent classes. Incidentally, some practitioners provided information 

about their experience with teaching children and/or adolescents. Some of 

this material is introduced and discussed where it assists with describing and 

understanding practitioners‟ activities in the moment of first encounter with a 

new group of adult learners. 
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1.9  Summary of chapter 

 

While the study was conceived from a private and individual need to 

understand my own practice, it was spurred on by the support of other 

teachers who wanted to know more, and by the lack of documented studies 

illuminating the topic. 

 

What does a practitioner see, think and do at the beginning of a class? What 

is going on for practitioners in the moment of first encounter with a new 

group of adult learners?  The literature does not provide any integrated 

appraisal of the situation. Research in relation to adult practitioners generally 

focuses on their administrative, management and organisational processes, 

their focus on the needs of learners, or a single facet such as „thinking‟ 

(Shavelson and Stern, 1981). Psychological research has examined 

cognition and practices associated with social interaction; however this has 

not yet been extended to the first moments within a teaching context. 

 

In focussing narrowly on a practitioner‟s moment of first encounter with a 

new class group of adult learners, a small period of time that might appear 

slight, the study has been designed to determine what the initial thoughts, 

decisions and other activities of practitioners are in that moment. It will also 

examine what practitioners bring to the first moment. The study intends to 

illuminate the complexity and richness of all of these activities by taking a 

mixed methods approach, which employs selected aspects of theoretical 

practices associated with Constructivism and Grounded Theory. 

 In so doing, the impact of a new group of adult learners on practitioners and 

the value of first impressions to practitioners will be disclosed. 
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1.10 Structure of thesis 

 

This thesis presents the process and findings used to answer: 

 

i. Which experiences, knowledge and personal paradigms do adult 

practitioners bring to their moment of first encounter with a new class 

group of adult learners? 

ii. How do practitioners proceed in the moment of first encounter with a new 

group of adult learners, as the class starts? 

iii. How can practitioners‟ activities in the moment of first encounter be 

conceptualised? 

 

In recognition that the three research questions were supported by different 

bodies of literature, for clarity and simplicity, Chapter Two of this thesis 

provides an introduction to the literature search followed by three separate 

literature chapters; one relevant to each question. The subsequent Chapter 

Six covers the study‟s methodology and details the research design and its 

implementation. Then three chapters, in turn, detail and explain the findings 

that address each of the three research questions. This approach has the 

value that a reader can refer easily back to the appropriate literature. The 

final Chapter Ten reviews the research project, synthesises the findings and 

suggests possible directions for future research.
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2.0 Introduction to Literature Review 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

In addition to the literature associated with diverse aspects of education and 

training, bodies of research from the disciplines of psychology and 

communication provide support for this study. Chapter Two details the 

literature search processes, and the scope of the research that is introduced 

in the subsequent three literature chapters. The application of the information 

from the references will be recognised in Chapters Seven to Nine. 

 

2.2 Search strategies 

 

Literature was located and accessed using five methods. 

 

First, extensive electronic searches were undertaken within library 

catalogues generally, within a number of databases such as Psych Info and 

Education Resources Information Center (ERIC), and within specific journals 

across the fields of education, psychology and communication. The 

connections set up within the referencing software EndNote, to the libraries 

of international universities and other major libraries, provided another 

opportunity for electronic access to literature reserves. These electronic 

searches were conducted on words such as „adult‟ and „teacher‟ to 

determine definitions; on descriptors such as „first impressions‟ to discover 

the extent of coverage of this and related topics; and on terms such as 

„observation‟, „consciousness‟, and „attribution‟ to ascertain the nature of 

previous research. Over time the searches were repeated in order to 
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maintain knowledge of the most recent literature. Additional words were 

added to the list for searching over time in response to awareness of new 

bodies of literature on potentially relevant topics. A list of keywords searched 

is located at Appendix 1. 

 

Secondly, requests were lodged with various journals for automatic email 

notification of the contents of new issues on release. For example, these 

came regularly for periodicals such as the Journal for Teaching and Teacher 

Education; Journal of Personality and Individual Differences; Journal of New 

Ideas in Psychology; International Journal of Education Research; Journal of 

Cognition; and Journal of Physiology and Behaviour. Amongst these were 

content listings that signposted current research of relevance to this study. 

 

Thirdly, physical searches were conducted on library shelves. This process 

provided unexpected awareness of research that had not appeared through 

electronic searches. 

 

Fourthly, searches through Bibliographies given within references and 

articles led to the sourcing of additional relevant material. Various scholars 

and researchers were contacted by email in response to reading their work. 

As a result, further articles and other documents were received, either 

electronically or through the post, and scrutinised. 

 

Fifthly, within seminars, conferences and in casual conversation, colleagues, 

peers and supervisors provided leads to literature. 
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2.3 Scope 

 

Clearly, from the Reference list to this thesis, the literature is not always 

recent. Where older texts have been referenced, either this indicates the 

absence of contemporary research and discussion that is relevant to the 

study, or that they provide significant contributions to the field. Despite the 

focus on practitioners‟ activities with adult learners in this study, this review 

includes an examination of some of the literature dedicated to understanding 

practitioners who are preparing to teach in or who already work in primary 

and secondary schools. Only literature relating to primary and secondary 

schools that refers directly to matters covered by this research project has 

been included. This was deemed necessary because relevant research 

about practitioners working with adult learners is comparatively minimal; the 

focus of such research generally is restricted to topics that impact little on the 

research underpinning this thesis. The reasons for the comparative lack of 

material associated with practitioners and adult learners are unclear. 

Possibly, Jarvis provides a reason when he observed that  

in contrast to initial education, adult education has tended to 

emphasize the learner and learning more than the teacher and 

teaching. Traditionally, in initial education, teachers and their skills 

have constituted a subject for discussion but rarely has that discussion 

sought to elaborate upon the process of teaching [at the individual level 

of the teacher]. Adult teaching has tended to regard the teacher as an 

adjunct to learning, often necessary and frequently important, but never 

essential to it. Consequently, the process of adult learning has been 

explored but rarely that of adult teaching” (1995, p. 106). 
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A limit was placed on the range of material to be searched. In particular, this 

review focused on the literature arising from or about geographical 

environments, where the characteristics of the practitioners and their groups 

of adult learners are expected to be similar to the environments from which 

the participants in this study have originated; that is, people living in first 

world countries. 

 

Two bodies of literature with some relevance to this study, stand out: those 

focusing on the situation for teachers and /or pupils in primary and 

secondary schools, and those examining broad issues such as teacher 

thinking. In the latter group of references, the relevance of the content to a 

particular type of teacher is usually blurred or non-existent, so that a reader 

is left to guess at the application of the content. Comparatively little relevant 

literature is devoted to teachers within adult education, in contexts related to 

this study. 

 

2.4  Summary of chapter 

 

A variety of information sources were searched by diverse means to locate 

references to inform this study. This process uncovered a range of material 

that either directly or indirectly assists with understanding what is going on 

when practitioners first encounter a new group of adult learners. Chapters 

Three, Four and Five respectively use the three research questions as the 

structure on which to report the relevant literature from various disciplines. 
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The next chapter presents the literature associated with the first research 

question: 

 

1 Which experiences, knowledge and personal paradigms do adult 

practitioners bring to their moment of first encounter with a new class 

group of adult learners? 
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3.0 Literature supporting Research Question 1 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

Chapter Three focuses on literature relevant to Research Question 1: Which 

experiences, knowledge and personal paradigms do adult practitioners bring 

to their moment of first encounter with a new class group of adult learners? 

 

This chapter sets out to support the presentation and discussion of findings 

presented in Chapter Seven by uncovering literature describing practitioners 

and their experiences. It reviews research about practitioners‟ knowledge 

and beliefs, before concluding with a summary. 

 

3.2 What is the nature of practitioners? 

 

3.2.1 Characteristics of practitioners 

 

At an individual and personal level, various studies have concluded that the 

characteristics and nature of people change as they age. These include the 

psychosocial model of Erikson (1959), the theories of personality 

development and its application to education of Rogers (1969), the 

adaptation of people to the environment through four stages of cognitive 

development as described by Piaget (1952), and Havighurst„s (1953) 

position that the individual passes through eight main stages. Havighurst 

determined that following two periods of childhood and adolescence comes 

the first period of adulthood between 18 and 30 years of age. During this 
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time, adults focus on their life and are preoccupied by their self-image during 

a period of experimentation, and of settling into jobs and love affairs. 

Between 30 and 40, adults enter a period of stability with relatively less 

introspection, and less self-doubt; it‟s a time when the job is most important. 

People in their 40s are at their peak of self-exertion and assertion with public 

and civic activities. “This stage is characterised by a turning out towards 

society from oneself, the family and the job. From 50 to 60, adults maintain 

their position and at the same time change roles. The adult spends the years 

between 60 and 70 deciding whether and how to disengage. From 70 

onwards is the period of making the most of disengagement” (1953, p. 56). 

This is one way of representing the general changes over adult lives. 

 

Naeslund offers a view of life whereby “teachers differ according to what they 

want to achieve, what they can do and what they actually do” (1990, p. 171). 

He classifies the differences and their teaching styles according to four 

dimensions: “ambition types (missionary, duty and survival orientation); 

routinization styles (strong and weak routinization), individualization policies 

(individualizers, coping-policy-teachers and border setters), and competence 

profiles (generalists, specialists, mixed-practice-teachers and boundary 

pushers)” (ibid, p. 171-2). Further explanation of each classification includes, 

for example, “their intentions are to save the world (missionary), the school 

(duty) and own sanity (survival)” (ibid, p. 172). 

 

All such studies confirm the complexity of practitioners as individuals, and 

provide indicators that help to explain their growth over time. Notwithstanding 

the value of these studies, more recent researchers urge caution in relying 

on patterns associated with change. For example, Tennant and Pogson 

(1995) noted that much adult education literature, especially the literature on 
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adult learning, refers to the distinct attributes of adults over time and uses 

these to rationalise various teaching approaches. They suggest that “we 

should avoid any preconceived notions about predictable and relatively 

stable stages or phases of development, and should focus more on the 

process of change and transformation and the ways the various influences 

on development interact” (1995, p. 94). 

 

Specific characteristics have been isolated for study, especially in 

psychological research. Personalities, traits, behaviours, attitudes, values, 

abilities, competencies, and many other characteristics have been examined 

using a host of measuring instruments: personality tests, attitudinal scales, 

observation instrument, rating scales, checklist, bipolar descriptors, and 

close-ended and open-ended written statements (Ornstein, 1991, p. 63). 

 

Adding value to these studies, the educational literature reflects on the 

characteristics of good teachers. For example, Rosenshine (1971) discusses 

the traits of effective teachers, which include clarity, task orientation, 

enthusiasm, and flexibility, as well as their tendencies to structure their 

presentations and occasionally use student ideas and Fleming believes “a 

good teacher is adaptable, attractive, careful, considerate, co-operative, 

dependable, enthusiastic, forceful, healthy, honest, industrious, neat, open-

minded, original, and progressive as well as informed” (1958, p. 9). Foley 

claims “real teachers are those who think and act strategically and with 

commitment ... They think, and act, at a number of levels. They have a deep 

understanding of themselves and their students, and of the organizational 

contexts in which they work. They „think on their feet‟ ” (2000, p. 34). More 

recently, Goldhaber (2002, p. 6) noted “certification, experience, and 

education level” are characteristics, and studies by Zumwalt and Craig 
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(2005) have profiled basic demographic characteristics of teachers; gender, 

race and ethnicity, socioeconomic background and age. 

 

The literature offers some examples of assumptions and findings in relation 

to different characteristics of practitioners as a result of the longevity of their 

teaching experience (eg Arbaugh, 2001; Braithwaite, 1999). In addition, 

researchers such as Goldhaber (2002) and Hattie (2003) have views about 

the significance of experience. The former reported “evidence that 

experienced teachers are more effective with students, but the benefits of 

additional years of experience appear to level off early in a teacher‟s career” 

(2002, p. 6). Hattie noted expert teachers differ from experienced teachers. 

He found that expert teachers  

spontaneously relate to what is happening; quickly recognize 

sequences of events occurring in the classroom which in 

some way affect the learning and teaching of a topic; detect 

and concentrate more on information that has instructional 

significance; make better predictions based on their 

representations about the classroom; identify a greater store 

of algorithms that students might use when solving a 

particular problem, and therefore are able to predict and 

determine what types of errors students might make; and are 

much more responsive to students” (2003, pp. 5-6). 

 

The examination of various characteristics and classifications of practitioners 

usefully provides some bases for understanding them in the moment of first 

encounter. However, literature defining the package of personal and 

teaching characteristics of practitioners, as a group of people, in a specific 

moment of time is absent. 
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The sense exists that practitioners also are learners in the moment of first 

encounter. For example, Lindeman reports “the teacher of adults becomes a 

learner” with experience being their “living textbook” (1995, p. 34). If 

practitioners when teaching, are also learners, then understanding them may 

require a description of “a number of significant psychosocial variables: 

cognitive characteristics, personality characteristics, experiential 

characteristics, and role characteristics” (Long, 1991, p. 30). Tuijnman and 

Ven Der Kamp noted “behavioural theories stress learning as an observable 

behaviour. Cognitive theories emphasize learning as a mental process, and 

social interaction theories focus on the interaction between people” and 

proceeded to recommend “a pluralistic and multidisciplinary perspective” 

(1992, p. 193). Their viewpoints have prompted this study to consider the 

complexities associated with understanding practitioners.  

 

3.2.2 Experience of practitioners 

 

Twenty five years ago, Calderhead found, “experienced teachers in a sense 

„know‟ their new class even before they meet them” (1983  p. 5). Since then, 

many studies into specific aspects and acknowledgement of general impacts 

of teaching and life experiences permeate the literature. For example, 

Stevenson recognises “we have „knowledge‟ or „understanding‟ or „meaning‟ 

that we „derive‟ from previous experiences, and we seem to use this 

knowledge, understanding or meaning in new experiences” (2004, p. 185), 

and further, “only where a learner finds that a new kind of sense is needed 

for engagement with an object, will there be a press for new understanding. 

That is, forms of meaning are shaped by their utility in significant activity” 
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(ibid, p. 192). Jarvis recognised adults “bring their own: experiences to the 

learning situation; meaning to the learning situation; needs to the learning 

situation” (1995, p. 103). 

 

Generally, over the last decade, a typical expression was Lampert‟s view 

that “an individual‟s way of understanding his or her own experience was 

considered to be a more useful and powerful way of knowing and, in the long 

run, a more powerful base on which to erect teaching strategies” (1997, p. 

97). 

 

3.3 What do practitioners know? 

 

Clandinin‟s view that all experience contributes “to a teacher‟s personal 

practical knowledge” (1986, p. 174), was developed by Cochran-Smith who 

explained the „new‟ approach to understanding teachers‟ knowledge is 

“based on the recognition that both prospective and experienced teachers 

(like all learners) bring prior knowledge and experience to all new learning 

situations, which are social and specific” (2001, p. 3). She signposted 

research that identified and made distinctions among formal and practical 

knowledge pedagogical content knowledge, case knowledge, craft 

knowledge; knowledge in action, reflection on knowledge, culturally relevant 

knowledge, and local knowledge generated through teacher research and/or 

action research. This study will consider whether these knowledge types 

impact on practitioners in the moment of first encounter. 

 

Cochran-Smith offers the position that teachers‟ “active learning requires 

opportunities to link previous knowledge with new understandings, and that 
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knowing means understanding in such a way that one is prepared to perform 

(or practice) in a given situation for which one cannot fully prepare in 

advance” (2001, p. 5). On this basis, practitioners may expect to make prior 

learning and knowledge available to each new moment and its situation. At 

the same time, they may expect to proceed with incomplete knowledge and 

will depend on the first moment to provide new information on which they 

can build new understandings. 

 

Teachers never come to new learning as a blank slate (Henderson, 2003), a 

finding that supports Clandinin‟s (1986) supposition about teachers‟ 

connections to their experience that was introduced in this chapter‟s previous 

section. Further, he remarks that practitioners come to classes armed with 

knowledge about student thinking. The inference is that the processes by 

which practitioners understand, interpret, and remember such knowledge will 

be influenced by a range of previous knowledge. This supports claims such 

as that by Tanesini who remarked; “experiential knowledge depends on 

other knowledge” (1999, p. 8). In addition, as a teacher‟s knowledge is 

continually moulded by their ongoing teaching practice, simultaneously s/he 

structures the teaching situation as a consequence of knowledge gained 

(Elbaz, 1983). This study will examine practitioners‟ retrieval of knowledge 

from various experiences as they simultaneously acquire new knowledge. In 

so doing, the thesis aims to recognise the importance of the contextual basis 

for knowledge acquisition; in this case the real-life social environment of a 

new face-to-face class of adult learners is the context. 

 

Audi confirms that “knowledge arises in experience”, however he takes the 

view that “it emerges from reflection. It develops through inference” (1998, p. 

214). Schon (1987) put forward the idea that a significant part of 
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practitioners‟ knowledge comes from a process of knowing-in-action and 

reflection-in-action. McMeniman et al (2000) extended Schon‟s work. They 

considered “the knowledge-in-action of classroom practitioners has as its 

conceptual heart the teacher as a self-motivating and intuitive person who 

mediates, researches, interprets, disseminates, transforms, learns, 

collaborates and communicates by accessing and interacting with formal and 

disseminated research sources as well as a constantly updated personal 

knowledge base” (2000, p. 4). These researchers developed Schon‟s work 

when they clustered the knowledge bases used by practitioners when 

teaching, into approximately twenty categories. These are provided below in 

order to introduce the complex package which practitioners potentially carry 

into their moment of first encounter with each new group of adult learners. 

i. content knowledge – understanding of structure or 

subject disciplines that inform the learning area or 

school subject 

ii. curriculum knowledge – a particular grasp of the 

materials and scopes and sequences of the 

programmes, and assessment materials 

iii. general pedagogical knowledge: 

– understanding of the broad principles of teaching and 

learning, including classroom management 

– understanding of organisation and planning 

– understanding of teaching strategies 

– a combination of content and pedagogy that is unique 

to the professional understanding of teachers 

iv. knowledge of learners and their characteristics 

v. knowledge of educational ends, purposes and values 
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vi. influences on teachers‟ actions during their lessons: 

what informs their decisions? 

vii. own learning – both inside and outside teaching 

viii. intuition – “seemed the natural thing to do” 

ix. personal characteristics of the teacher – often based on 

own schooling 

x. peer influence – resulting from interaction with other 

teachers 

xi. self motivation – participants‟ desire to maintain their 

personal interest 

xii. initial training – pre-service teacher education 

xiii. critical other – influences of other key personnel, for 

example the school principle or a known academic 

xiv. professional reading – linked to curriculum or school 

policy 

xv. professional reading – provided by journals, and other 

media sources 

xvi. in-service provided through short workshops or 

conferences 

xvii. formal postgraduate studies – completed through higher 

education establishments 

xviii. teacher as researcher either in the form of personal 

experimentation or formally collecting data or through 

participating in formal studies (McMeniman et al, 2000, 

p. 3). 

In addition, Paterson and Graham indicate “knowledge of student 

characteristics could be described as one aspect of a teacher's propositional 

structures” (2000, p. 5), and Clark has reported on the ways in which experts 
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and novices know and think about what they know (1986, p. 10) “we have 

come to believe that there are” differences. On these bases, practitioners 

approach and participate in the moment of first encounter armed with a many 

faceted body of accumulating knowledge. 

 

3.4 What do practitioners believe? 

 

Clandinin and Connelly examined the origins, uses, and meanings of 

personal knowledge constructs used in studies of teachers‟ beliefs and 

discovered a “bewildering array of terms” (1987, p. 487). These included 

teachers‟ teaching criteria, principles of practice, personal construct/theories/ 

epistemologies, beliefs, perspectives, teachers‟ conceptions, personal 

knowledge, and practical knowledge. They coined their own term, personal 

practical knowledge and defined it as that which is “embodied and 

reconstructed out of the narrative of a teacher‟s life” (ibid, p. 490). The 

literature includes references to „initial expectations‟ (Aylor, 2003; Frymier & 

Houser, 2000; Beynon, 1985; Good & Brophy, 1984), providing another term 

that may reflect similar intentions. 

 

For Braithwaite (1999), a belief was defined as a statement of a relationship 

among things accepted as being true. Pajares (1992) recognised confusion 

existed in the distinction between beliefs and knowledge. Clearly, it was 

difficult to pinpoint where knowledge ended and belief began, and Pajares 

made the suggestion that most constructs were simply different words 

meaning the same thing. While supporting the view that “beliefs are the best 

indicators of the decisions individuals make” and that “few would argue that 

the beliefs teachers hold influence their perceptions and judgements, which 
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in turn, affect their behaviour in the classroom” (1992, p. 307), he reinforced 

Clandinin and Connelly‟s (2003) view that educational psychology does not 

always use terms precisely and consistently. Discussion of beliefs “travel in 

disguise and often under alias – attitudes, values, judgements, axioms, 

opinions, ideology, perceptions, conceptions, conceptual systems, 

preconceptions, dispositions, implicit theories, explicit theories, personal 

theories, internal mental processes, action strategies, rules of practice, 

practical principles, perspectives, repertories of understanding, and social 

strategy, to name but a few that can be found in the literature” (Pajares, 

1992, p. 309). 

 

It was during the 1980s that researchers such as Clark and Peterson (1986) 

recognised teachers‟ theories and beliefs were a rich store of knowledge that 

affected their planning and their interactive thoughts and decisions. Similar 

views were expressed by Richards who remarked that “a primary source for 

teachers‟ classroom practices is teachers‟ belief systems, the information, 

attitudes, values, theories, and assumptions about teaching and learning 

which teachers build up over time and bring with them to the classroom” 

(1994, p. 1). 

 

Dancy explains our basic beliefs are those “which concern the nature of our 

sensory states, our own immediate experience” (1985, p. 53). Audi adds 

“seeing is believing” (1998, p. 3) and indicates perceptions thus created are 

formed spontaneously. However, he acknowledges “not every perceptual 

belief is justified” (ibid, p. 25) and that “retained beliefs about the past can be 

sheer fabrications unconnected with memory” (p. 55). For example, Audi 

specified the problem with beliefs based on observing phenomena; “its 
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reliability varies so much with conditions of observation that it would be 

wrong to say that it is a reliable belief-producing process” (ibid. p. 225). 

 

Braithwaite (1999) presents evidence that teaching is a complex and 

cognitively and attitudinally demanding task and that teachers‟ beliefs affect 

implementation processes. However, despite teachers constructing their 

classroom environments on the basis of their beliefs, he notes “specific data 

on how this is done are somewhat scarce” (1999, p. 1). Further, he suggests 

“It is unlikely that one single element determines the ways in which teachers 

teach. Rather, there appears to be process wherein all of the beliefs, settings 

and guiding philosophies contribute to the decision-making process in an 

interactive manner“(ibid, p. 17). When Clark and Peterson observed that 

“teachers‟ attribution are obviously central to an understanding of the mental 

life of teachers” (1986 p. 285), this promoted the process for belief formation 

as complex and context dependent. 

 

Moseley et al (1999) found there were consistent relationships between 

teachers‟ beliefs about effective teaching and their practice. However, they 

noted that “teachers are individuals with different sets of values, ideas, 

personal styles and pedagogical repertoires” (1999, pp. 46-7) suggesting 

despite some similarities, that differences in belief exist. Henderson added 

that “it is unlikely teachers‟ beliefs are ever purely cognitive or behavioural or 

transmissive or facilitative” and suggested, “teachers‟ views are more like 

mosaics of different beliefs about the various components of cognition” 

(2003, p. 10). In addition, the mental bounds of teaching provided by the 

curricula, which teachers must follow, are part of the mix. “Teachers 

themselves develop curriculum as it is carried out in practice. In this way, 

http://www.eric.ed.gov/ERICWebPortal/Home.portal?_nfpb=true&_pageLabel=ERICSearchResult&_urlType=action&newSearch=true&ERICExtSearch_SearchType_0=au&ERICExtSearch_SearchValue_0=%22Moseley+David%22
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teachers integrate their own values … teachers‟ values are mainly 

subconscious” (Kansanen, 1997, p.1). 

 

3.5 Summary of chapter 

 

Chapter Three has indicated that vagaries with the use of various terms in 

the literature include an overlapping use of words such as experience, 

knowledge and beliefs. In addition, discussions about teachers do not always 

clarify whether findings relate to the teaching of adults as distinct from 

children or adolescents. This creates challenges for careful consideration of 

the literature in the context of Research Question 1. 

 

While specific aspects of practitioners‟ nature and attributes have been 

studied, no research could be found to indicate that a specific set of 

characteristics distinguish people operating in the role of teacher from people 

in other roles. In addition, research about whether specific characteristics of 

practitioners can be connected to particular teaching motivations is 

inadequate. While research has categorised types of knowledge that 

practitioners have and use, no connection is made in the literature to specific 

teaching moments. Similarly, there is an absence of information about 

practitioners in terms of their experience and knowledge associated with 

their own learning, in the context of a specific moment in teaching. Research 

implies that direct connections exist between the experiences, knowledge 

gained and beliefs that are developed in the classroom and subsequent 

teaching activity, without providing clear descriptions. 
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While teachers bring a complex of information and approaches to teaching 

from their teaching and non-teaching lives, the exact nature of this is not 

clearly defined in the literature. Nor does the literature include information 

about what an individual practitioner brings when s/he meets a new class 

group. Nevertheless, on the basis of the literature, practitioners can be 

loosely characterised as people who are trained to various degrees to teach, 

who have various degrees of familiarity with facing new groups of learners 

and commencing to teach, and who believe their presence, knowledge and 

actions will facilitate the learning of students. These findings represent broad 

reflections of „general knowledge‟. More specific information about 

practitioners‟ experience, knowledge and personal paradigms is absent. 

 

The next chapter presents the literature associated with the second research 

question: How do practitioners proceed in the moment of first encounter with 

a new group of adult learners, as the class starts?  
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4.0 Literature supporting Research Question 2 

 

4.1  Introduction 

 

Chapter Four focuses on literature relevant to Research Question 2: How do 

practitioners proceed in the moment of first encounter with a new group of 

adult learners, as the class starts? 

 

This chapter sets out to support the presentation and discussion of findings 

in Chapter Eight. It reports on the literature associated with the individual 

activities that practitioners may undertake. The first sections introduce the 

literature associated with initial encounters and first impressions. The later 

sections focus on physical and non-physical activities, stages of activities, 

and the timing of activities. The chapter concludes with a summary. 

 

“We can understand (and perhaps even predict) teachers‟ ways of acting if 

we find out their ways of thinking, making decisions, solving problems” 

(Marton, 1994, p. 29). Literature was found with a diversity of information 

about a myriad of activities in which practitioners might engage during the 

moment of first encounter with a new group of learners. Lists of these 

references and brief introductions on relevant topics are provided, as a 

means of introducing diverse strands of research that may support the 

answering of the research question. Despite the plethora of activities and 

aspects that may impact on practitioners, Gage observed that “no science 

can prescribe successfully all the twists and turns as teaching unfolds and 

teachers respond with judgement, sudden insight, sensitivity, and agility to 

promote learning” (1978, p. 15). Research cited below indicates that 
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practitioners are likely to be undertaking both visible and invisible activities, 

and that their physical mannerisms and movements mask a complexity of 

mental processes. Any of these activities may be voluntary or involuntary, 

conscious, subconscious or non-conscious. 

 

4.2 Initial encounters 

 

Generally, the literature implies initial encounters occur over more than a 

moment in time, however some viewpoints may assist with finding answers 

to Research Question 2. Johnson posed the question, „what do you actually 

do in an initial encounter‟, and then explained “the initial task is to determine 

whether or not a person passes your qualifiers. Now what is a qualifier? A 

qualifier is a certain criteria, a base line standard” (1996, p. 1). However, 

details of the qualifiers and other information specific to the content of 

practitioners‟ first encounter with a new group of adult learners, is absent. An 

analysis of the literature confirms that peoples‟ first encounters with others, 

or first acquaintance (Newcomb, 1961), will be a collection of individual 

physical and mental activities bound together, and that these will be 

employed in a constructive process in the teaching context. In addition, there 

is a sense of ongoing action using “prior personal experience” (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 1986, p. 28). 

 

4.3 First impressions 

 

The formation of first impressions (Wiedmann & Reineking, 2006; King & 

Pate, 2002; Elsea, 1984; Heider, 1958) play an important role in human 

interaction because they dictate the ways in which people anticipate 
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reactions from others. Zero acquaintance is an important condition that 

causes judgments to be made only from physical appearance (Hubbard, 

1994). This was confirmed by Kleinke: “When we meet someone for the first 

time, we are often limited to skin-deep observations. For this reason, it is not 

surprising that outside appearance would constitute a large part of the 

information we use to form a first impression” (1975, p. 1). This awareness 

has led to assessments of the accuracy of first impressions by considering 

features such as facial appearance (Duncan, 1998; Hess et al, 1997; 

Vilhjalmsson, 1997; Duncan & Fiske, 1977; Secord, 1958).) and the gestures 

of others (Kendon, 1996; Pack, 1986), with findings that indicated accuracy 

generally in laboratory settings. Topics such as instinctive behaviour 

(Fleming, 1959) and involuntary orienting to people (Henderson, 2003) are 

also aspects of the formation of first impressions. While this literature is silent 

in respect of specific information about practitioners‟ first impressions in their 

moment of first encounter with a new group of adult learners, it does provide 

information with which to understand what might be going on for practitioners 

in that first moment. 

 

4.4 Physical and non-physical activities 

 

This section lists many specific activities as a means to create an awareness 

of the diversity of activities that may impact on practitioners in their moments 

of first encounter. Both physical from non-physical activities are considered, 

but distinguishing the two types presents challenges because of their 

interconnected nature. For example, the literature indicates that the internal 

activities of perception, thinking and decision-making are connected in 

various ways to externally visible actions as well as to internal physical 
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processes. Also, while physical movements may be externally visible or 

internal and invisible, such movements will be the result of either or both 

physical and psychological bases. 

 

There is a body of literature concerning teachers‟ activities that are physical 

and visible to the naked eye, related to the matters such as the 

characteristics of adult learners (Long, 1991; Cross, 1982), classroom events 

and glancing at classes (King & Barry, 1993). Practitioners can be seen to 

use their eyes and make eye contact (Argyle & Dean, 1973), and to a lesser 

extent their other senses, to take in new data. But the process of scanning 

also encompasses critical examination or judgement, perception, and 

discernment, all of which are not visible despite being activities that are 

rooted in physical processes. Piaget explains that “perception cannot be 

reduced to a scanning of sensory data, but consists of a process or 

organisation foreshadowing intelligence and increasingly influenced by its 

progress” (Piaget, 1970, p. 57). Ultimately, the majority of practitioners‟ 

activities in the moment of first encounter are not visible. Therefore, research 

derived from neuroscience and cognitive psychology often underpins the 

reportage in the education field. 

 

Many non-visible physical processes are associated with brain activity and 

neuroscience (Dennett & Kinsbourne; 1992); cognitive science (Thagard, 

2004); information-processing following computer or other models and the 

cognitive processes of receiving, storing, retrieving, transforming, and 

transmitting information (Gobet & Simon, 2000; McInerney & McInerney, 

1998; Merriam & Caffarella, 1991); and the active processes of working 

memory (Gagne et al, 1993). A body of research has reported on the way in 

which people become coders and decoders of messages received from 
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others (Ambady et al, 2000). The literature of Lewicki and Czyzewska 

(1992), and Clifford and Bull (1978) are examples of those who have 

recognised that schema can assist with their automatic, unconscious coding 

or organization of incoming physiological or psychological stimuli. 

 

United with these processes are various consequences and states of mind; 

for example, consciousness including degrees of being unconscious and 

non-conscious, or engaging in direct conscious processing (Lewicki & 

Czyzewska, 1992; Banaji et al, 1997; Velmans, 1990; Alexandersson, 1994; 

Reingold & Merikle, 1988). A number of authors have remarked on the 

flexibility inherent in teacher‟s processes especially decision-making (Hunt, 

2007), and Kansanen asserted that “in practice, a teachers‟ work is constant 

decision making. There s/he must take stands and evaluate all the time what 

s/he is doing. It may be unconscious. Decision-making is generally selecting 

between different alternatives. The selecting itself is conscious, but the level 

of consciousness may differ from clearly motivated decisions to almost 

unconscious selection” (1995, p. 89). The popular writer Gladwell, who was 

frequently referred to by participants during the research for this thesis, 

refers to this as “the power of the "adaptive unconscious” (2005, p. 11). That 

is, whether or not decisions are made consciously, a practitioner involuntarily 

may change their behaviour in reaction to an encountered situation. 

 

Over past decades, a constellation of nonverbal behaviours and cues 

(Archer & Akert, 1984; Woolfolk & Brooks, 1983) have provided assistance 

with interpreting nonverbal attitude communication (Beisler et al, 1993; 

Mehrabian, 1981; Mehrabian, 1967; Birdwhistell, 1970) and making 

judgements about other aspects of a person. Knapp (1984) suggested 

categories of these include environmental factors, proxemics, kinesics, 
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touching behaviour, paralanguage, physical characteristics. Smith (1984) 

added artefacts, that accompany a person, as providing non-verbal cues. 

This list of nonverbal communication signals indicates that the initial process 

is complex, and that all of these may be impacting on practitioners in their 

moment of first encounter with a new group of adult learners. Related 

research considers sensing the raw material of others (Brooks & Emmert, 

1980) and active surveillance (Beynon, 1985). In addition, the specific 

experiences of awareness and observation of other people via multi-sensory 

stimulation including visual stimuli (Brown, 2005; Ward, 2002; Clark, 2002; 

Clark, 1999; Knapp, 1978) include gaze and a focus on “the face as a multi-

message system” (Knapp, 1980, p. 178). Collectively, nonverbal 

communications allow for global and intuitive level of judgements (Clark & 

Peterson, 1986). 

 

People engage in selective perception (Clark & Peterson, 1986; Ames, 1983; 

From, 1971; From, 1971; Heider, 1958). In the role of teachers, there is an 

immediate composing of sensations as signs are noticed, leading to 

perceptions that perform the function of signalling (Piaget, 1970). Using 

observations, people make inferences (Jones & Thibaut, 1958; Bruner et al, 

1958) and attribute various characteristics (Baer, 1983; Jones & Davis, 

1965). The many evaluations, judgements, and inferences regarding traits, 

attitudes (Jones & Harris, 1967), and personalities (Hampson, 1984) of 

others are often made spontaneously, nonconsciously, and from limited 

behavioural information (Ambady et al, 2000). In addition, stereotypes are 

employed (Donadio, 2002; Greenwald et al, 2000; Stewart et al, 1979) as 

people summarise the behaviour of others by applying labels to them 

(Gahagan, 1975). Simultaneously, the generation of abstract generalizations 

(Serafini, 2003) and interpretations also constitute the invisible physical 
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processes. People think (Day, 2003; Henderson, 2003; Marton, 1994; 

Engestrom, 1994; Calderhead, 1987) including embracing some degree of 

emotional thinking (Day, 2007; Helsing, 2006; Paterson & Graham, 2000; 

Hargreaves, 1998). They activate thin-slice thinking (Drury & Darling, 2007; 

Winerman, 2005) and create mental models (Argyris & Schon, 1974). All of 

these activities may be pivotal to understanding practitioners‟ activities in the 

moment of first encounter. 

 

Added to these factors is the impact of the visible and non-visible processes 

of interacting with others and interpersonal relationships (Argyle, 1983; 

Villard & Whipple, 1976; Cook, 1971; Argyle, 1969; Tagiuri & Petrullo, 1958). 

The interaction is both a cause and a consequence of cognitive activity and, 

as such, it has the capacity to compound the intertwining complexity of the 

moment of first encounter. Ambady et al suggests that “given the limited 

conditions under which social inference and correction occur, initial 

judgements may determine the lion‟s share of our ultimate perceptions, 

evaluations, and theories about those with whom we interact with face to 

face” (2000, p. 255). The practices associated with social cognition and 

interaction, examined in the literature (Banaji et al, 1997; Forgas, 1985; 

Mower White, 1982; Argyle, 1969; Sherif & Sherif, 1965), increase the 

volume of activities in which practitioners might engage during the moment 

of first encounter. 

 

Other studies have indicated that teachers process exemplars (Abelson et al, 

1998) which assist them with differentiating pupils (Beynon, 1985). It allows 

them to attend to difference, discrepancies and anomalies. For example, 

Corno (1981) argued that effective teachers are able to distinguish important 

information during interactive teaching. In particular, they noted that the 
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observation of cues relating to student behaviours and the decision as to 

whether these are acceptable is connected to the decisions that teachers 

make in relation to how to proceed with the class. Doyle suggested that 

teachers who are successful classroom managers quickly recognise 

classroom misbehaviour “by specialising in discrepancies” (1979, p. 63) so 

they can intervene early. 

 

Literature reporting on perceptions of groups includes that by Oldenburger 

who reported “teachers structure their cognitions of pupils and/or attributes 

by grouping” (1986, p. 186). In addition, Fleming explained that teachers‟ 

“impressions are at first of the group as a whole” (1958, p. 10), and Goodlad 

(1984) and Rosenholtz (1989) found teachers most frequently relate to the 

class as a whole. Paterson and Graham explained that, “in an inclusive 

classroom, however, the teacher could expect to have a diverse range of 

students, who may not reasonably be considered as a single homogeneous 

group. At an individual level, despite recognizing the critical role of the 

teacher in this process, we do not know how these demands are prioritised, 

integrated with existing knowledge, and incorporated into instructional 

practice” (2000, p. 2). Abelson et al referred to „entitive‟ groups, which are 

groups that contain members that “look alike, share spatial proximity, and 

move through time and space together” (1998, p. 246), and they found that 

“participants see groups as more combative and dangerous when they are 

more entitive” (1998, p.247). Regardless of whether the group of adult 

learners facing the practitioner in the moment of first encounter is diverse or 

homogeneous, acquiring further information about groups should assist with 

understanding how and why practitioners proceed in the moment of first 

encounter. 
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This large catalogue of potential activities are listed here in recognition of the 

possibility that a diversity of such factors will impinge on and are operational 

within practitioners in encounter with a new group of adult learners. 

However, the literature does not relate the specific nature of any impact of 

these on practitioners in the moment of first encounter. While this literature 

provides ways to understand the value of various factors within the general 

population and sometimes generally within the teaching context, clearly 

these factors need to be examined for relevance to this study. The findings 

presented in Chapter Eight will work with this material. 

 

4.5 Stages of activity 

 

Another approach for considering how practitioners proceed is to introduce 

research recommending various chronologies of stages of activity. The 

inclusion of literature with a focus on schemes, themes, routines, and stages 

presents a further means for understanding the complexity of practitioners‟ 

activities. This approach is problematic in relation to this study because 

either the literature does not address practitioners‟ processes specifically in 

the moment of first encounter, or it fails to provide any depth or strictness of 

discipline in coverage. While Beynon refers to “situations of performance” 

(1985, p. 36), and others report on the isolated aspects of practitioners‟ 

activities that occur sometimes in the first moment and at other earlier and 

later moments, rarely are these activities linked, sequenced or connected to 

initial encounters. 

 

Ideally, the order of presentation of practitioners‟ activities would follow 

stages such as those posited by a number of researchers. However, the time 
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span of their stages always exceeds the moment of first encounter and so it 

is only possible to estimate whether the parameters and the content of each 

stage are relevant to this thesis. This makes it difficult to link stages with the 

diverse aspects of a practitioner‟s activity already reported in other specific 

psychological and educational literature. 

 

Shavelson and Stern (1981) introduced the metaphor of “routines” to 

describe how teachers manage many of the moment-to-moment processes 

of teaching. Smith reported that, “we have to fall back on routines in which 

previous thought and sentiment has been sedimented. The ability to draw 

upon a repertoire of metaphors and images that allow for different ways of 

framing a situation is clearly important to creative practice and is a crucial 

insight” (2001, p. 10). Berliner referred to “the enormously important role 

played by mental scripts” (1987, p. 72), a view that echoes earlier research 

on schemas as unconscious mental structures used by individuals to 

represent the world (Rumelhart, 1980; Piaget, 1970; Bartlett, 1932). 

Anderson reported that it is impossible "that people have stored a schema 

for every conceivable scene, event sequence, and message" (1977, p. 421). 

Berliner (1987) promoted the idea that teachers performed in terms of 

behavioural routines, and Kwo (1994) discussed using standardised, 

automated routines to handle instruction and management. 

 

Yinger offers four planning routines: activity, instructional, management, and 

executive planning. The routines specify events in the „empty classroom‟, a 

situation that occurs at any time before a class of students comes together. 

Of these, this study considers the fourth routine representing a “system of 

established thought patterns set off by specific planning tasks and results 

based on experience in similar situations” (2001, pp. 165-7), seems the only 



 

Chapter 4 - Oct 2009 

51 

likely contender that might exist after the „empty classroom‟ in the moment of 

first encounter. Possibly Yinger‟s executive planning routine could cover the 

use of pre-existing knowledge and paradigms in association with 

observations in the moment of first encounter, as part of a planning device 

that involves development of perceptions, predictions and consequent 

preferences for further action. In such a circumstance, the concept of an 

executive planning routine is one that has the capacity to extend from the 

time of pre-class planning into the classroom, but probably only as a high 

level and broad brushstroke series of processes. 

 

In his study of classroom dynamics, Mehan (1979) formulated an initiation-

reply-evaluation sequence to explain how teachers interact with students. 

Seemingly, this study‟s topic may sit most appropriately with his first initiation 

stage. It would allow practitioners to commence the communication process 

with initial eye contact. However, even though Mehan was referring to the 

moments after the moment of first encounter when teachers initiate active 

solicitation of responses from the students, the concept of an initiation stage 

is such that it might encompass the commencement activities before a 

teacher speaks. 

 

Clark and Peterson categorised teaching activity as “preactive (included 

planning), interactive (included decision making), and postactive” (included 

planning) phases of teaching (1986, p. 257). The choice of the word 

„interactive‟ implies that motion, action and activity occur in all moments 

associated with the class group. On this basis, the procedures associated 

with practitioners in their moment of first encounter with a new class group, 

may sit in stage two. Similarly to Mehan‟s sequence, the amplitude of these 

stages exceeds the moment of first encounter. 
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A selection of literature concerning initial encounters has been previously 

acknowledged. Beynon tells us that, “during first initial encounters teachers 

cannot hide behind routines, but must establish them” (1985, p. 2). 

According to Woods (1981), initial encounters can be mapped in terms of 

three negotiative phases; “a reconnoitring phase when parties gather data to 

identify each other, a playing safe phase when organisational demands are 

met, and an experimenting phase when strategical work to secure interests 

is undertaken” (1981, p.37). This suggests the initial encounter continues for 

a period of time. Beynon (1985) researched English comprehensive school 

teachers and pupils and how they behaved towards each other when they 

first met and worked together at the start of the year. He believed the phases 

offered by Woods were not discrete but scrambled, and that they were taken 

up at varying speeds; also implying the passage of time. Based on the 

information provided, it would seem that the reconnoitring phase most 

realistically represents or includes the moment of first encounter, with a 

person using that moment to make decisions about how to execute the last 

two phases. 

 

Ball (1980) isolated two crucial stages through which he proposed that initial 

encounters pass: firstly, an observatory period in which people are quiet, 

passive and unsure where they stand followed by a testing and information 

exchange stage. The pattern in Ball‟s first period may be relevant to the 

teaching context. It suggests sensory data may be collected by practitioners 

in readiness for the second stage. The testing and information exchange 

stage involves the escalation of activities, and exceeds the time frame of the 

moment of first encounter. While it is not practically possible to test and 

exchange information in the first moment, nevertheless, initially practitioners 
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may be preparing for various degrees of active experimentation (Serafini, 

2003; Osterman & Kottkamp, 1993) as part of a process of learning 

(Fleming, 1959). The study notes that Ball‟s framework does not provide for 

any activity between observation and testing. 

 

In the education field, the elementary stages of formation of knowledge have 

been described by Piaget (1970) as involving sensation and perception plus 

what action adds to the data. Others, talk about newly received unedited 

knowledge (Russell, 1918) accumulating with practical professional 

knowledge previously acquired (Buchmann, 1986), so that learning is 

cumulative (Rumelhart, 1980). Hofer believes “teachers arrive at their 

judgements by means of differentiated considerations, best explained by a 

two-staged process of information integration” (1986, p. 113). The processes 

become automatized and routinized (Clark & Peterson, 1986; Shavelson & 

Stern, 1981) into an „idealized strategy‟ that provides additional information 

towards developing an understanding of practitioners‟ activities. These 

strategies can be used as practitioners begin to be operational in the sense 

of a “speculative stage” and a “process of establishment” (Beynon, 1985, p. 

36) before engaging in “improvisational performance” (Richards, 1994, p. 3).  

 

Ornstein considers teaching to be “intuitive and interactive” (1991, p. 67). 

This raises the question as to whether the shape of any intuition and 

interaction in the moment of first encounter is patterned into sets of activities. 

Marland (1977) focused on the thoughts of teachers in the interactive 

process, and derived five principles of practice; „progressive checking‟ and 

„suppressing emotions‟ are the two which might be partly activated in the first 

brief moment. Connors (1978) elaborated on Marland‟s work, and deduced 

the new principles of teacher authenticity, self-monitoring and cognitive 
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linking, all of which may assist with enriching an understanding of 

practitioners‟ first moment activities. Corno (1981) talked about 

„transformation‟ of information, which involves a number of activities that may 

be sequenced: comparison; integration; rehearsal; and elaboration. He 

believes these processes enable teachers to simplify and make sense of the 

complex classroom environment.  

 

Despite the extent of the literature discussing stages and routines, it remains 

unclear whether patterns of difference exist within a practitioners‟ moment of 

first encounter with a new group of adult learners. 

 

4.6 Temporal dimension 

 

The literature refers to the varying speeds of „readings‟ of others and 

responses to them and contains references to activities in short periods of 

time. For example, Eraut noted that “when time is extremely short, decisions 

have to be rapid and the scope for reflection is extremely limited” (1994, p. 

145) and Joslyn and Hunt remarked that “the ability to make decisions within 

a few seconds to a couple of minutes is the hallmark of many applied 

situations” (1998, p. 16). Scientific studies have found that “the human ear or 

eye are capable of receiving, respectively, 10,000 and 4 million „bits‟ of 

information per second, but that the person (the central nervous system) is 

not capable of utilising more than about 50 „bits‟ of information per second. 

Hence, well over 99 per cent of the information contained in the stimuli 

reaching the eye or ear does not enter directly into cognition” (Stewart et al, 

1979, p. 4). According to Velman‟s research, “consciousness of input does 

not arise until at least 200 milliseconds after stimuli arrive at the cortical 
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surface” (1990, p. 1). Despite this delay, apparently information is being 

received, processed and decisions are made before consciousness occurs. 

He confirms this: “that consciousness of input, preceded by a period of 

preconscious processing, is supported by cognitive research – and a 

common estimate of preconscious processing time is in the order of 250 

msec” (ibid, p. 2). Velman also noted that “the preconscious processing of 

stimuli outside the focus of attention includes the analysis of meaning” (ibid, 

p. 3). Ambady et al (2000, p. 254) referred to the unintentionally rapid and 

routine processes associated with perception, cognition and behaviour. 

Apparently, “effortless attention is the rule” (James, 1983, p. 427). These 

findings support the notion of practitioners sensing and processing 

information, but not always consciously, in the first moment. 

 

The term „thin-slicing‟ (Ambady et al, 2000; Ambady et al, 2006) helps 

understand the automatic perceptions and judgements leading to immediate 

communication either verbally or through actions and events. Sunnafrank 

and Ramirez noted the immediacy of “decisions and influences [being] 

apparent after brief first encounters” (2004, p. 2). There is a populist view 

that that “within the first three seconds of a new encounter, you are 

evaluated…even if it is just a glance. People appraise your visual and 

behavioral appearance from head to toe. They observe your demeanor, 

mannerisms, and body language and even assess your grooming and 

accessories – watch, handbag, and briefcase. This first impression process 

occurs in every new situation. Within the first few seconds, people pass 

judgment on you – looking for common surface clues” (Sterling, 2004, p. 1). 

Goleman extended the period and explained that people can “sense 

intuitively in the first thirty seconds of an encounter” (1998, p. 53). 
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General views from Stake that teachers‟ decisions will be made mostly from 

“moment to moment” (1995, p. 93) and from Baringer and McCroskey (2000, 

p. 179) who claimed “teachers continuously make judgements”, fit well with 

findings from neuroscientific and psychological studies. In relation to the 

teaching context, Fleming asserted that “the teacher is engaged upon 

continuous assessment of the qualities of the members of the school 

community. It is, however, probably true to say that he is more concerned in 

the first place with the estimation of brightness or intelligence than with the 

diagnosis of personality or the interpretation of conduct” (1959, p. 4). 

Shavelson and Stern (1981) reported that instructional decisions are made 

about students every two to three minutes, and Clark and Peterson‟s (1986, 

p. 274) research indicated that, “on the average, teachers make one 

interactive decision every 2 minutes”. Information about the timing of 

decisions, other than instructional and interactive, has not been provided in 

the literature. Generally, the disagreement within the literature about the 

timing and duration of the first moment activities makes the reliability of any 

analysis problematic. 

 

Nevertheless, such literature should assist with understanding the 

possibilities for activities during the moment of first encounter. 

 

4.7 Summary of chapter 

 

To provide a background for answering Research Question 2, Chapter Four 

introduced a seemingly endless range of topics. Pooled together, these 

topics indicate the potential complexity of activities occurring within a 

practitioner‟s performance in the moment of first encounter. Extensive 
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discussions of each topic over recent decades in the literature include single 

and multiple strand focuses. These discussions provide information 

sometimes with a generic application to all people, at other times with 

specific application to teachers generally. Very occasionally, these have 

focused on people like the practitioners who are the subject of this study. In 

so doing, the investigations by others have illuminated the challenge to 

specify exactly how practitioners proceed in the moment of first encounter. 

 

That the education literature mostly focuses on primary and secondary 

school teachers with an attention most often to students as individuals and 

less frequently in groups, and seldom reflects the situation with adult 

practitioners working with new groups of adult learners, is not to say that the 

findings may not be transferable to the practitioners that are the focus of this 

study. However more research on many aspects is needed before 

concluding transferability is possible. 

 

Based on the literature, the idiosyncrasies of the group of learners in the 

classroom environment lead practitioners to undertake a bundle of 

interconnected activities. The conglomeration of research indirectly 

acknowledges practitioners will sense, respond and reflect in the moment of 

first encounter, in some manner and possibly in definable stages. 

 

The literature offers patterns in the work of teachers, which are generalised 

over the time of an entire class, which may last for hours or months. 

However, coverage in the literature detailing how practitioners proceed and 

the facets comprising all their individual activities, in the moment of first 

encounter with a new group of adult learners as the class starts, is absent. 

The lack of evidence of rigorous examination of practitioners‟ practices, 
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pinpoints a need to provide authorative and credible research, despite the 

recognisable difficulty of obtaining reliable and panoptic data on the 

integrated practice of practitioners‟ actions. 

 

The next chapter presents the literature associated with the third and final 

research question: 

 

3 How can practitioners‟ activities in the moment of first encounter be 

conceptualised? 
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5.0 Literature supporting Research Question 3 

 

5.1 Introduction  

 

Chapter Five focuses on literature relevant to Research Question 3: How can 

practitioners‟ activities in the moment of first encounter be conceptualised? 

 

Firstly, this chapter introduces literature that provides reasons for general 

teacher activity in classrooms, and then it presents a range of conceptual 

models that may help to understand the situation in relation to the research 

question, before concluding with a synthesis of the literature. The research 

variously reflects both positive and negative approaches to undertaking 

various activities. The intention is to provide touchstones for future 

discussion of the findings from this study in Chapter Nine, so that 

understanding the messy terrain of the interactive practice of teaching (Ball, 

1994), in practitioners‟ moments of first encounter with a new class group, is 

somewhat easier. 

 

5.2 What are the reasons for activity? 

 

The literature hints at and offers an assortment of reasons for teacher‟s 

activities with classes. However, these reasons are never focused on 

specific times in the process of teaching. Nevertheless, they are recorded 

here in order for this thesis to have some basis by which to analyse its 

findings. Loosely, the reasons provided in the literature can be clustered into 

4 groups; personal, professional, management, and learner and learning 

centred. 



 

Chapter 5 - Oct 2009 

60 

5.3.1 Personal 

 

A variety of personal reasons for teacher activity are offered in the literature. 

Firstly, knowledge activity is constituted by interests “that have developed 

out of the natural needs of the human species and that have been shaped by 

historical and social conditions” (Carr & Kemmis, 1986, p. 33), and “human 

interests are complicit in knowledge” (Kanes, 2004, p. 268) development. 

Indeed, “intuitive knowledge is considered to be powerful and useful to the 

individual person” (Lampert, 1997, p. 89), and therefore self interest is likely 

to motivate practitioners during the moment of first encounter. 

 

Secondly, practitioners want to retain self identity, develop self identity or 

even construct a new sense of identity (Day, 2007; Lampert, 1997) based on 

newly acquired information, so that their needs can be met by themselves 

during a class. One participant‟s remark that “everyone likes to be 

comfortable, free of pain and bother” reflected comments by other 

participants, despite Hutchins‟s view that “learning is accompanied by pain” 

(1995, p. 9). However, issues associated with “the natural emotional 

reactions of human beings to the threat of losing certainty, predictability or 

stability” (Korthhagen, 2001, p. 4) exist. Kumashiro (2004) also understands 

that practitioners are individuals who deal with crisis and uncertainty, and he 

recognises the “state of emotional discomfort and disorientation” that they 

may routinely operate within. Floden and Clark (1987), and Floden and 

Buchmann (1993) also highlight the need for teachers to cope with 

uncertainties, in order to develop and maintain a personal resilience. 

Unfortunately, the literature does not measure the degrees of personal 
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anguish, nor does it indicate that these emotional upheavals impact on the 

moment of first encounter. 

 

Thirdly, immediacy behaviours arise from nonverbal language. Arbaugh 

explained that „immediacy behaviors represent instructors‟ attempts to 

reduce the social distance between themselves and their students” (2001, p. 

1). Albers reported the nonverbal communication behaviors that may affect 

“immediacy are such things as: tonality, vocal pace, eye contact, smiling, 

body tenseness, and trunk and limb movements” (2001, p. 1). These 

communication activities also focus on reducing the psychological distance 

between people (Mehrabian, 1971) and provide practitioners with the 

opportunity to meet needs associated with social interaction. 

 

5.3.2 Professional 

 

In addition, practitioners‟ professional objectives guide their actions. That is, 

teachers may be considered as “intentional practitioners whose own 

thoughts and feelings serve as the rationale for their actions” (Lampert, 

1997, p.103). For example, those practitioners who want to provide effective 

instruction, will select “from a large repertoire and orchestrate those teaching 

behaviours that are appropriate to the context and the teacher‟s goals, rather 

than mastering and consistently applying a few generic teaching skills” 

(Brophy & Good, 1986, p. 360). 

 

Other reasons, of a professional nature, include using activity as a form of 

learning (Lindeman, 1995 re adults; Calderhead, 1987) which allows for the 

re-evaluation of current thinking and practices and the development of 
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“professional wisdom” (Carr & Kemmis, 1986, p. 175). In the process, 

practitioners set out to learn more about what instructional authority they 

have and how to improve their teaching (Floden & Clark, 1987). Practitioners 

are concerned to find out whether they will be capable, because they feel a 

need to be and to present to their learners as competent. Beynon‟s research, 

which found teachers viewed “the early meetings as a vitally important and a 

preparatory, prelude to „real‟ teaching” (1985, p. 2), indicates the existence of 

a chain of activity that extends outside the classroom but which impacts on 

classroom-based activity. 

 

While Floden and Clark believed in “the powerful human capacity for making 

sense of situations” (1987, p. 4), they acknowledged the difficulties faced by 

teachers in terms of determining what students know. To help with this, 

McMeniman et al suggest “teachers draw contextually relevant information 

from their existing knowledge base and, through the process of teaching, this 

knowledge base changes” (2000, p. 1). Resultant activity can be generated 

as a result of practitioners wanting to be transformers of knowledge and 

creators of new meaning. 

 

Lampert suggests the view of the teacher as “a link in a knowledge-delivery 

system” should be reconfigured as a person who acts as a “teacher-

researcher” (1997, p. 87). This offers two potential reasons for practitioners 

to engage in various activities. The knowledge associated with the former 

view could include subject content, professional knowledge and/or a 

practitioner‟s self-knowledge, and these might all be deliverable to a group of 

learners. As such, the practitioner would intend to be a conduit for the flow of 

information. Alternatively, the latter view might require practitioners to 

undertake a multitude of types of research at various times in order for them 
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to know the situation, themselves, and their learners. Self reflection could be 

used as a mechanism to become aware of personal reactions to sensing 

new information and impression formation, and about a teacher‟s own 

research into the nature, needs and expectations of learners. Stenhouse 

(1975) believes that all teaching should be based upon research, and that 

research and curriculum development were the preserve of teachers. The 

view of whether the practices of teaching and researching are identical or 

mutually exclusive, or can be conducted simultaneously in the moment of 

first encounter, is not clear from the literature. Also, the concept of teacher-

as-researcher appears to be one that exceeds a moment in time, and 

therefore may not be useful to explain why practitioners do what they do in 

the moment of first encounter with a new group of adult learners. 

 

Marton suggested teachers “withdraw from the ongoing flow of events to 

contemplate the next step to take or the way in which we want to express 

something” (1994, p. 29). From this, there is a possibility that practitioners 

may „withdraw‟ in that first moment of encounter, and there is a sense that 

their initial activities may involve finding out „what to do‟. That is, practitioners 

may be auditing the „lie of the land‟ prior to undertaking an internal 

questioning process which may lead in turn to their development of new 

beliefs and decisions. 

 

For those practitioners who purposely and actively seek an interaction with a 

class group (Clark & Yinger (1979), their professional behaviours and 

approaches will be the means to achieve this goal. Because teachers use 

themselves in their teaching, and because they work on the „selves‟ of 

learners, a teacher‟s relationship between thinking and doing, and between 

research and practice, will be created moment-by-moment during classroom 
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interaction (Lampert, 1997). On this basis, and possibly in a moment that 

might be the moment of first encounter, practitioners may think and act as 

they do in order to interact successfully. In particular, this suggests a 

management approach. 

 

5.3.3 Management 

 

Practitioners‟ mental and physical activities may be dedicated to organising 

the learning process, the learners, the curriculum and/or the environment. 

 

Ambady et al‟s position that “thin slices of the [physical] behavioural stream 

contain important diagnostic and predictive social psychological information” 

(2000, p. 255), implies that, at any moment, a set of behaviours are 

consequent upon a person analysing information. In addition, Marton 

believes “teacher behaviour is substantially influenced and even determined 

by teachers‟ thought processes” (1994, p. 29). On this basis, practitioners 

may be organising by appraising learners and the situation purposefully, with 

an assortment of visible behaviours. 

 

As a support, basic teaching skills from a practical background (Kansanen, 

1995) provide a foundation to guide a practitioner‟s organisation of activity in 

actual teaching situations. Kansanen explains that in such circumstances, 

practitioners focus on “thinking only of immediate problems” in order to find 

“practical solutions at a given time” (1993, p. 7). This practice signifies “the 

teacher has an inquiring attitude directed at his/her own action” (ibid, 1993, 

p. 8). It helps understand practitioners, in the moment of first encounter, as 

experienced operators who cogitate on potential challenges and difficulties 
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and direct their attention to options for action. Nevertheless, “limitations of 

time, energy, and measurement expertise mean that teachers must get by 

on general indicators of student understanding. They must work with 

reasonable guesses about how much students understand” (Floden & Clark, 

1987, p. 5). 

 

“Teachers are uncertain about what their students know, what effects 

teaching has had and will have, what content they should be trying to teach, 

what instructional authority they have, and how they can improve their 

teaching” (Berlak & Berlak, 1981, p. 2). The idea that teaching is such an 

indeterminate activity has also been raised in the literature by researchers 

including Lampert and Ball (1998), and Lortie (1975). They anticipate the 

dilemmas that teachers must deal with routinely, some of which may defy 

resolution (Floden & Clark, 1987). These authors declared “uncertainty is the 

tension that lies at the heart of all teaching. This tension is an essential, 

driving force in teaching” (1987, p. 9). As a consequence of the uncertainties, 

practitioners‟ various activities at any stage of teaching may be fuelled by 

various degrees of fear. 

 

Practitioners engage in planning as a management tool for many reasons. 

Jackson (1968) stressed the important and inevitable unpredictability of 

classroom life. Subsequently, management approaches to reduce the impact 

of various unknowns in the classroom, have been considered in the 

literature. Clark and Yinger‟s (1979) research found, among a range of 

purposes, that teachers planned to reduce their own levels of uncertainty 

and anxiety, and to find a sense of direction, confidence, and a feeling of 

security. “Teachers also report that the planning process produces 

immediate psychic rewards in the form of feelings of confidence and 
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reduction of uncertainty” and that “planning reduces but does not eliminate 

uncertainty about teacher-student interaction” (Clark & Peterson, 1986, p. 

268). If practitioners are thinking on their feet (Foley, 2000; Farrell, 1998; 

Schon, 1983) then planning for these purposes is likely to occur in the 

moment of first encounter. 

 

Practitioners routinely face mixed groups of student participants. They want 

to encourage “those with low self-horizons and keep the more self-reliant 

satisfied with their own progress” (Rogers, 1996, p. 69). In order to achieve 

this, they manage their classes by “constantly making choices between 

alternatives” in order to balance “between the needs of one sub-group and 

those of another” (ibid, p. 69). When practitioners set out to be responsive to 

changes in the classroom, and to be demonstrably flexible in their approach, 

a set of mental and physical processes must be activated in order to manage 

for these outcomes. To do so, practitioners accept a need to attend to 

variables some of which may be large and practical (Glaser, 1982), in order 

to balance needs or to restore balance in classroom proceedings (Heider, 

1958). In the process they may feel it is important to search their memories 

for alternative behaviour (Snow, 1972), so the most appropriate decisions for 

action are selected. 

 

Allied with these reasons is a need felt by practitioners to develop ways to 

get learners onto tasks as quickly as possible (McMeniman et al, 2000). This 

may require a consideration of which routines to choose and institute in the 

classroom while, simultaneously, practitioners are preparing to encourage 

reasoning and different ways of thinking (McMeniman et al, 2000). When the 

teaching process involves the adoption of new strategies, teachers may 

“make the appropriate individual variances necessary for success” (Jensen, 



 

Chapter 5 - Oct 2009 

67 

1988, p. 25). With this process of deciding on and implementing 

arrangements and actions, while maintaining a flexibility to make 

adjustments, it seems as if teachers are expecting an achievement of some 

form. Floden and Clark report that “routines increase certainty” (1987, p. 12), 

and therefore, at least one achievement may be a reduction in uncertainty. 

 

Education theorists, Clark and Peterson observed that “teachers‟ thought 

processes seem to constitute a more or less adaptive array of responses to 

perceived task demands of the profession” (1986, p. 292). There is a body of 

literature devoted to „thinking on our feet‟ and reflection as part of the 

teaching process (Serafini, 2003; Farrell, 1998; Boud et al, 1985; Schon, 

1983), reflective practice in and after teaching, and also to „knowing-in-

action‟. The work of Beckett (1996) and others has questioned the relevance 

of Schon‟s „reflecting-in-action‟ approach to situations where the actions are 

rapid. Beckett refers to professionals who engage in “contextually specific, 

socially significant, hot action” (1996, p. 137) in circumstances requiring 

immediate responses. The term „hot action‟ implies scenarios where reflexes 

are primal and involuntary. When Giles refers to “hot moments” (2003, p. 4), 

he extends the notion by providing case studies of situations where specific 

problems arise as a practitioner and learner communicate. Practitioners are 

one such group of professionals who may be managing the first moment of 

encounter employing „hot actions‟ in „hot moments‟. 

 

Shavelson & Stern (1981) put forward the idea that decision making during 

interactive teaching occurred when the teaching routine is interrupted. 

Shroyer (1981) coined the terms „student occlusions‟ and „elective action‟ 

both of which may help to explain teachers‟ interactive decisions. The former 

term refers to a student difficulty or unexpected student performance in the 
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classroom, to which teachers elect to respond with some action. In so doing, 

teachers prepare to deal with crisis (Kumashiro, 2004) and adapt by focusing 

on options for “uncertainty reduction” (Helsing, 2006; Floden & Buchmann, 

1993; Berger, 1987; Floden & Clark, 1987) and survival practices (Beynon, 

1985). Goleman took the view that “instantaneous intuitive astuteness may 

be the remnant of an essential warning system for danger, one that lives on 

today in feelings such as apprehension” (1998, p. 53).The extent to which 

such literature impacts on the moment of first encounter will be considered in 

subsequent chapters. 

 

Hillocks talked about management episodes as “those whose major function 

is to establish or maintain classroom procedures. They include taking 

attendance, explaining seating arrangements, discussing goals or grades, 

writing on the board, and so forth” (1999, p. 34). Practitioners may undertake 

such tasks in order to understand how to improve the structure of a lesson or 

to organise their interaction with a class group (Rogers, 1996). The intention 

may be to assist with reducing the complexity of the situation (Braithwaite, 

1999; Clark & Peterson, 1986), and to develop some sort of stability within 

future proceedings (Havighurst, 1953) for practitioners. 

 

Being prepared to cope with interruptions, surprises and digressions features 

frequently in practitioners‟ justification for their activities (Clark & Yinger, 

1979). There is also a sense of practitioners facing “puzzling events” (Floden 

& Clark, 1987, p. 6) and preparing for verbal and two-way communication. 

 

The content requirements of the class can also provide a focus for 

practitioners to manage in specific ways. Their activities may reflect a need 

to retain loyalty to the subject matter (Rogers, 1996). These may be directly 
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connected to a desire to meet objectives of the curriculum or of the teaching 

or guiding plan. In support of these reasons for activity, constantly during 

class, practitioners will be checking with themselves about what to cover and 

what to emphasize. As a result, practitioners may choose either a teaching5 

or facilitation6 approach and this may reveal itself via a number of different 

activities. One approach may be a set of activities focused on instituting 

power sharing in the classroom (McMeniman et al, 2000). Clark and 

Peterson noted “classroom teaching is a complex social process” (1986, p. 

268). The choice of activities can also follow practitioners‟ belief their role is 

as an active mediator (McMeniman et al, 2000). Other activities may be 

motivated by the requirements of policy makers in their teaching institutions 

(Wang et al, 1991). 

 

The environmental situation, in which a practitioner finds him or herself, can 

influence decision making, and general management activity. Authors such 

as Rogers remark “the facilitator has much to do with setting the initial mood 

or climate of the group or class experience” (1969, p.166-7). However, only 

the visible means for rearranging the physical environment or the order of 

content delivery is discussed in the literature, all of which must necessarily 

occur over longer periods of time than the moment of first encounter. The 

literature does not present research findings describing the initial, nor 

ongoing, thought processes associated with analysing the existing mood and 

deciding to implement some form of action designed to change or maintain 

                                                      
5
 Except where otherwise indicated, the term „teaching‟ is used to refer to the process of 
instruction, lecturing, conveying, imparting or delivering knowledge. It implies learners will 
be passive recipients of information. Please note that teachers regularly refer to their 
facilitation as teaching. 

6
 The term „facilitation‟ is used to refer to the process of fostering communication or 
understanding within a group of people. It implies learners will have an active engagement 
in the process of discovery. Please note that teachers regularly refer to their facilitation as 
teaching. 
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the mood. Practitioners may wish to organise their thoughts and actions to 

cope with the physical conditions within the learning space, the classroom. In 

this case, their focus will be to prepare for classroom action. Their ultimate 

goal can be to increase predictability in the classroom (Hattie, 2003), in 

terms of the mechanics of individual movement flows and communication. 

 

These management reasons imply that practitioners have been vigilant and 

formed impressions about the learners and the classroom situation, in order 

to develop and implement relevant methods for coping with differences 

within a group of learners. 

 

5.3.4 Learner and learning centred 

 

Brookfield proposed “teaching responsively is neither easy nor convenient” 

(1990, p. 42), with the implication that responding readily to influences from 

learners, their appeals and efforts, is an important teaching goal. Care and 

consideration of the needs and expectations of learners prompts 

practitioners towards various activities (Beynon, 1985). In particular, they 

make predictions including those of the group‟s probable performance 

(Fleming, 1959). 

 

These activities can focus on the intention to present and act as a person 

who is responsive to learners (Hattie, 2003; Brookfield, 1990). They can 

include a search of memory for previously experienced student behaviour, in 

order to understand students‟ reactions (Paterson & Graham, 2000; Clark & 

Peterson, 1986) in the present. 
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Another reason for practitioners‟ activity is that they want to create good 

groups of learners where mutually agreeable relationships are built 

(Janesick, 1977), and co-operation is fostered and maintained. Their first 

loyalty may be to the group as whole (Rogers, 1996), and so they focus on 

activities associated with interpersonal relationship building (Rogers, 1995). 

Therefore initially, practitioners will be sense-making in preparation for 

linking students‟ own knowledge bases and across subjects (McMeniman et 

al, 2000) to promote their learning (Brookfield, 1989 for adult learning; 

Knowles, 1984 also in relation to adult learning). The focus may include 

keeping the group of learners satisfied, and encouraging them to reach their 

goals. 

 

5.4 Conceptualising the situation 

 

“Activity means something; in a teacher‟s pedagogical thinking we try to find 

out, by means of justifications what the meaning of this activity is” 

(Kansanen, 1995, p. 5). This section attempts to interpret the diverse 

reasons for practitioners‟ activities by summarising them into four 

overarching rationales: circumstance dependency; constructing new 

viewpoints in a moment; episodes of learning; and, engagement in a system 

of activities. 

 

5.4.1 Circumstance dependency  

 

Practitioners may be prompted to act, simply by the exigencies of the 

situation. Lawrence and Lorsch (1967) offered Contingency Theory as a way 

of describing the organic evolution of organisational structures and relatively 
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informal communication that evolved in dynamic and uncertain situations. 

This theory posits that every organisation and every environment is different 

and therefore requires a different approach to work within it. Generally, 

contingency theory is applied at the level of institutions and organisations. 

However, the notion of an evolutionary process that makes an individual 

perform in certain ways that is contingent on what is seen and happening 

may be of use to this study. If the theory is adjusted and applied at the micro 

level of a class environment, a practitioner's activities may be understood as 

dependent on the context and circumstances and practitioners will be acting 

differently each time they meet a new class group. Lampert‟s view that “a 

person is both a spontaneous actor on the environment and an interpreter” 

(1997, p. 101), is in keeping with this approach. 

 

Woolfolk and Brooks discussed a Behavioural Negotiation Model, whereby 

“teachers do what they believe is necessary to maintain cooperation” (1983, 

p. 138). The Model represents a reflexive or reciprocal influence process 

during which people read each other‟s nonverbal behaviours and adjust their 

own behaviours based on the messages received. While the Model 

describes ongoing activity and therefore relates to a longer period than the 

moment of first encounter, it presents another idea about how activity may 

be dependent on the situation. This study is examining whether practitioners‟ 

first moment activities are a responsive adjustment to their reading of the 

group of adult learners, so a modified application of this theory may help to 

understanding practitioners‟ activities in the moment of first encounter. 
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5.4.2 Constructing new viewpoints in a moment 

 

The notion of construction implies progressive additions across a 

chronological timeline, and in the teaching context the possibility arises for a 

structure of practitioners‟ engagement in a range of activities. Osborne and 

Wittrock (1983) and Osborne and Wittrock (1985) were sure that sensory 

inputs will only have meaning to the learner when they are linked to existing 

elements of memory, an idea that suggests a construction process. White 

(1988) describes the structure of the way a person understands the world, as 

a network of six different types of elements of memory; propositions, 

episodes, images, strings, intellectual skills, and motor skills. These 

elements are integrated and organised by cognitive skills. If these can all 

occur in one moment, then in the teaching context this network may equate 

with the professional judgements, assumptions and impressions formed by 

practitioners (Baringer & McCroskey, 2000; Hofer, 1986; Fleming, 1958), and 

the linking of their processes of vigilance, thinking and decision making 

(Hunt, 2007; LeGault, 2006; Clark & Peterson, 1986), which might occur in 

specific teaching moments. 

 

If, as Audi suggests, “we can inferentially build on what we already believe 

(or assume), there is no limit to the richness and complexity of the ideas and 

theories we can construct” (1998, p. 152). Novak (1987) talked about 

learning as a process of building knowledge structures. On this basis if 

learning comes from processes then, then understanding may be defined as 

the product of that process. In this situation, practitioners‟ impressions of the 

group of learners and resultant decision making would be examples of 

products applicable to the moment of first encounter. Conceivably 
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practitioners are restructuring newly received blocks of information in 

association with information from stored experiences at that time. If the 

moment of first encounter provides a concrete experience for practitioners, 

albeit temporary, then any construction of new knowledge and 

understandings made during that time should form part of a larger 

construction that extends before and after the first moment. 

 

In addition to the big picture, the constructionist approach may work with 

specific components of the whole. For example, Grainger and Doherty 

(2004) reported on practitioners constructing problems. They suggest 

practitioners “choose what they will pay attention to and what they will 

ignore, creating a frame for action which they will apply to the problem”. In 

particular, they report that “problem framing requires making judgements 

about contextual factors and is influenced by intra individual factors” (2004, 

p. 173). While this implies the piecing together of a structure to create 

meaning, it also suggests an interlocked flow of events allied with the 

concept of „episodes of learning‟. 

 

5.4.3 Episodes of learning 

 

Clark and Peterson determined that while “factors other than teachers‟ 

judgements about students may contribute to teachers‟ interactive decisions, 

the teachers‟ judgements of student behaviour may be an important 

antecedent of teacher‟ [sic] interactive decisions” (1986, p. 277). Such 

statements implied the existence of a string of events, and therefore suggest 

that practitioners, when operating in the moment of first encounter, might be 

understood to be engaged in one or more episodes of learning. 
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From a sociological view, researchers such as Argyle distinguished five 

event episodes when a person meets another; “greeting, establish 

relationships, central task, re-establish relationships, parting” (1983, p. 75). 

From a cognitive psychological viewpoint, Forgas reported “interaction 

episodes are affective in character” (1981 p. 173), and Kaye (1999, p. 353) 

noted “in reality emotions often interfere with learning”. So, while there are a 

number of things happening in any moment these may come after or before 

other activities. 

 

In the teaching context, Kansanen reported the “conception of the 

instructional process as a continuous flow of episodes and situations is in 

itself quite a common way to understand the nature of this process” (1993, p. 

2), then offered a more detailed description. “Teacher's work consists of a 

chain of episodes with the past and future existing at the same time. The 

instructional process consists of cycles of episodes where planning and 

evaluation always precede and follow the interaction. The practical moments 

are naturally directed by continuous-decision making during the various 

phases of the interaction” (ibid, p. 4). He continued and remarked on “the 

continuous flow of problem episodes requiring the teacher's decision 

making”. 

 

An alternative expression of this idea has been presented by Hillocks: 

Teaching does not go on as an undifferentiated flow of 

activity. Rather, it develops in chunks of various kinds. Even 

the casual observer will note that most teachers teach some 

things, and then the students take a test or write a 

composition, or do something that provides opportunities for 
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monitoring progress. We may think of these large chunks as 

lessons, units, or even whole courses within a larger 

curriculum. But there are smaller chunks as well, chunks that 

I call episodes. (1999, p. 30)  

Hillocks adds that these episodes are the means by which knowledge is 

developed in the class room. Possibly this viewpoint can accommodate the 

period under study, the moment of first encounter. Further, he notes that 

there are three episode markers; materials, teacher-student relationship, 

changes in instructional goals. However, it is unclear about the sequencing 

of these markers, and how they might relate to practitioners‟ activities in the 

moment of first encounter. 

 

Then Hillocks talked about episodes „that take only seconds‟, but also “for an 

activity to be counted as a separate episode, it must last for at least 2 

minutes” (1999, p. 33). Hillock‟s view does not allow for the first moment of 

encounter to constitute a “chunk” of time or for activities to occur in a 

“chunk”, nor would he classify practitioners‟ moment of first encounter with a 

new group of adult learners as an episode. By contrast, O‟Houle was certain 

that “any episode of learning occurs in a specific situation and is profoundly 

influenced by the fact” (1995, p. 48). This opens the door to accepting 

practitioners‟ moment of first encounter with a new group as an episode of 

learning, and only depends on who is defining the term “episode”. If the term 

refers to one passage in the life of a class/class group with the suggestion 

that a string of such passages exist, then the moment of first encounter will 

be an episode. Such strings of episodes and stages of activity indicate a 

system might be in place. 
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5.4.4 Engagement in a system of activities 

 

If the processes undertaken in the moment of first encounter form a system, 

then Activity Theory may provide a means for analysing practitioners‟ 

activities in the moment of first encounter with a new class group, and then 

for inferring a rationale. 

 

According to Kanes, the theory describes the relations between people as 

one which is both mediated and transformed by physical and psychological 

cultural artefacts. He explained that “any activity obstacles are met with, 

interruptions are imposed, alternative tools, formulations and plans are 

made, and these all shape the trajectory of the activity system” (2004, p. 

267). On this basis, changes in an activity system derive from problems 

encountered in relation to artefacts. Stevenson suggests when people find 

that “a new kind of sense is needed for engagement with an object, will there 

be a press for new understanding. That is, forms of meaning are shaped by 

their utility in significant activity” (2004, p. 192). For Activity Theory to be 

relevant to this study, evidence needs to emerge concerning specific 

physical and psychological cultural artefacts that impact on practitioners in 

the moment of first encounter. In this theory, the practices of mediation and 

transformation of meaning, as essential activities, can be conceptualised as 

a system that engages both cerebral and the visibly physical processes via 

cultural artefacts, in order to progress relationships. Conceivably, the 

moment of first encounter will mostly be too brief a period for the appearance 

of physically visible processes. Nevertheless, activity associated with 

teaching props and learner paraphernalia may occur. Therefore, depending 
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on the circumstance, assistance from Activity Theory to provide meaning for 

practitioners‟ activities at that time may be limited. 

 

Alternatively, Dynamic Systems theory (Clark & Toribo, 1994) may help 

conceptualise practitioners‟ engagement with various activities. This 

theorises about the behaviour of complex systems. In order to understand 

systems, it “builds in the idea of the evolution of systems‟ states over time” 

(ibid, p. 410). Such an approach fits well with the previously introduced 

rationales of circumstance dependency, constructing in a moment, and 

episodes of learning. The theory depends on the use of “a set of conceptual 

and mathematical tools able to promote an essentially geometric 

understanding of the space of possible system behaviours” (ibid, p. 410). 

The dynamic systems approach thus opens the way to a visual 

representation that may define a system, which practitioners may operate. 

Researchers such as Leinhardt and Greeno (1986) recognise teaching as a 

complex cognitive process which takes place in a dynamic environment. The 

literature does not show how the entirety of activities undertaken by 

practitioners in the moment of first encounter might be or are integrated into 

a “dynamical system” (Gibson, 2007). 

 

Process-Product research delivers another approach to determining the 

existence of a system encompassing practitioners‟ activities in the moment 

of first encounter. It focuses on the “relations between classroom processes 

(teaching) and products (what students learn)” (Gages & Needels, 1989, pp. 

253-4). The relations are firmly rooted in the interaction between learner and 

teacher and the notion of „products‟ being the learning of teachers from their 

own activities is not considered. Despite these limitations according to 

Cuban (1984) a product can be the influence that a teacher exerts. This 
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position provides an opening to consider practitioners‟ activities as both a 

process in and a product of the moment of first encounter. 

 

5.5 Summary of chapter 

 

Chapter Five set out to review research that considered the rationale for the 

initial activities in which practitioners engage during the moment of first 

encounter with a new group of adult learners. However, the absence of 

literature on specific temporal moments forced a focus on reasons and 

motivations offered by researchers for the actions of teachers during the 

overall teaching process, with the hope some of this information might be 

transferable to a particular time. It was found that the literature considered 

aspects of various situations and activities but seldom holistically. Despite 

the wide scope of the literature search, almost all literature with any 

connection to this study, focused only on teachers of children in school 

environments, or generalised it so it was not clear that the findings were 

transferable to the topic of this study and its participating practitioners. 

Nevertheless, from time to time, contributions in such literature were valued 

for their similarities to aspects of this study.  

 

Reasons provided in the literature for practitioner activity generally over time, 

can be synthesised into four groups; personal, professional, management 

and learner centred. Particular personal reasons revolve around avoiding 

discomfort and coping with uncertainty. Professionally, practitioners aim to 

provide effective facilitation of students‟ learning by constantly discovering 

new ways to deliver. From a management perspective, practitioners plan to 

seek to identify problems and formulate practical solutions ready to organise 



 

Chapter 5 - Oct 2009 

80 

changes. Fourthly, practitioners‟ work may be designed and implemented for 

learners, motivated by a need to satisfy their expectations and needs. 

 

Four groups of literature were discerned in relation to different possibilities 

for conceptualising practitioners‟ activities in the moment of first encounter. 

Firstly, an overview was provided of research that considered the way in 

which the circumstances of a situation were primary influences on activity. 

Secondly, the concepts of building and construction, as a means to describe 

the situation, were introduced. Thirdly, reference was made to a body of 

literature that sequences activities. The fourth group of literature considered 

bundles of activities as part of a system. 

 

In order to determine whether such rationale for practitioner behaviour and 

approaches is relevant to practitioners in the moment of first encounter and 

to find whether other motivations exist requires focused research. Chapter 

Six provides the details of how the study was designed and implemented.
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Chapter 6 - Methodology 

 

6.1 Introduction 

 

The themes, introduced in Chapter One, were distilled into three research 

questions: 

i. Which experiences, knowledge and personal paradigms do adult 

practitioners bring to their moment of first encounter with a new class 

group of adult learners? 

ii. How do practitioners proceed in the moment of first encounter with a 

new group of adult learners, as the class starts? 

iii. How can practitioners‟ activities in the moment of first encounter be 

conceptualised? 

 

Chapter Six extends the information provided in Chapter One about the 

theoretical approaches that influenced the methodology for this study. Then, 

it details and explains the research design, and its implementation and 

analytical processes. It also considers the role of the researcher and the 

limitations of the study, before concluding with a summary. 

 

6.2 Approach to methodology 

 

Selected aspects of the theories of Constructivism and Grounded Theory are 

provided below because they have influenced the development of a mixed 

methods approach taken by this study. Collectively, these provide a basis for 

the qualitative research design of this project (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; 

Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). 
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6.2.1 Constructivism 

 

People learn by constructing their own personal and social knowledge using 

their current and past knowledge and experience. Marsh‟s understanding 

about constructivism is that people have a: 

direct and live awareness of ongoing constructions through 

executive self-regulation, which occurs actively when the 

system consciously and intentionally regulates the activity of 

its own components, as in problem-solving, and through non-

executive self-regulation, which occurs dynamically when 

components of the system regulate their activity 

spontaneously according to biological principles of 

organization. Dynamic activity is much more extensive than 

conscious, intentional activity (1996, p. 4). 

On this basis, constructivism represents a dynamic intelligence where “the 

parts organize in a coordinated system which work together to solve a 

problem when the individual is interested, challenged, or goal directed, but 

not necessarily aware of the details of the ongoing processes” (ibid, p. 4). 

The design of this study has been formulated to determine how practitioners 

are acting „constructively‟, and what those activities (parts) are that assist 

practitioners (systems) with solving the problems they perceive. The 

research design allows practitioners to be reflective about their knowledge 

and experience in relation to their activities in the moment of first encounter, 

and to recall how and why they make constant adjustments to account for 

emerging interests and experiences. 
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Kerka explains that “a constructivist teacher is more interested in uncovering 

meanings than covering prescribed material” (1997, p. 1). Therefore the 

research design will focus on practitioners constructing their own 

understandings of their classroom practices “rather than relying on external 

authorities such as textbook publishers or curriculum developers to direct 

their work” (Chandler-Olcott, 2002, p. 2). In so doing, the design of the study 

sets out to collect information with which to determine how practitioners‟ 

construct meaning from their initial activity, and to understand the rationale 

for the phenomena of their moment of first encounter with a new group of 

adult learners. 

 

According to Moustakas, experiences are defined by “an openness of 

approach, allowing for new perceptions to develop from the descriptions 

about the phenomena under study” (1994, p. 13). The design of this study 

accommodates the collection of extensive and detailed information, paving 

the way for comprehensive descriptions. This approach sets the scene for 

collecting data direct from practitioners, and understanding that the data so 

collected covers “various types of experience ranging from perception, 

thought, memory, imagination, emotion, desire, and volition to bodily 

awareness, embodied action, and social activity” (Woodruff Smith, 2003, p. 

2).  

 

6.2.2 Grounded Theory  

 

Theory becomes „grounded‟ when it emerges from and generates 

explanations of relationships and events that reflect the life experiences of 

those individuals and processes that are the subject of study. It looks for 
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“plausible relationships” (Strauss & Corbin, 1994, p. 3). When little is known 

about a topic, as is the case with this study, Hutchinson (1988) suggests 

Grounded Theory (GT) is appropriate. This is because the ongoing process 

of data collection is controlled only by theories as they emerge from the data 

(Dick, 2002; Glaser, 2002; Glaser & Strauss, 1967), thereby allowing an 

open approach to understanding the new topic. The research project has 

been designed with sufficient flexibility so that phases of data collection and 

subsequent data analysis are followed by decision making about the next 

appropriate research method, before new opportunities for data collection 

are scheduled. The intention is to collect only sufficient information to 

describe the performance experience of the study participants. 

 

The qualitative methodology requires an “interpersonal interaction” (Kerlin 

1997, p. 7) on the part of the researcher with both the data and the 

participants in the study. The “lived-experience descriptions [provided by 

study participants] are the material with which to work” (Van Manen, 1997, p. 

55). It is recognised that participants will reconstruct their experiences 

(Glaser, 2002), with the possible consequence of a relative lack of accuracy 

in the data contributed. This situation can be accommodated by a GT 

approach with its practice of continuing to acquire information until a 

saturation point is reached, and its focus on developing concepts not 

recording accurate descriptions. 

 

This study‟s research design was influenced by GT to the extent that a pre-

analytic step of data recording was followed by the mainstay of the analytical 

phase, the coding process. As per GT, initially data was broken down, 

analysed, compared, and categorized. Then, incidents or events were 

labelled and grouped together via constant comparison to form categories. 
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GT offers something substantial; a rigorous although flexible process that 

can bring clarity as it sifts and lifts meaning from an accumulation of data. 

Ultimately, themes were developed into one or more core notions and these 

become the basis for a new model (Babchuk, 1996), which assisted with 

making visible how practitioners structure their experience. 

 

GT allows for incremental developments and for ideas, facts, and processes 

to emerge and be analysed and absorbed over time. “In a dynamic and 

constantly changing environment, it is possible to pattern unorder but not to 

assume order (Kurtz & Snowden, 2003, p. 466). This study‟s modified 

version of GT has elements in common with Barone‟s view of how qualitative 

researchers abandon “an obsessive quest for certain and total knowledge 

that transcends a fallible, human perspective” by opting “for an epistemology 

of ambiguity that seeks out and celebrates meanings that are partial, 

tentative, incomplete, sometimes even contradictory, and originating from 

multiple vantage points” (2001, pp. 152-3). The research design uses 

aspects of GT to assist with discerning patterns, devising explanations and 

building a plausible theory. 

 

This study is designed as a retrospective enquiry: it searches for meaning 

and structure from a sample of practitioners‟ moment of first encounter with a 

new group of adult learners. In the process, the research design also 

examines “what makes a pedagogic existence different from other pursuits” 

(Van Manen, 1997, p. 45), in order to more clearly understand the nature of 

practitioners‟ activities in the teaching context. 
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6.3 Research design 

 

6.3.1 Introduction 

 

The research project evolved as a series of preparation then implementation 

processes, which created an iterative and compounding design where the 

first process informed the development of each new research process 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). In recognition that many variables existed and that 

these would be complex and interwoven, this naturalistic approach provided 

the project with flexibility and allowed information to emerge and ideas to 

unfold. While the research project was designed to find answers to the 

research questions, it was also interested to discern and understand patterns 

or groups of linked ideas, beliefs and activities among practitioners‟ thoughts 

and actions in their moment of first encounter with new groups of adult 

learners. As such, the study had both a descriptive and an exploratory 

intention. 

 

Initially, the decision was made to communicate with a range of teacher 

practitioners and use their contributions as the only data to answer the 

research questions, in recognition of the importance of their “experiential 

„lifeworld‟” (Burns, 2000, p. 11). Then, on the understanding that “teaching is 

a form of qualitative inquiry” (Eisner, 1991, p. 6), throughout the study I 

observed my own actions in the moment of first encounter with each new 

class group, kept notes, and reflected on those observations and on the 

ensuing impressions and decisions made. In this way, the process was one 

of not only questioning and listening to participants who had volunteered for 

involvement in the study but also of reviewing and questioning my own 
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teaching practices in association with additional and compounding 

information. Added to these two banks of data was a third data source. Later, 

during the implementation of the study, the decision was made to 

communicate with learners of those practitioners who were participating in 

the study, and include their contributions. These alternative sources of data 

provided the study with the opportunity to consider multiple perspectives 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Anderson & Arsenault, 2004). 

 

The use of different data collection techniques resulting in discrete but 

interrelated sets of data, served to increase the study's authenticity and to 

provide added depth to the investigation of practitioners‟ activities in the 

moment of first encounter. Referred to by Denzin (1978) as "data 

triangulation," the process created a means by which weaknesses of one 

data collection technique could be compensated by the strengths of another 

technique (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Patton, 2002). The range of these data 

sources and the collected data raised the expectation of more reliable 

findings from the subsequent analytical process. 

 

6.3.2 Preparation and Implementation 

 

1  Recruitment of participants 

 

The initial preparatory stage involved determining who should provide the 

primary data. The decision was made to attract the participation of a sample 

of approximately 30 practitioners who were currently engaged with teaching 

groups of adult learners. The intention was that such practitioners would 
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derive from a range of education and training organisations and situations, 

and may operate with various titles.  

 

The recruitment process required authorisation from many organisations for 

assistance from their managers. Once given, these people were asked to 

distribute to their practitioners, via email or hardcopy, information that 

explained the project and which asked any interested practitioner to make 

contact with the researcher. The intention was that practitioners needed to 

volunteer for involvement (Burns, 2000) in a minimum of one instance of 

face-to-face communication with the researcher. The distributed information 

explained the ethical standards including the process of informed consent, 

and their right to discontinue, right to privacy and right to access to personal 

records (Anderson & Arsenault, 2004). 

 

Initially, seven documents were developed to attract the attention of potential 

participants: 

 

i. Generic letter to managers of education/training organisations, asking for 

their support for the study (Appendix 2); 

ii. Script for initial phone call to a co-ordinator/manager of teachers / 

trainers / facilitators, asking them to forward an invitation with information 

to their teachers to volunteer for participation (Appendix 3); 

iii. Cover sheet (accompanying the information to potential participants) 

which summarised the content of the information papers (Appendix 4); 

iv. An Information Sheet, for potential participants so they understood the 

project and their role in it, and the responsibilities of the researcher 

(Appendix 5); 
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v. Statement of Informed Consent form, for participants to complete if they 

agreed to volunteer (Appendix 6); and a 

vi. Script for a follow-up phone call to a co-ordinator/manager of teachers / 

trainers / facilitators, offering to supply more information if needed and 

prompting them to encourage teachers to respond (Appendix 7). 

 

Drafts of these documents supported a successful submission (Appendix 8) 

to the University of Tasmania‟s Ethics Committee requesting approval to 

undertake a study involving direct engagement with people. A copy of the 

confirmation of approval is provided at Appendix 9. 

 

Using education and training industry sources, a list of potentially suitable 

organisations within the southern Tasmanian region was compiled. Here 

Grounded Theory was influential. The GT approach requires additional data 

sources to be used until sufficient data is collected. On this basis, these 

organisations were ordered so that a diversity of types was listed at the top 

of the list with the expectation each would be approached as per the list, until 

sufficient numbers of teachers had volunteered, and sufficient data was 

collected. Therefore, it was never intended that all organisations be asked for 

participation. Each organisation, and then their middle managers and team 

leaders in turn, were asked to provide information to their practitioners and 

invite them to participate in the research. Over time, a total of 29 

organisations were approached and 27 co-ordinators/managers agreed to 

forward information to practitioners. The result was that 33 practitioners 

volunteered from a total of 14 organisations (Appendix 10). The study 

eventually proceeded with 34 self-selecting participants including the 

researcher. 
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2 Initial data collection document 

 

The decision was made to use a questionnaire as the framework for a 

meeting with each individual practitioner because “interviews yield direct 

quotations from people about their experiences, opinions, feelings, and 

knowledge” (Patton, 2002, p. 4). Such authentic information provides the 

primary and essential data base for this study. Initially, one document was 

developed for this data collection process: 

 

i. Interview Survey Tool 1 for teachers/ facilitators/ lecturers/tour leaders/ 

other educators who teach groups of adult learners, for use in a meeting 

between each participant and the researcher (Appendix 11). 

 

This tool was the first in a cross-sectional survey design that allowed for an 

examination of practices and attitudes (Cresswell, 2005); it surveyed for both 

descriptions and explanations (Burns, 2000). The Interview Survey Tool was 

developed as a two page questionnaire in the belief that participants would 

have limited time to give an interview (Cresswell, 1998). The number of 

questions seemed few, however most allowed the opportunity for extensive 

and open-ended contributions by interviewees. Twenty percent of the 

questions focused on the significance of the age of the group of adult 

learners. This weighting arose from the researcher‟s awareness that the age 

of learners was a prime consideration in her own moment of first encounter 

with a new group, as mentioned in Chapter 1. The Survey Tool intended to 

elicit responses that would help discern if this was a common focus and, if 

so, why. Generally, the questionnaire was an exploratory tool designed to 

help the researcher determine what participants focus on and think about in 

the moment of first encounter. 
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3 First meeting with participants 

 

During the self-selecting process, participants (refer Appendix 12 for their 

characteristics) contacted the researcher either by email or telephone, and 

appointments were made to meet. All meetings were offered at a time and 

location of convenience to each practitioner and, typically, meetings were 

held in the workplace of the participant. On average, interviews took half an 

hour. With permission from the participants, each interview was digitally 

recorded. In addition, hand written notes were made by the researcher as a 

protection against technology failure. As a short hand, these notes 

signposted key ideas, and acted as aids later during data analysis. 

 

At the meeting, participants were offered a copy of the Interview Survey Tool 

for their information. However, they were not expected to read it or to write 

responses. Rather, the researcher asked the questions and waited on their 

responses, respecting “the dignity of persons and an interest in persons as 

subjects rather than objects” (Pescitelli, 1996, p. 1). Occasionally, clarifying 

questions were put by the researcher. While some questions required simple 

factual answers, provision was made for open-ended comment by 

interviewees on many matters. This cleared the way for practitioners to 

contribute more thoughtfully and deeply, and to review their comments made 

earlier in the interview. As such, many practitioners became self-reflective 

and entered into a dialogue with themselves. In so doing during the moments 

of the interview, they were able to provide a snapshot of their approach in 

the moment of first encounter with a new group of learners. In addition, the 

researcher completed the questionnaire on the basis of her own experience. 
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Over the period of the initial interviews, it became apparent that wording of 

some questions lacked clarity. The original questionnaire was modified 

slightly and a revised Interview Survey Tool 1 version 2 (Appendix 13) was 

used for the interviews with a few participants. The changes were not 

fundamental. Rather, they removed the need for the researcher to explain 

the question as had been the case in the previous interviews. 

 

4 Transcriptions and data entry 

 

Van Manen indicated that “all recollections of experiences, reflections on 

experiences, descriptions of experiences, taped interviews about 

experiences, or transcribed conversations about experiences are already 

transformations of those experiences” (1997, p. 54). Notwithstanding this 

view, verbatim transcriptions of the digital recordings into Word documents 

were made by the researcher. This provided the researcher with the 

opportunity for extended immersion in the content in preparation for the 

rigours of analysis. The raw data from each participant was de-identified 

during computer entry (Cresswell, 2005; Burns, 2000).  

 

Each transcription was emailed to the individual participant within days of the 

interview meeting and, via emails and/or telephone conversations (with 

hand-written records made by the researcher), participants confirmed and/or 

clarified their contributions (Cresswell, 1998). In so doing, practitioners 

continued to provide accurate data relevant to the study. The rationale was 

to ensure accuracy. Once verified, the transcriptions were tabulated into a 

spreadsheet database. This enabled the concatenation of all practitioners‟ 

prose-based contributions against each questionnaire item. As such, this 
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Microsoft Excel technology provided a collective of information ready for 

manual analysis. 

 

A first stage can be summarised as a flow through the following actions: 

 

5 Preliminary analysis of first data collection, and consequences 

 

Initial appraisal of the data indicated further information was required. In 

particular, demographic data about the practitioners, clarification of their 

previous contributions, and data more specific to answering the research 

questions was needed. A second meeting was requested of each 

practitioner: one declined to continue participation due to family problems. 

 

A Conference paper (Tyzack, 2004) was written using the wealth of new 

information, and a copy of the paper was distributed to the participants in 

advance of the second meeting, with the offer that they could comment. At 

the same time, a form (Appendix 14) that sought specific demographic data 

to describe the participants in the study, was developed and sent to 

participants. They were asked to complete this form and bring it ready to 

hand over at the second meeting. 

 

1 

Approval 

process from 
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Tasmania Ethics 

Committee 

completed  

2 

Recruitment of 

participants 

 

3 

Interview Survey 

Tool devised for 

use in first 

interview with 

practitioners. 

4 

First interview 

meeting with 

practitioners 

5 

Transcription 

of interviews 

and data 

entry; inc. 

feedback 

from 

practitioners 
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A Follow-up Interview Survey Tool (Appendix 15) was developed for the 

second meeting (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). The initial questions offered 

participants the opportunity to give their thoughts about the general content 

of the earlier interview, their transcript, and the Conference paper. In addition 

to the potential usefulness of these contributions for their own sake, these 

first questions provided a comfortable transition into their thinking about the 

later questions. To clarify comments from the first interview, a diverse range 

of weighty new questions were devised. Some were dedicated to discovering 

participant‟s beliefs and practices associated with „knowing‟ the experiences, 

attitudes and learning ability of their group of learners in the moment of first 

encounter. 

 

Then, because psychological studies have presented lists of attributes that 

people sense instantly to make first impressions of others, one list was 

chosen for incorporation into this study. The list7 suggested by Elsea (1984) 

was selected for incorporation within the second questionnaire. Attributes on 

the Elsea list included gender, age, appearance, facial expressions, eye 

contact, and movement. The decision was made that a device of this kind 

was needed as a prompt to spur participants‟ continual examination of their 

own practice. Whether Elsea‟s list and its order are disputable, is irrelevant 

for this study. It acted simply as a tool to encourage introspection and re-

evaluation by participants. Using the „Elsea card‟ (Appendix 16), questions 

near the end of the questionnaire asked participants how they processed 

information generally, then in the specific contexts of teaching and social 

situations. Via the questionnaire, participants were asked to talk about 

whether they „read‟ people in social situations when confronted by a new 

group similarly to the way they „read‟ a new group of adult learners. The 

                                                      
7
 In question 9 of the second Interview Survey Tool 
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value of this series of questions was that it allowed participants to reflect on 

what they did in respect of classes of learners, by acknowledging similarities 

and differences in their non-teaching lives. In addition, the „Elsea card‟ gave 

participants a means to reconsider what they were doing in the moment of 

first encounter. 

 

Subsequently, the researcher met with each participant, conducted the 

second series of interviews and recorded the contributions, transcribed 

recordings and obtained feedback from practitioners about their individual 

contributions, in an identical manner to that of the first interview. Following 

the second set of interviews with the participants, the researcher completed 

both the Follow-up Interview Survey Tool and a Demographics data form. 

 

At the end of this stage, the study had acquired numerous snapshots of 

practitioners‟ approaches to their moment of first encounter with a new 

group: from the interviews, from the responses to the transcriptions of both 

interviews, from the responses to the conference paper, and from occasional 

telephone and email communications. 
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The second stage can be summarised as a flow through the following 

actions: 

 

6 

Preliminary 

analysis of first 

data collected, 

and 

consequences: 

including 

writing a 

conference 

paper, and 

developing a 

demographics 

questionnaire - 

both 

documents 

submitted to 

each 

practitioner  

7 

Follow-up 

Interview 

Survey Tool 

developed for 

use in second 

interview 

meeting with 

practitioners. 

8 

Second 

interview with 

practitioners 

including 

feedback from 

practitioners re 

content of 

conference 

paper; plus 

collection of 

completed 

demographics 

form  

9 

Transcription of 

interviews and 

data entry; inc. 

feedback from 

practitioners 

10 

Data entry 

from 

demographic

s form  

 

6 Sourcing feedback from learners 

 

At the commencement of the study, the possibility of asking class groups of 

learners for their impressions of their practitioners‟ activities, in the moment 

of first encounter, was considered and rejected as being problematic. 

University Ethics Committee requirements demanded that learners give 

informed consent prior to participation. Since the focus of the research is the 

moment of first encounter, if that moment was used as a distribution time for 

information and consent forms, then practitioners would not be meeting the 

class group as teachers in that first moment rather as administrators in a 

non-related task. As such, any comments the learners might make could not 
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be about the first moment of a practitioner meeting the group for the first time 

in the role of a teacher. Despite this problem, during the study‟s 

implementation phase, a way was found to involve the learners of some 

practitioners, and to gather some feedback. A submission was made 

(Appendix 17), and an amendment to the project was approved by the 

University‟s Ethics Committee. 

 

During the second interview, approximately two thirds of participants 

explained that they wanted to know what their learners thought about them in 

relation to the topic of this study. Practitioners felt they were in a unique 

position and could and should seek their own feedback. With or without the 

researcher, many declared they were prepared to survey their learners. 

 

To achieve their ends, the practitioners asked to work with the researcher to 

prepare a questionnaire that met their own professional needs and 

simultaneously added a dimension to this study. This opportunity was 

embraced by the researcher as potentially useful to the study, and all efforts 

were provided to assist practitioners if they required. While each 

questionnaire had many similarities with the others, their content, style and 

format varied according to practitioners needs (three examples are provided 

at Appendix 18). In addition, the researcher worked with practitioners to 

customise an Information Sheet ready for distribution to particular groups of 

learners (an example is provided at Appendix 19). The distribution of the 

feedback forms to and from learners was totally controlled by practitioners. 
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7 Ongoing self-reflection and writing as a means for inquiry 

 

Throughout the study, the researcher wrote memos and reflective notes 

(Cresswell, 1998) at every stage: during the preparation of initial and 

subsequent documents; during telephone conversations with participants; in 

response to participants and her completion of both Interview Survey Tools; 

on receipt of student questionnaires; about received email communications; 

about her own teaching practice; in response to her reading, in response to 

informal discussions with practitioners including participants; and during the 

analysis of the data and determination of themes. Every opportunity was 

taken for reflection and note-taking. For example, during digital recording 

transcriptions a range of inferences and impressions arose from the tone of 

voice of the practitioner, so notes were made about these factors and from 

the researcher‟s memories of a practitioner‟s behaviour, posture, and 

general demeanour leading up to, during and immediately following the 

interview. 

 

In addition, delegates at the Conference paper (Tyzack, 2004) presentation 

raised questions and offered ideas and comments and these were later 

recorded by the researcher within her note-taking. Intermittent email 

correspondence with international scholars provided a secondary source of 

data for reflection and subsequent writing of notes. After receipt of any new 

data, the ongoing practice was to record key issues in a note-taking process. 

Then, during the analysis of other data, these notes were consulted and 

ideas incorporated into the body of the text where relevant. 
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The third stage can be summarised as a flow through the following actions: 

 

11 

Approval 

process for 
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Tasmania 
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completed 

12 
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questionnai

re for use 
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new class 

group of 

adult 

learners 

13 

Learners 
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questionnai

re and their 

practitioner 

forwarded 

these to 
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14 

Data entry 

from learner 
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es. 

Responses 

analysed on 

a class 

group basis. 

Analysis sent 

to respective 

practitioners 

for comment. 

15 

Analyses of 

each group of 

learner 

contributions, 

and the 

practitioner 

feedback 

assessed 

against those 

from other 

groups, and 

the 

contributions 

of 

practitioners 

from the first 

and second 

interview 

meetings 

16 

Ongoing 

practice of 

note taking 

in respect 

of the data 

collection 

processes 

and all 

data 

collected. 

 

The facets of this study‟s design, in terms of their value, are provided in Table 6.1 

below with references to authors who have argued the benefit of employing such 

features. As such the Table provides an overview of the methodology. 
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TABLE 6.1 Summary of the design and methodological techniques 

 

Features of the research 

design 

Why valuable? 

Non-probability convenience 

sampling, of wide cross section 

of types of educational and 

training institutions approached. 

 

Provides for the possibility of participants from a 

wide range of organisational types (Denscombe, 

2003; Burns, 2000).  

Organisation managers alerted 

practitioners to the opportunity to 

volunteer. Practitioners self-

selected for involvement. All who 

volunteered were accepted. 

Creates a distance between the researcher and the 

researched. Practitioners cannot be pressured to 

volunteer by the researcher (Burns, 2000). 

Prevents arguments of coercion and other 

assertions of power by the researcher over 

practitioners. Selects participants because they are 

willing and available to be studied (Cresswell, 

2005). Prevents researcher adding personal bias in 

participant selection (Burns, 2000). 

Interview Survey Tool - versions 

1 and 2 

Acted as a cross-sectional survey design 

(Cresswell, 2005) that provided information about 

attitudes and practices via closed and open-ended 

questions (Burns, 2000). Provided for personal 

interaction with a subject who provides data 

(Anderson & Arsenault, 2004). Allowed both 

researcher and practitioner to engage in focused 

conversation (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) via a semi-

structured interview (Freebody, 2003). Allowed 

researcher the opportunity to determine the 

breadth and depth of the activities in which 

practitioners engage. Allowed for participant‟s 

perspective (Burns, 2000). As such, this tool acted 

as a hunting instrument, and elicited contributions 

that enabled the practitioner to scope the study 

more accurately; provided flexibility (Burns, 2000). 



 

Chapter 6 - Oct 2009 

101 

Conference paper written by 

researcher and given to 

practitioners 

Allowed researcher to reflect on some of the 

responses at the first interview in terms of aspects 

of the research questions. Allowed practitioners an 

opportunity to compare their approach with other 

ways of thinking and acting in the moment of first 

encounter. 

Form requesting demographic 

data, and Follow-up Interview 

Survey Tool 

Provides for a longitudinal survey design 

(Cresswell, 2005). Allowed practitioners to reflect 

on their practice, in the moment of first encounter, 

between interviews and adjust or confirm their 

previously stated approach. Showed changes in 

people over time (Cresswell, 2005). Allowed 

researcher to gather information on matters not 

adequately explored in the initial interview. 

Feedback to practitioners from 

their learners 

Additional method to garner input from more than 

one perspective (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; 

Anderson & Arsenault, 2004). Enabled comparison 

with contributions from practitioners. 

Self-reflection of researcher Allowed researcher to understand her bias, and 

take steps to ensure the voice of all participants 

was dominant (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; 

Denscombe, 2003). 

Writing as a means of inquiry 

(Richardson, 2000) 

Allowed researcher to uncover additional meanings 

and practices associated with practitioners‟ 

moments of first encounter with a new group of 

adult learners. 

Data analysis Information could be classified and categorised 

(Denscombe, 2003; Burns, 2000). Allows thematic 

development by aggregating codes (Cresswell, 

2005). 

 

The next section connects the data collection process and elaborates on the 

analytical process. 
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6.4 Data analysis and thematic determination  

 

6.4.1 Methods of analysis 

 

As data was collected, inductive analysis techniques were employed to 

discover patterns, themes, and categories (Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Borgatti, 

1996) in a manner similar to that offered by the Grounded Theory framework.  

Generally, this content analysis involved looking for “recurring regularities” in 

the data (Patton, 2002. p. 465). The analysis involved studying transcription 

and other documents by using one of four approaches: focus on responses 

from each individual participant; focus on questions (responses grouped 

from all participants); focus on questions (responses given by each group of 

learners, plus responses grouped from all learners); and focus on notes and 

other communications. 

 

1 Focus on responses from each individual participant 

 

Each participant‟s interview transcript, from both interviews, was analysed on 

its own. Single words and/or short phrases were written on the margins of 

hard copies to summarise each practitioner‟s ideas and activities. Then, 

each participant‟s interview transcript was reviewed, this time by completing 

a Table. The questions and raw data of each participant‟s interview were 

presented with a column listing freshly summarised themes. Subsequently, 

the contents of the Table were used in association with the handwritten 

notes produced earlier, to conduct an analysis based on the questions of 

„what is the situation‟, „what is this about/what is going on here‟ and „how is 
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interviewee managing situation‟. This additional analysis was recorded in the 

same document (egs at Appendix 20). 

 

In addition, and in a similar manner to that offered by a Grounded Theory 

approach, the transcript of each interview was compared to each new 

transcript constantly. 

 

2 Focus on questions (responses grouped from all participants) 

 

The transcribed responses to each question on each Interview Survey Tool, 

from all participants, were analysed. The responses were collected together 

using Microsoft‟s Excel concatenation technology. Single words and/or short 

phrases were written on the margins of hard copies of each question to 

summarise the content of each. During this phase, a draft glossary was 

written to standardise word usage. Then, all the responses by all participants 

to all questions were analysed holistically for themes, again by writing single 

words and/or short phrases on the margins of hard copies. 

 

3  Focus on questions (responses given by each group of learners, plus 

responses grouped from all learners) 

 

Over time, the completed forms were offered to this study. The response rate 

was 16 sets of questionnaires from 11 practitioners, with 2 practitioners 

presenting more than one set, where a set represented one new class group.  

Following the tabulation of the raw data and its analysis, the responses to 

each question on each questionnaire from each class set of learners, were 

analysed in extensive documents (eg of report of student responses to work 

of individual practitioner at Appendix 21). For the two participants who 
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submitted more than one set of questionnaires, the responses between 

classes were compared. The data from all learners were entered into a Table 

„Feedback from adult learners about first moment practitioner activities‟. The 

range of variables associated with this method of data collection made 

analysis of the data challenging. In particular, it was necessary to avoid 

drawing absolute conclusions about the relationship of the findings 

developed from the learner-offered data to those developed from the two 

interviews with the practitioners. However, the contributions from learners 

provided valuable insights which are presented in Chapter Eight. 

 

4  Focus on notes and other communications 

 

Once the primary data was collected from participants, the process of 

analysis was also affected by my ongoing appraisal of my activities and 

rationale for these. The content of notes and other communications were 

considered in relation to themselves and in relation to data and analysis of 

the interviews and the student questionnaires. Notes were made about these 

comparisons: these notes were used to confirm and modify previously 

discerned themes. In so doing, various phenomena applicable to 

practitioner‟s activities in the moment of first encounter were identified, 

labelled and described. As the data collection and analysis continued, the 

notes accumulated and the frequency of certain themes became noticeable. 

On this basis, categories or themes with particular properties were devised. 

Subsequently, the categories were sorted and allocated on the basis of 

information relevant to a specific research question. Then, each category of 

information was sequenced in an order to provide the clearest answer to 

each research question. 
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While this thesis was being written, writing became a method of inquiry 

(Richardson, 2000). This meant, in practice, that I analysed my writing 

constantly to be sure any bias towards my own activities and views was 

clearly expressed or evenly absorbed into the broader database of 

information (Cresswell, 2005). In addition, the qualitative design approach 

produced the opportunity for „thick description‟ (Geertz, 1973). Therefore, I 

was constantly evaluating my writing to determine whether the exposition of 

intricate details of the event of the moment of first encounter and the 

practitioners (Denscombe, 2003) were appropriate for describing the 

phenomenon. I was also checking whether the content of my writing aided 

the development of one or more theories that reflected the data contributed 

by practitioners. 

 

6.4.2 Tools for analysis 

 

To provide guide posts and ultimately to help determine the themes arising 

from the experiences of practitioners and their learners, various tools and a 

number of approaches were invented during the data analysis. After several 

passes through the data, it became possible to construct graphic and other 

representations of relationships between concepts . These tools included: 

 flow charts (eg Appendix 22-4 Step Model for the ‘moment of first 

encounter’ as at Jan 2004); 

 diagrams (eg Appendix 23-Diagrammatic representation of scope as at 

Feb 2005; Appendix 24-Relationship between Foundation and Routines 

as at Feb 2006; Appendix 25-Practitioners’ relationship to learners - 6 

versions as at Jan 2007); 
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 tables (eg Appendix 26-List of possible activities in which practitioners 

might engage in the moment of first encounter as at Jan 2007);  

 checklists ( eg Appendix 27-Analytical tool „what is situation here?‟); and 

 spreadsheets (eg Appendix 28-Representation of compounding process 

in the moment of first encounter as at Aug 2007). 

 

6.5.3 Key aspects of study  

 

If the findings from this study are to have any authority, its design and the 

process for analysing the data must be supported by research and be 

inherently justifiable in a number of ways. Characteristics which assist with 

achieving this end are listed in Table 6.2 below, in association with the 

methods used. The Table also references authors who promote such 

methods. 
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TABLE  6.2 Key aspects of study 

 
Methods reference point 

 

Authenticity  Relies on the voice of participants and their 

learners 

Denscombe, 

2003 

Consistency Participants all approached in similar way 

within brief timeframe 

Same Interview Survey Tools used for all; 

participants all communicated with in similar 

way 

Analytical process identical for all participant 

interviews 

Analytical process identical for all learner 

questionnaires 

Cresswell, 2005; 

Anderson & 

Arsenault, 2004; 

Burns, 2000 

Credibility  Researcher‟s background of 30 plus years in 

the field of study. 

Researcher‟s long history of successful 

completion of projects. 

The themes and categories derived from the 

data are not forced and therefore should be 

easily understood by others. 

Denscombe, 

2003 

 

 

Sherman & 

Webb, 1988 

Dependability Time series collection of data  

Thoroughness of data collection 

Cresswell, 2005; 

Anderson & 

Arsenault, 2004 

Relevance Verified by participants through their 

“immediate recognition of the importance as 

the „ah ha‟ phenomenon” (Glaser, 1978, p. 5) 

Freebody, 2003 

Reliability and 

verification  

Active seeking and receipt of feedback from 

participants via email, phone and face-to-face 

meetings  

Denscombe, 

2003; Cresswell, 

1998 

Replicability / 

confirmability 

 

 

Data collection methods documented in detail Burns, 2000 
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Rigour and 

thoroughness 

Extensive number of informants despite 

“There are no rules for sample size in 

qualitative inquiry” (Patton, 1990, p.244) 

Extensiveness of data collection 

Constant ongoing analytical process 

Anderson & 
Arsenault, 2004 

Burns, 2000; 
Cresswell, 1998 

Cresswell, 2005 

Transferability Clear description of participants Burns, 2000 

Trustworthiness Through multi-method focus 

Triangulation of data sources 

Denzin & Lincoln, 

2005 

Validity Use of features of the Grounded Theory 

approach to analysis 

Anderson & 

Arsenault, 2004; 

Strauss & Corbin, 

1994 

Veracity / 

accuracy 

Transparent data collection, recording and 

transcription processes 

Confirmation feedback from study participants 

No fees involved 

Denzin & Lincoln, 

2005 

 

6.5 Limitations of methodology 

 

6.5.1 Limitations of research design 

 

The decision to limit the study to working with 34 participants was made with 

the belief that sufficient relevant information could be gained with this 

number. From the data provided by these people, it appeared during the 

data collection process and subsequent extensive analysis that the range of 

activities and the meanings associated with them were comprehensive. 

Accepting residents principally from southern Tasmania may have limited the 

range of types of practitioners contributing to the study. For example, 

involving practitioners with a rich mix of cultural and ethnic backgrounds was 

not a selection criterion for study. Nevertheless, the sample size possibly 

reduced the opportunity for all human characteristics to be identified and 
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selected into the project. Because the study was concerned to describe and 

explore the nature of the participants and their activities, and not to correlate 

practitioner characteristics with the activities they engaged in, this 

convenience sample (Cresswell, 2005) appears to have been appropriate.  

Besides, “there are no rules for sample size in qualitative enquiry” (Patton, 

1990, p. 244). 

 

The tools for data collection and analysis were not fixed prior to the 

implementation of the research project. Rather they emerged over time. This 

allowed patterns to become apparent during the ongoing accumulation and 

compounding of information. This approach allowed themes to be perceived 

but not predicted (Kurtz & Snowden, 2003). This study of the phenomena of 

practitioners‟ activities in the moment of first encounter with a new group of 

adult learners is not intended to be used for predictive purposes. It aims to 

determine what practitioners experience and what it means to them in terms 

of decision-making, but not necessarily to determine universal meanings or 

future behaviours. However, it is conceivable that the description of activities 

and the rationale for these may resonate with practitioners who did not 

participate in this study. 

 

6.5.2 Limitations of implementation process 

 

Merriam (1998) recognised that teachers who volunteer to participate in 

studies may be characteristically and qualitatively different from those who 

choose not to participate. The methodology for this study was designed to 

produce information sufficient only to describe and explain the situation in 

relation to 34 practitioners‟ characteristics and activities in the moment of first 
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encounter with a new class group of adult learners. As such, it is an 

exploratory study. 

 

Work on the research design commenced in September 2003, allowing initial 

data collection to start in July 2004. Eighty-five percent of the input and 

feedback from study participants was received by the end of 2004. Learner 

questionnaires and discussions were activated by practitioners between 

February and August 2005, and eighty-three percent of these were 

completed by April 2005. The currency of the findings may be an issue. 

While the collection of data was completed by late 2005, since then the 

ongoing analysis and comprehensive re-analysis of the data has unearthed 

new ways to understand practitioners in their moment of first encounter with 

a new group of adult learners. While it is true that the findings reflect the 

situation in an earlier two year period, nevertheless, the post-data collection 

period has been used for intensive and careful investigation of the source 

data. 

 

6.5.3 Limitations of analytical process  

 

“Teachers‟ words have been assumed to „represent‟ their thinking. Any study 

of what teachers know depends on an analysis of what they say ... teachers‟ 

words are taken as isomorphic to their thoughts, beliefs, knowledge, and 

feelings” (Freeman, 1994, p. 77). In the context of the moment of first 

encounter, the participant‟s words given in communication with the 

researcher are all that can be used. Cranton (1996) notes that reflection is 

not a rational process rather that it is largely unarticulated and intuitive, and 

Farr and Moscovici claims “self reports are suspect because they cannot be 
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checked independently” (1984, p. 6). Despite the words contributed by the 

study participants being recollections and beliefs about past thoughts, and in 

recognition that their memories are likely to be somewhat unrealistic 

transformations of reality, an interview process is the only mechanism by 

which thoughts of first moments can be acquired. 

 

This study also acknowledges that the manual summarisation of the words 

used by practitioners to determine themes would naturally be influenced by 

any analyst‟s skills, knowledge and experience. A large volume of data was 

gathered by the study and practitioners had backgrounds, experiences and 

abilities different from the researcher. Such a situation creates opportunities 

for alternative approaches to the analysis of the data. Should the data be re-

examined choosing different theoretical approaches and analytical practices, 

conceivably variations on interpretations and understandings could emerge. 

Notwithstanding these possibilities, the analytical approach taken has been 

rigorous and rugged, so that it can be considered a strong one and that 

therefore the findings can be relied on for validity, accuracy and authenticity. 

 

Use of software, such as Nud-ist, for computerised assistance in analysing 

data can have the advantage of even handedness and a degree of neutrality 

via some disassociation from the researcher. Nevertheless, early in the 

project, the decision was made not to use such software. This choice was 

based on the expectation that words and phrases offered by participants 

might have multiple meanings in the context of their other contributions. In 

addition, there was a concern that software might restrict the researcher‟s 

grasp of the raw data, and the resulting themes. To help protect against 

personal bias in the analysis of data, the researcher made a practice of 

noting her personal preferences and maintaining alertness against inserting 
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personal opinion at the expense of the body of contributions by participants 

and their learners. The repeated considerations of the data in terms of 

discovered themes, was one mechanism used to ensure trustworthiness of 

the findings. 

 

While the analytical process selected aspects of the Grounded Theory 

practice, it was not designed with a theoretical sampling approach that leads 

to the continual increase of the sample until saturation point on the 

development of new categories is reached. Rather, 34 participants, including 

the researcher, were accepted because they volunteered. Nevertheless, the 

continual appraisal of the data as received over time from the participants 

seems to indicate that the saturation point (an aspect of GT) was reached 

and passed. 

 

6.6 Summary of chapter 

 

Chapter Six explained how a mixed methods approach directed the 

research. The research design enabled information to be gathered over time 

from the contributions of the participants in the study, in terms of their 

activities in the moment of first encounter. The methodology enlisted the 

involvement of practitioners who worked within organisations where 

education and/or training was provided to groups of adult learners, as well as 

the indirect involvement of some learners from a number of the participant‟s 

class groups. Additional evidence was collected from the researcher‟s 

personal experience. 
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The data was collected in Tasmania, Australia between 2004 and 2005 and 

the analysis work was conducted subsequently. The data was examined, 

interpreted and organised to determine groups of ideas and practices 

associated with a practitioner in the moment when they first encounter a new 

class group. While limitations associated with the research design, the 

implementation process and the analytical process were recognised, this 

study‟s methodology was chosen for its likely fit with the complex search for 

the answers to the research questions. The themes arising from the 

inductive analyses are presented in the following three chapters of findings. 

The first two chapters, Chapters Seven and Eight, detail the findings against 

Research Questions 1 and 2. The third, Chapter Nine, addresses Research 

Question 3 by synthesizing earlier descriptions. 
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Chapter 7 – Findings against Research Question 1 

 

7.1 Introduction 

 

Chapter Seven focuses on findings associated with Research Question 1: 

Which experiences, knowledge and personal paradigms do adult 

practitioners bring to their moment of first encounter with a new class group 

of adult learners? 

 

Making extensive use of direct quotations from the study participants, 

Chapter Seven describes the experiences, knowledge and personal 

paradigms of the 34 practitioners who participated in this study, using the 

information collected on the demographics form and direct quotations from 

interviews. The patterns, which arise from the data sources are analysed and 

summarised. In this way, an understanding of the general nature of these 

practitioners, in their first moment of encounter with new groups of learners, 

becomes possible. 

 

7.2 Experiences 

 

This section introduces material comparing teaching and non-teaching 

experiences generally, and then provides specific information about the 

study participants. 

 

Information about both teaching and non-teaching situations was gathered 

from participants. It was found that both teaching and other meeting 

experiences with groups of strangers in social and business situations, 
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influence practitioners‟ activities in their first moment of encounter with a new 

class of adult learners. Both similarities and differences exist between 

practitioners‟ teaching and non-teaching experiences. The study found the 

activities practitioners undertake in the moment of a first encounter with a 

new group of adult learners differs from those undertaken with a new group 

of strangers in other situations. Further discussion appears in Chapter Eight. 

Most practitioners took the view that there is “no difference because things 

become ingrained in you over the years”. Despite this perspective, an array 

of variations peppered practitioners‟ reflections. 

 

In a social situation, practitioners gravitate to people of similar gender and 

age “so I know if I can be myself with them”, “because you have more in 

common with people your own age”, and towards people who will make them 

feel more comfortable. By contrast, in the teaching situation, practitioners 

“attune their antennae” to get the feel of the group as a whole and every 

learner in the group; “I must get the measure of people” by looking for “clues 

as to how to adapt to whoever is in front of me”. This approach helps prevent 

practitioners from being “tripped up”. 

 

When some practitioners chair a business meeting comprising people 

previously unknown, their confidence from “being in control”, having “the 

authority” and being functionally responsible for order and direction calls 

upon the equivalent teaching experience; “I am the dominant person in that 

group”. As such, they believe chairperson experiences can be similar to 

teaching in the moment of first encounter; “I have responsibility for the group, 

so I try harder because I know it depends on me especially in the beginning”. 

The data indicates practitioners believe skills, gained at the moment of first 

encounter in business meetings, strengthen their abilities when meeting a 
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new group of adult learners for the first time. These experiences support and 

reinforce their approaches in their moment of first encounter with a new 

group of adult learners. 

 

For those practitioners who recalled business experiences where they 

expected to sell products, services or ideas to a group of strangers, they 

suggested similarities. “Teaching is about selling ideas”, and there is “a 

correlation between teaching and sales”; “the psychology is very much the 

same”. They explained that “if you walk into a cold call situation, [where] 

you've never seen the clients before, you must make some very quick 

judgements about them which is the same as [for] teaching”. Associated with 

the selling process is the instantaneous “sizing up of people” for their 

attitudes, humour and by “tapping into who they are”. They believe these 

same impression formation skills are used when meeting a new class group 

for the first time. In addition, “the business of selling can require acting and 

taking on a character”, an activity which practitioners claim equates with 

some aspects of the initial and subsequent teaching performance. 

 

In teaching, many practitioners believe “you have an agenda and are in 

control”. Such teachers are thinking of “performance criteria” and “have a job 

to do”. They feel “responsible to impart knowledge, encourage and look after 

the group and therefore must be sensitive to nuances and get to know the 

group” much more quickly than is necessary when meeting new groups 

socially. “Socially, you don't have the authority” to “help people reach their 

goals” and “you give away more personal information than when teaching”. 

There is more “order” and “purpose” in teaching and the structure and 

familiarity gives many practitioners a sense of greater comfort and ease 

compared to the relative unpredictability of social meetings. In all situations, 
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practitioners look “for things that [allow them to] connect with people”. In the 

teaching situation, this approach gives practitioners more confidence 

because it “reduces my exposure to risk and allows me to adapt so they [the 

learners] don‟t hurt me”. 

 

Meeting a new group in a teaching context is an “intense process”, which 

requires a “high level of mental energy” that is emotionally rather than 

intellectually draining, whereas socially, practitioners know “they can just 

walk away”. They are not under any pressure to “take a leading role as in 

teaching”, to perform, “to come up with ideas” nor “to try and develop people” 

and therefore, they “can go with the flow”. Socially, practitioners may enjoy 

anonymity and can be “a bit of a WYSIWYG8 person in that sort of situation” 

suggesting a greater degree of flexibility is possible than in the teaching 

situation. Social settings are “a different world”, which do not seem to offer 

practitioners skills to help them in the moment of first encounter with a new 

group of adult learners. Indeed, practitioners commented that they took 

communication skills and attributes such as increased tolerance from 

teaching to the social situation. 

 

While the length of teaching experience of individual practitioners ranged 

from four months to nearly 35 years, the majority of practitioners had taught 

and trained for many years (Appendix 12). Their experience included 

working across different disciplines, in different countries, and with people 

from diverse cultural backgrounds. Many remembered their early teaching 

experience; when they were “only new at this”, when they were “green”, “just 

thrown in”, and “didn‟t have the skills to deliver” despite having graduated 

with qualifications to teach adults. These were the “bitter early days”, a 

                                                      
8
 WYSIWYG is the acronym for „What you see is what you get‟ 
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portion of which seems always to be brought to the moment of first 

encounter with new classes. Nevertheless, most comments focused on 

present practice. Practitioners‟ awareness of the past teaching practices and 

experiences, which are available for retrieval in the moment of first 

encounter, can be clustered into three themes: planning; responding; regular 

performance activities. 

 

7.2.1 Planning 

 

Practitioners‟ experience includes histories of adjusting plans to 

accommodate special circumstances perceived to be generated by groups. 

For example, one practitioner remembered when “a guy walked in [to the 

class room] from a specialised computing company that makes megabuck 

systems, and it was a business planning session [in the class that day], and 

he came in with his business plan, and I thought, „he is not going to be happy 

with the format today‟. So, what he brought with him, and the fact that he had 

a PhD and everything else made me pay particular attention to getting him 

corralled over here, so that he didn‟t cause any waves with other people and 

he was positive”. Memories of such specific experiences provide a basis for 

practitioners to know how they might organise and adjust their responses, 

and manage in the moment of first encounter. 

 

7.2.2 Responding 

 

Most practitioners prepare to respond to a new class, based on memories of 

successful past experiences. “Over the years”, many practitioners have run 

“thousands of groups”. Their watchful and “animal survival” self-preservation 
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responses have been learnt on previous occasions, so that they become the 

standard in the moment of first encounter. This sits well with Naesland‟s 

belief that teachers generally have an ambition for “survival orientation” 

(1990, p. 171). Practitioners know from experience that they are conditioned 

to use signals received from the learners, in order to select a teaching pose 

that allows them to feel comfortable with that group and to mitigate any fears 

they have in the presence of the new group of strangers. In consequence, 

they draw on past choices of being “professional and calm and precise”, or 

present as an “I can lark about” or “I can be entertaining” type personalities. 

In addition, some practitioners acknowledged that typically they behaved as 

performers in their teaching role, from the first moment; “it‟s a different role 

and you feel a slightly different person. It‟s definitely like performing”. Some 

remembered “loving standing up the front and doing all that [activity] to see 

people enjoying [themselves]”. Such responses are initially self-centred 

rather than learner-centred. 

 

In the first moment of encounter with a new group, practitioners have a suite 

of alternative experiences and responses to choose from, and there is a 

tendency to routinely call on some types of these. That is, aspects of their 

past that they call on, may vary from one new group of learners to another. 

Decisions to vary activities “depend on whether [it‟s a] public or corporate 

group”. Also, a practitioner‟s “reaction to industry groups is different from the 

reaction to the students here at TAFE”. Over time, practitioners increase 

their familiarity with the spectrum of people they expect to contend with in 

new class groups. 
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7.2.3 Regular performance activities 

 

As practitioners gain experience in meeting new groups for the first time, 

they regularise the use of the activities used to start their new classes. They 

acknowledge that increasingly they are ready to respond to the situation of a 

new class group coming together, in a similar way on each occasion. While 

few practitioners could describe their own pattern of regularised performance 

although they identified specific activities, the study found that practitioners 

routinely select from a suite of activities in that moment, because their 

experience has shown these will give them the outcomes they need. The 

details of the activities are provided in Chapter Eight. 

 

7.3 Knowledge  

 

In Chapter Three, researchers such as McMeniman et al (2000) and 

Cochran-Smith (2001) explained that a diverse range of knowledge is 

brought to the teaching situation. This study found little evidence of the 

presence of most types that they recognised, in the memories of the 

participants. Possibly, this may be the consequence of practitioners‟ „tacit 

knowledge‟ (first defined by Polanyi, 1967) of various activities, and their 

being unable to articulate this. Beckett and Hager suggest that practitioners 

are often unaware of the fact their learning is implicit or tacit (1999). “We can 

know more than we can tell” (Polanyi, 1967, p. 4).  

 

It was found that practitioners frequently discussed only two types of 

knowledge in the moment of first encounter: knowledge which relates to the 
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subject matter and delivery strategies associated with the course of study 

they teach; their knowledge about the new group of learners. 

 

7.3.1  Subject matter and delivery strategies 

 

The details of lesson content and delivery were central to practitioner‟s 

experiences of planning for the moment of first encounter. That is, 

practitioners focused with various intensities on acquiring and organising 

knowledge associated with the content of the lessons they expected to 

deliver, in the period leading to meeting with a new class. For those who had 

“several years of being in lots of businesses and lots of different 

experiences”, they built “on past knowledge”. Remarks such as; “I have got 

to have it all written down in dot points, otherwise I just completely forget” 

and “I have never, maybe once, prepared a lesson plan - formal lesson plan. 

My preparing of things is [a process of] working through and preparing 

course notes and preparing the Powerpoint presentation. So, the Powerpoint 

is my lesson plan. It‟s a mental [thing] - I don‟t formally write it down. I'm not 

preparing anything for anyone other than me, normally” all indicate a 

preoccupation with “getting it together” in advance of the moment of first 

encounter. Planning enables practitioners to come to the moment of first 

encounter with a degree of confidence. While the extent of practitioners‟ 

knowledge of the topic or course prior to delivery influenced the amount of 

their preparation activity, the extent of their knowledge at the moment of first 

encounter, for most, had minimal impact in that first moment. Many “forget 

about content” in the moment of first encounter and relied on their planning 

only as a backstop, so that It seemed that knowledge of subject matter was 

relatively unimportant in that moment. That is, while they bring with them a 
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freedom to spontaneously undertake other activities, they recognised that if 

“things go wrong” there was formal material available for use. A few 

practitioners preferred to attend to the knowledge about their lesson content 

as they entered the moment of first encounter, and they prepared to use a 

focus on the implementation of these plans to maintain their confidence. On 

the basis of their pasts, such practitioners were not planning to respond 

immediately to the group or the situation. 

 

Some practitioners acknowledged the benefits of knowledge about teaching 

situations gained from experience. They were able to compare their 

knowledge of the practices associated with current adult learning situations, 

with knowledge gained from past work in high schools or in other training or 

educational situations. Routinely, practitioners accessed such memories and 

understandings in the moment of first encounter and sifted through these for 

suitable strategies. Nevertheless, practitioners did not believe they applied 

such knowledge to their facilitation and teaching work in the moment of first 

encounter very frequently. 

 

7.3.2  Knowledge of learners 

 

By contrast, most practitioners claimed knowledge collected in advance 

about their expected learners was very important to have ready for use in the 

moment of first encounter with a new group. Before meeting a new class, 

most practitioners undertook one or more of four forms of information 

gathering about most of their group of learners: face-to-face meetings with 

learners not on same day as class; using communication technology; 
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information collected from other sources; and/or a face-to-face meeting on 

the day of the class, before class.  

 

1  Face-to-face meetings with learners not on same day as class 

 

A small number of practitioners in this study chose to or were required by 

their organisation to schedule meetings with potential learners some days or 

weeks before the first class. The process involved one or more of the 

following approaches: 

 one or more practitioners interviewing a potential learner; 

 submitting a potential learner to some form of testing eg. 

comprehension, writing, and either observing the process or 

assessing the outputs from such tests; 

 selection and the administrative enrolment of a learner. 

A few practitioners “enrol every student and know every student‟s 

background and what they are hoping to achieve”. Their meetings may be 

formal or informal and be of different durations. Depending on practitioners‟ 

circumstances or needs, meetings with potential learners may be casual or 

fortuitous. Some practitioners do not meet all learners prior to a class coming 

together. For example, one practitioner reported that on average he “meets 

70-80% of learners as individuals in advance”, and another remarked she 

“would normally know one third of a class before the start”. In this study, a 

proportion of practitioners knew at least some learners from previous classes 

or other experiences so that “sometimes you have some prior knowledge”. 

On the basis of their prior meetings with individual learners, some 

practitioners claimed the “first encounter [in the classroom] isn‟t a genuine 

first encounter”. However, this study focuses on practitioners meeting 
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learners as individuals formed into a group for the first time, and assumes 

that a practitioner‟s approach may be different than from first encounters with 

an individual, in the teaching context. 

 

Excepting the situation where learners are generally known from past 

situations, the specific prior meetings that were related to a forthcoming 

class acted either as a vetting or selection process or as an opportunity that 

only involved information exchange to set the scene for both parties. Such 

processes were a deliberate tactic to provide knowledge to the learner and 

for the practitioner and training organisation to gain specific types of 

information. In these meetings, practitioners “look at them”, speak “to them 

about their experiences“, “discover the reason why the learners will be 

attending training, and [collect] information about potential issues and 

personality types. [On this basis they determine] the style of training that will 

be best for them”. That is, practitioners develop “a good knowledge of who 

the learners are and their background, and of the outcomes expected”. 

Clearly, first impressions about potential learners are made by practitioners. 

Practitioners explain that their judgements and assessments derive from 

observations of the body language and the physical characteristics of 

potential learners along with the messages received from learners‟ verbal 

communication. Practitioners use the inferences and information gained “to 

memorise their names, to select icebreaker activities, and to get a picture of 

past and present”. 

 

By contrast, a few practitioners chose not to meet with learners in advance, 

because such meetings were “a complete waste of time”. Resentment 

existed where institutional systems compelled them to meet learners in 

advance, because “as I see them as they walk into the classroom, I can get 
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the same information in 20 seconds”. Obviously, knowledge derived from 

seeing learners is deemed important for the moment of first encounter with 

the group, however usually most practitioners have the freedom to select a 

prior collection method or an on-the-spot collection method. 

 

2 Using communication technology 

 

Some practitioners do not engage in a face-to-face meeting with potential 

learners, rather they communicate, in advance of the first class, by telephone 

or email when potential learners make enquiries. First impressions in these 

situations derive from the language and the information supplied. When the 

contact is via the telephone, practitioners make impressions from the diction 

and tone of voice used by the potential learner. For example, in the process, 

practitioners may “work out - guess the age and maturity from life 

experience”. These assumptions become „knowledge‟ that is available for 

use in the moment of first encounter when the new class comes together for 

the first time. 

 

3 Information collected from other sources 

 

Practitioners may have “done a fair amount of research on the group by the 

time they walk into the training room”. Typically, they may access external 

written information where available. For example, “I get the roll book and 

have a look. On the basis of [names], [I am looking for] the international 

[learners]. When I‟ve got any internationals, I‟m aware I‟ve got to present 

information differently for them. So, the number of internationals I‟ve got 

does affect my pre-preparation. It‟s just going to alter my personal pitch in 

the classroom rather than the way I put notes together and that sort of stuff. I 
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always find out - I know if I am going into a group whether there are 

international students or there is a language issue”. 

 

Occasionally, practitioners cannot meet the learners in advance, but do 

communicate with learners‟ direct supervisors to gain information. The 

knowledge requested is various. It may be content driven or, for example, 

the request may be for “how the class will be dressed” so a practitioner can 

“be dressed accordingly”. Also, practitioners explained that a workplace 

supervisor “will give you a run down on all the learners that are going to be in 

the group before you start. That‟s prior knowledge”. In addition, information 

remembered from another source, such as from employees in similar 

workplaces encountered in previous training sessions, can be influential in 

the moment of first encounter with a new group. New knowledge so gained 

may lead practitioners to present themselves and organise the delivery 

differently. 

 

Practitioners see benefits to both parties if information about learners is 

gathered before the class comes together. For example, practitioners 

increase their understanding of the varying nature and the diverse needs of 

individual learners. In turn, this may influence what and how they will deliver 

in class, and “it prevents everyone from being surprised in class”. The 

information provides “a degree of understanding about how to pitch – the 

delivery method” and enables the “tailoring of material within the program 

notes as well as in example case studies”. 

 

While most of this knowledge exists for conscious use after the moment of 

first encounter, indirectly it influences practitioners in the moment of first 

encounter as they “read” the new whole class group. Their previously 
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gathered understandings of individuals help to gauge the differences and 

similarities within the group in the first moment. 

 

4 Face-to-face meeting on the day of the class, before class 

 

On the day of the class, prior to the group coming together, information 

gathering continues for some practitioners and starts for others. As part of 

the process, some practitioners internalise a list of questions about which 

they will seek answers directly or indirectly from learners. 

 

The range of pre-class reflections and the development of questions needing 

answers and other activities may commence hours in advance of 

practitioners meeting the new class group. Examples of comments included, 

“When does it start [for me]? It starts at about 5.30 in the morning on a full 

day session. I think about how relaxed they will be, where are they coming 

from, why they are likely to be there, and, of the resources I‟ve got available 

to me, what are going to be the best resources for that group”. In addition, 

practitioners “think before meeting the new class. I think of making a list of 

things I will talk about and go through that. I think of what I am going to tell 

them. Telling them what sort of things they can expect from the course and 

what they will look at”. 

 

Then, as they meet individual learners, practitioners begin to find answers to 

their questions through observation and through listening. Before entering 

the classroom, some practitioners congregate with arriving learners in a 

refreshment area. Whether in that area, or within the classroom, they may 

engage individual learners in small talk, and watch and listen to them. This 

deliberate tactic usually starts with a greeting, allows practitioners “to 



 

Chapter 7 - Oct 2009 

128 

introduce themselves before the session”, and then to make what appears to 

be “idle chat”. The occasional practitioner engages learners with a 

handshake as a link with the verbal “how are you”, a practice which can offer 

additional „information‟ through the sense of touch. The goal is to construct a 

means by which to gather more information about the individuals before they 

meet as a group for the first time. In particular, this way of working assists 

those practitioners who define their roles as developers or builders within the 

teaching context. These roles are explained in the next section. 

 

The standard practice is for practitioners to arrive in advance of the class 

group coming together. For the majority of practitioners, on entering the 

classroom, they are watchfully attentive of learners who are already in 

attendance and then “look at the learners as they enter “and “make a lot of 

eye contact”. During these moments, practitioners search for a familiar face - 

“I look for someone I know”. 

 

7.3.3 Overview of knowledge component 

 

Overall, practitioners prepare for the moment of first encounter with a new 

group by ensuring their subject knowledge and delivery strategies are 

planned in some way, so that they are ready for later moments in the class. 

They do not expect to use such knowledge immediately. However, in the 

moment of first encounter, they experience a sense of comfort by being 

prepared for the future. This planning frees them to focus on the acquisition 

of new information about the learners as a group.  Having knowledge about 

the learners is a high priority for most, and often some is collected prior to 

the group coming together. The practice, by practitioners of seeking out 
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individual learners formally or informally in advance of the group coming 

together, is motivated by a need to acquire as much information as possible 

before a class. Those who acquire information directly from or indirectly 

about the individuals or the group in advance might be said to be 

participating in a Familiarisation Routine. Such a routine may or may not 

have a predetermined structure. Nevertheless, experiencing the individuals 

in some way, and gathering information is regularly undertaken by many. As 

such, it encompasses a range of activities that form part of the store of 

information available to practitioners in the moment of first encounter with a 

new group of adult learners. Knowledge about the learners is expected to be 

used immediately in the moment of first encounter to inform initial micro 

decisions about how to proceed with the remainder of the training. 

 

7.4 Personal paradigms 

 

7.4.1 Role of practitioners 

 

Based on practitioners‟ responses, the difference between the roles of 

faclitiator and teacher may be defined as: a facilitator is a person who fosters 

communication or understanding within a group of people and helps people 

help themselves to learn and to attain their goals more easily. By contrast, a 

teacher is a person who instructs, lectures, conveys, imparts and/or delivers 

knowledge. Keeping these definitions clear is difficult because practitioners 

regularly refer to their facilitation as teaching. 

 

Practitioners were asked for their thoughts on their role as a teacher/trainer 

of adults in class/groups in an attempt to determine whether all practitioners 



 

Chapter 7 - Oct 2009 

130 

in this study commenced teaching in the moment of first encounter with the 

same view of their role. Despite some confusion amongst practitioners on 

the use of the terms ‘teacher‟ and „facilitator‟ and the roles attached to each 

term, it was possible to cluster practitioners‟ descriptions under the roles of 

either „facilitator‟ or „teacher‟, or a blend of the two. While personal 

paradigms of the most appropriate way to „teach‟ include both the facilitator 

and teacher options, most practitioners embrace the facilitative approach on 

most occasions when working with adult learners. Approximately two thirds 

of the practitioners in the study identified directly as facilitators, and almost 

all practitioners described their activities in such a way that these may be 

classified as facilitative practices. In addition, and from time to time, over half 

the practitioners employ traditional teacher practices within a primarily 

facilitative-based delivery. Nevertheless, since facilitators frequently use the 

word „teaching‟, this term will be the standard through the remainder of this 

thesis. The nature of facilitation and teaching might be described as a string 

of activities over time, a view which will be discussed further in Chapter Nine. 

 

When practitioners advocated along the lines that “good teachers are 

multifaceted, multidimensional and multi flexible”, with the implication they 

possessed these qualities, this study classified them as facilitators on the 

basis of the definition used earlier in this chapter. By contrast, this study 

labelled practitioners who preferred “all the students to sit there pretty much 

in silence and just listen to me talk about technical information with the use 

of visual aids and whatever examples. They sit there and listen, and take in 

knowledge. That's the lecture style”, as teachers. It was clear that 

practitioners generally believed this latter approach represented “a teacher in 

the traditional sense of a teacher”. When practitioners attached their 

description of facilitative practices to the term „teacher‟, this suggested a 
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blend of roles might be occurring. For example, when a practitioner believes 

“one of my roles is more of a teacher, like the students asking questions and 

you giving answers and perhaps drawing on knowledge from other students. 

So, that would be more of the teacher interaction type role”, then the 

impression of a traditional teaching approach is not given. Other comments 

concerning a combined facilitator/teacher approach included, “students 

actually expect us to teach them and some of them don‟t like the facilitation 

model so, I think what I try and do is a blend of those two things”. In the 

moment of first encounter, the role in which practitioners might engage may 

be influenced by the purpose of the class or the nature of the group: for 

example, facilitation practices were deemed by some to be appropriate for 

“advanced level learners only”. 

 

In the moment of first encounter, both facilitators and teachers take various 

approaches and accept one or more responsibilities. Arising from analysis of 

the data, it is possible to classify their approaches into eight types: 

developer/builder; motivator; knowledge liberator; workplace preparer; reality 

guider; guide; seller; and point of contact. 

 

1 Developer/Builder 

 

When explaining their role, some practitioners used language associated 

with construction and buildings. These terms were “part of the job as a 

developer”. They helped “structuring the process” of getting learners “turned 

on”, and getting “them up to speed”, “by unlocking the key”. “Tools” assisted 

practitioners to “give people the ability to be creative”‟, “to make [learners] 

strong enough to walk in and say no”, and “to get them to the stage where 

they can walk away believing they have the skills and the confidence to use 
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them”. Tools were given to learners “to work with” so learners “own the 

learning”. When it was said that “I select the most appropriate tool at my 

disposal based on the group so I am basically doing that on the spot”, the 

impression given was that this activity occurred immediately.  Statements 

such as these, helped to distinguish the developer/builder approach being 

taken by practitioners in the moment of first encounter. 

 

A practitioner using the developer/builder approach, gauges success when 

s/he sees „I am helping them achieve something that they want to achieve” 

said with a tone of voice indicating the building of a substantial edifice. In the 

moment of first encounter, the „developer/builder‟ is alert for learners‟ 

characteristics, backgrounds and any other indicator on which to structure a 

delivery that is appropriate for the group‟s development. 

 

2 Motivator 

 

Despite many practitioners describing an adult learner as one who has his or 

her own motivation and self-directs, practitioners routinely discussed their 

responsibility to motivate learners. They explained that the work of a 

„motivator‟ required flexibility and responsiveness for success. A motivator 

“has the job of making them [learners] thirsty enough to learn solutions”. 

Practitioners recognised the necessity of getting learners “switched on thirsty 

before hauling them to water, and if they are thirsty and not drinking, then 

you have failed”. Discerning the means for getting people interested, creating 

enthusiasm, and encouraging people were part of the job, and the moment 

of first encounter was the time to determine the most effective approach for 

that particular group. To achieve the goal, practitioners needed to prepare to 

get “the message across – get the content across at the [appropriate] level”. 
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Pitching the motivational practices to meet learner needs appropriately was 

important. The moment of first encounter was used as a period for 

information collecting and decision making prior to launching an effective 

motivational program. Practitioners, enacting this „motivator‟ responsibility in 

the moment of first encounter, typically examined those “sitting in front” 

seeking signals about the level and approach with which they should 

commence a class. 

 

3 Knowledge liberator 

 

Two contrasting types of action link to this role. On the one hand, 

practitioners prepared to engage in facilitative activities associated with 

freeing learners and “freeing up” information, to help learners to extract 

information to share collaboratively with others, and to show ways for 

bringing out information. Such „knowledge liberators‟ helped learners with 

information acquisition by “finding ways for them to absorb it and actually use 

it”. In addition, knowledge liberators “formalised” what learners already know. 

On the other hand, practitioners prepared to find information for learners, 

give them information, impart knowledge and direct them to specific 

information. 

 

The knowledge liberator is “not the fountain of all knowledge”, so s/he looks 

at learners to determine the appropriate means to encourage a collaborative 

approach. Depending on the facilitator or teaching stance taken initially in the 

moment of first encounter, the knowledge liberator either prioritises the 

information needs they perceive to be in the learners‟ “hearts”, or prepares to 

give them “one, two, three, four or five points” or to direct the learners to “get 
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that knowledge”. Therefore, the first moment is a period in which 

practitioners observe learners and prepare to „liberate‟. 

 

4 Workplace preparer 

 

In the moment of first encounter, some practitioners are concerned with 

“which way is best for the person” in the context of the workplace, and then 

want the learners “to be able to say I can do that, and use it 

[knowledge/skills] effectively in the workplace”. They want learners “to be 

able to relate material to their experiences” by the end of the course. 

 

From a content point of view, practitioners want to provide information and 

skills “that are likely to transfer into the workplace”. Practitioners believe 

learners seek „”something they can use”, and something that “forewarns and 

forearms them to go into particular industries”. As a result, in the first 

moment, practitioners prepare to act “to produce the goodies for an end 

performance” in the workplace, and to ensure learners finish their training 

with “a very high standard” that meets industry needs. To this end, they 

“prune out stuff” from their plans, and consider “what is likely to be applied”. 

Practitioners taking a „workplace preparers‟ approach in the moment of first 

encounter, mentally “chuck out” background knowledge in order to offer 

learning material that is specifically useful only in a workplace context. 

 

5 Reality guider 

 

The reality guider starts armed with “vital foreknowledge” and an “ambition” 

to create a “real” situation in the moment of first encounter. The reality guider 

takes on the responsibility of helping learners “get back to the reality of their 
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situation”. For some practitioners, this involves accepting the learners as 

future peers. Therefore, the tendency is to work “to keep things on an equal 

basis”. 

 

Some reality guiders are intent on establishing themselves as trustworthy 

“life coaches”. Others expect to be engaged in breaking down preconceived 

notions about specific situations such as those found in adult learning 

environments. For example, in the moment of first encounter the reality 

guider prepares to explain, “it is an adult learning environment. Many of them 

just come from college or high school, or have not done any training or 

learning for a long period of time so they are used to the old ways of the 

school system - you don‟t speak until you are spoken to, you are spoon fed. 

And a lot of that has changed “.The reality guider recognises that “in this 

workshop I am going to have to explain things that others take for granted”. 

On this basis, s/he prepares for a process that may involve “stirring them up 

and making them uncomfortable”, and “raising awareness”. 

 

Preparing learners for the reality of the workplace is also work taken on by 

reality guiders. For example, in relation to the future for some learners of 

aged care practices, they “may have their Certificate 3 and be a reasonable 

carer but a lot of people [residents in aged-care facilities] are not going to 

accept them for showers, etc. Doctors will say „I can‟t carry these persons. I 

need someone who can carry a full load‟ “. Also, its “flits through my mind in 

those first seconds that older gentlemen who have been in a position of 

authority - how is this person going to accept authority from younger female 

managers”. The reality guider recognises, “I can‟t change those attitudes” 

and then expects in later moments to be “very honest to students” and inform 

them of the reality of the situation. 
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6 Guide 

 

The „guide‟ approach is to show, introduce, advise and indicate information 

and/or objects, most of which activities are unlikely to occur in the moment of 

first encounter. They “offer very cursory guidance” leaving learners “to think 

about the issues”. This represents the broadest notion of facilitation, and is 

somewhat removed from the learner and content, compared to the closeness 

apparent in other teaching roles. The guide “points out things” but does not 

“spoon-feed them”, and is not necessarily an expert in the field. On this 

basis, s/he uses the moment of first encounter to observe the group of 

learners seeking signs that will help to guide the learners to “do all the 

learning themselves”. 

 

7 Seller 

 

When they announced, “teaching is the same as selling”, clearly some 

practitioners equated the work of teaching with that of another profession. 

Based on the earlier definitions, it would seem facilitation might be closer to 

selling than to teaching. A „seller‟ uses the moment of first encounter as a 

critical period in which to form impressions quickly about the group, and to 

determine the most appropriate means to sell the learning content. 

 

8 Point of contact 

 

A few practitioners also noted a responsibility “to be a contact person”, “to be 

a person that [learners] feel comfortable discussing issues with”, and to 

make sure “students find it memorable, they find it enjoyable”. The timing of 

the initial contact is not always in the moment when the group comes 



 

Chapter 7 - Oct 2009 

137 

together for the first time, making any alignment with the teacher or 

facilitation roles difficult. If the first meeting is at the start of the first class, 

and the practitioner envisages him or herself as a point of contact, then a 

facilitative approach is used more frequently, initially. A practitioner, 

operating with a „point of contact‟ approach, takes a more remote position 

from the group of new learners relative to the other seven approaches.  In 

the moment of first encounter, the „point of contact‟ activates extensive eye 

contact, and exudes a sense of „I am the person who can be useful to you‟. 

 

7.4.2 Adult learners 

 

In order to understand whether practitioners operated in the moment of first 

encounter with differing paradigms of what an adult learner is, their views 

were sought. 

 

As the volume and type of practitioners‟ experiences with groups of adult 

learners varies, so does the descriptions and their definitions of „adult 

learner‟. Practitioners pinpointed dozens of personal and learning 

characteristics by which they determined a person was an adult learner; 

characteristics as diverse as “apprehensive”, “analytical”, “choose to learn”, 

“want to learn”, and want “to control own learning”. Additionally, practitioners 

believe adult learners as a group typically present an array of goals, such as 

they “have high expectations and want skills”; “want information clearly and 

succinctly from someone who is competent”; “they want to get back to work 

with information that is useful to them”; and “want to know what's in it for 

me”. 
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Practitioners describe adult learners as those who demonstrate their 

commitment to learning; for example, they “are a pleasure to teach because 

they are there for their own interest and want to learn and really want to do 

it”. In addition, adult learners are those who “bring value to the classroom” in 

terms of background skills and knowledge. While adult learners were 

generally perceived to be mature-aged people in their twenties or older, an 

adult learner may be “beyond normal education age - 30 yrs onward”. Being 

an adult learner is not so much a matter of “physical characteristics … they 

tend to be more mature because of age. That seems to make a difference”. 

 

Almost none of these components of practitioners‟ descriptions of adult 

learners can be observed in the moment of first encounter, although 

practitioners form impressions about them. As Chapter Eight discloses in 

detail, practitioners use their observations to begin assessing the nature, 

states of mind and expectations of learners in the first moment. The 

observations provide information, which lead practitioners to form 

impressions that the people in their groups are adult learners. Through the 

lens of experience, they clearly distinguish these from “adolescents and 

younger people”. 

 

7.5 Summary of chapter 

 

Chapter Seven found the practitioners in this study had acquired valuable 

experiences and had gained useful knowledge through meeting various new 

groups of people in their pasts, and that such experiences and knowledge 

influenced the moment when they encountered each new group of adult 

learners. These experiences, with teaching and in social and business 
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situations where they encounter new groups of strangers, impact on each 

new occasion meeting a new group of adult learners. In addition, most 

practitioners bring to their meeting of each new group an interest to know as 

much as possible about their adult learners as quickly as possible. Their 

focus leads many to engage in, what this study labels as, a „Familiarisation 

Routine‟ with some individuals or about the group, before meeting the whole 

group. Generally, practitioners come to the moment of first encounter with a 

readiness and alertness for information which the new group of learners can 

provide immediately. 

 

Practitioners‟ paradigms of themselves in action are remarkably uniform. 

Most believe they operate as facilitators rather than as teachers of the 

learning of their groups of adult learners. But despite their role definition, 

there are eight approaches taken by practitioners which reflect different\ 

world views and responsibilities: the develop/builder; the motivator; the 

knowledge liberator; the workplace preparer; the reality guider; the guide; the 

seller; and the point of contact. In the moments of first encounter with a new 

group of adult learners, practitioners use the opportunity to select one or 

more approaches in response to the circumstances. 

 

While practitioners identified specific types of adult learners, overall there 

was a commonality of description. Consistently they believed an adult 

learner was represented by a set of characteristics, behaviours and attitudes, 

which differentiate them from children and adolescents. Because of this 

distinction, practitioners understand that adult learners require different 

facilitation and delivery styles. This means practitioners bring to the moment 

of first encounter an expectation of an adult style engagement with and by 

the learners. 
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The findings indicate practitioners interlink their experiences, knowledge and 

beliefs so that, as they enter the moment of first encounter with a new group 

of adult learners, they have a complex store of material ready for use. Their 

initial encounter depends on learnings from their experiences. While this 

study validates the position that teachers‟ pasts affect their teaching 

(Braithwaite, 1999; Clark & Peterson, 1986) the collective of specific details 

of the nature of practitioners‟ pasts, their views and priorities given here, 

provides a way to extend our understanding of teaching performance. 

Chapter Nine analyses these findings in association with new insights 

provided in Chapter Eight. 

 

Prior to the moment of first encounter, the practitioner can be understood as 

a container of memories, experiences, and knowledge. As they journey into 

the moment of first encounter with a new group of adult learners, they are 

enriched by their baggage of knowledge stores and experiences gathered in 

different periods preceding that moment. This body of experience and 

knowledge, some of which may be derived from a Familiarisation Routine, is 

labelled by this study as a Foundation. Chapter Eight will show how the 

Foundation acts as a basis for the activities performed by practitioners in the 

moment of first encounter. 
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Chapter 8 – Findings against Research Question 2 

 

8.1 Introduction 

 

Chapter Eight focuses on findings associated with Research Question 2: 

How do practitioners proceed in the moment of first encounter with the new 

group of adult learners, as the class starts? 

 

Chapter Eight uses direct quotations from study participants to focus on 

practitioners‟ activities, some of which employ the Foundation described in 

Chapter Seven. Generally, the number of activities available for use in the 

moment of first encounter is large and the choices made by practitioners are 

various: Appendix 26 lists numerous possibilities that were derived from the 

literature and the data. Section two in this chapter clusters the activities into 

three categories and presents the findings systematically against each: 

observing learners, forming impressions, and deliberating and decision-

making. Practitioners frequently and routinely interconnect activities from two 

or three of these categories. As a result, some slippage of information across 

the three categories occurs. The section closes with an entry devoted to 

feedback from learners. Section three adds information about mechanical 

aspects that influence and support the activities of the moment of first 

encounter. The concluding section synthesizes the findings. 
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8.2 What practitioners do in the moment of first encounter 

 

8.2.1 Observe learners 

 

Kleinke indicated “we are often limited to skin-deep observations” (1975, p. 

1), so it was not surprising to find that practitioners initially “scan who they 

[the learners] are” with “a casual glance”. In order to learn what practitioners 

observe in the moment of first encounter, this section reports on the use 

made by this study of nine features (colour of skin, gender, age, appearance, 

facial expressions, eye contact, movement, personal space and touch) listed 

by Elsea (1984). She believed people focus on specific features to create 

meaning about that other person. The following report connects observations 

with some of those meanings. Later, in sections 8.2.2 detailing the formation 

of impressions and 8.2.3 explaining the deliberating and decision-making 

processes, additional meanings are introduced. 

 

1 Response to the features given by Elsea (1984) 

Practitioners isolated each feature for comment. 

 

i. Colour of skin 

Most practitioners instantly dismissed colour of skin as a feature observed in 

the moment of first encounter. They consistently informed the study that 

colour did not “worry them”, that they “never judge by that anyway”, or 

looking at skin colour had not occurred to them (“how interesting”). The 

mono-culture of Tasmania may be influential in generating these responses. 

Either the colour of skin was not observed or, if it was then, the skin colour 

generally provided insufficient information to impact on teaching practice. A 



 

Chapter 8 - Oct 2009 

143 

few practitioners perceived some value in observing skin colour, only in 

terms of whether learners “may have a problem with English” and, therefore, 

they foresaw some benefit in evaluating the potential for some people to 

impact on their “clarity and delivery”. 

 

ii. Gender 

„Observation‟ of the gender within a group is impossible. A determination of 

gender requires the interpretation of observed physical characteristics and 

general body language, in association with any visible “baggage” that 

learners bring with them. Even when practitioners „observed‟ gender, most 

considered it irrelevant for forming impressions of learners‟ attitude, interest, 

background or abilities, or for any andragogical ends. Practitioners 

suggested that “the gender is elusive at first glance”, and since knowing the 

gender of the members of the group had little importance, generally 

observational efforts were directed at other features first. 

 

Nevertheless, some practitioners were curious about “knowing the balance 

that is in the room” because they preferred “a mix. That‟s better than a skew 

either way”. Occasionally, “gender would be something that I would look at 

because I find that that impacts on what people are going to know and what 

they are going to be interested in”. In specialist circumstances such as where 

the group operates collectively as a chorus of voices, practitioners must 

distinguish men from women in the moment of first encounter in order to 

organise a “balance of voices”. To a few female practitioners, experience has 

shown women are “easier to work with in groups, than men. Men can be 

more disruptive”. It was true for some female practitioners that they “didn‟t 

like men as much as women [in the classroom]”, because men were found to 

be “more aggressive and test you more so in an adult learning situation”. 
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One declared; “there is more of a power struggle with men, so that means I 

have got to set myself up as legitimate, whereas I don‟t feel I have got to do 

that with women”. Such comments were in the minority, and estimations of 

gender in the moment of first encounter were rare. 

 

iii. Age 

The ages of learners were assessed “all the time” by some practitioners, as 

“you walk in”, or “if all [were] young”, and “I don‟t think about it before a class 

but when I get there I do actually have a bit of a look around the room to see 

what my age groups are”. Others acknowledged the impossibility of 

„observing‟ age claiming that other learners‟ features helped them form an 

impression of age. Regardless, the reliability of assessments of age and any 

related interpretation of learners” abilities, attitudes, or backgrounds were 

questioned. For example, “I don‟t know whether it‟s‟ old fox stuff, but you can 

get older people in the classroom, and they can be stunningly brilliant. And 

you can get young people [and they can be different from expectations]”, and 

“I have had 19 year olds who speak intelligently and are sophisticated and 

speak responsibly. And I‟ve had 68 year olds who have been complete fools 

and made idiots of themselves. To try and assume on the basis of age could 

send me off on the wrong track and I‟ve seen it happen too many times”. 

 

Nevertheless, “age indicates eras of development. If you are a certain age, 

then you would have grown up in a certain way and you would have been 

exposed to knowledge in a way that has changed over time”. Armed with this 

information, a practitioner can “treat someone my own age differently from 

an 18 year old. I think they both expect it and feel comfortable that I don‟t 

[treat them the same]. If I treated a 18 year old like my best 50 year old 

mate, I think I‟d make them feel uncomfortable”, and “I look at the ages of 
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course because I am going to speak differently to young people than I will to 

maturer aged people”. 

 

iv. Appearance 

Practitioners accepted that appearance could not include colour of skin, 

facial expressions, eyes and aspects of features included elsewhere on 

Elsea‟s list. Therefore, practitioners discussed appearance as synonymous 

for dress, and added grooming, hairstyles, hands, the learners‟ physical 

condition, and visible baggage or other appendages. The vague nature of 

„appearance‟ allowed practitioners “to take in a whole lot of features”. 

 

A few practitioners “notice it [appearance] but don‟t see it as being useful 

information” and others claimed to be “fairly insensitive to dress”. 

Approximately one third of practitioners focus on learners “usually by 

[observing] their dress”, because their consequent “judgement is not always 

but often right”. Practitioners reported; “in a lot of cases, the appearance 

doesn‟t even match up” with learners‟ socio-economic, education and 

workplace backgrounds. As a result, there is care by practitioners not to 

“assume someone is in a professional or [working in a] manual position, 

based on appearance”. Nevertheless, many claimed; “how they dress is 

often very reflective of how they [the learners] feel about coming to the 

course” and “people give an awful lot away by their appearance, by the way 

they dress”. For example, practitioners with guiding roles, look at the dress of 

tour participants and “put them into a classification eg tourist, academic, 

conference participant”. Others noted “professional dress” and that “lots of 

middle aged men in suits” could be frightening, while other forms of dress 

could relax them. Practitioners noticed other baggage that “the students 

have with them” as well as those learners with food and drink, and mobile 
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phones. For a considerable number of practitioners, the features of 

appearance are key components in their package of observations in the 

moment of first encounter. 

 

Posture, as another aspect of appearance, marks many different 

characteristics of learners. According to the practitioners, posture can 

indicate tiredness, attentiveness, positive interest, engagement and attitude 

towards the practitioner. 

 

v. Facial expressions 

Practitioners observe the face and facial expressions as two distinct 

components. Practitioners referred constantly to the face as the significant 

factor for two reasons. Firstly, the face alerts them to someone they had met 

previously and secondly, the face takes on expressions that provide 

information affecting future delivery to the class group. Faces “reveal so 

much about how people are feeling towards the training”. “It‟s all those non-

verbals, which indicate when learners are really alert” and facial expressions 

demonstrate learners‟ interest in being present and in participating. In 

addition, practitioners look for mirroring behaviour from the learners. They 

“notice the people who show a response” to their smile or acknowledgement. 

 

vi. Eye contact 

Practitioners watch to see if learners “look away and won‟t give eye contact 

or whether they do hold your eye contact”. “I‟d put eye contact before facial 

expressions because if someone can‟t look at me eye to eye, I would 

immediately get a concern”. As a communication device, “if they have their 

eyes on me, then they‟ve got the commitment and something is happening. 

But if their eyes are wandering around the place, you think they‟re [referring 
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to learners] really not there”. Many believed that “if people are making eye 

contact one feels that they want to be there and want to get something out of 

it”. Not only do practitioners look for learners‟ eye contact with them, they 

watch the eyes of the learners in order to “look at what they [the learners] are 

noticing”. 

 

Eye contact, which may be “just a glance”, assists with “summing up a 

person”. The expression of the eyes also provides useful feedback to 

practitioners. “You look at some people and you think, „this is a person who 

is absolutely terrified‟ and then you look at other people and you see a 

willingness to learn, but a confidence that they will as well”. Practitioners “try 

to find out from their eyes how they are feeling” because “you can tell by 

looking at a person whether they are tense or easy – [it is in] the glaze in the 

eyes”. 

 

Practitioners want to know whether the individuals in the group want to be 

present, and eye contact is the preferred mechanism for giving them such 

„information‟. They want to know immediately how to put learners at their 

ease. “I try to stand in the room [in the moment of first encounter], and make 

sure everybody is looking or ready or listening or that you have got 

everybody included with your eye contact”. Almost all practitioners observed 

the eyes of learners, in the moment of first encounter. 

 

vii. Movement 

Practitioners assumed movement covered both “people moving around the 

room”, “people‟s personal ticks, mannerisms, idiosyncrasies”, and general 

mobile body language. In addition, observation of „movement‟ in the moment 

of first encounter included watching learners “chitchatting” amongst 
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themselves. Some practitioners deemed those “that keep continuing on with 

a conversation, or continue in the first couple of minutes, are not taking it 

seriously at all”. By contrast, other practitioners were delighted with talkative 

groups: “When you have got a group that you have to stop talking, then you 

know you‟re on a roll”; and “I like a responsive and lively group”. 

 

Practitioners also watched for signs of the passivity and mobility of the 

group, in readiness for planning to manage the future physical dynamics of 

the group. The “fidget factor” acts as a significant marker in the moment of 

first encounter. “When you get that, it will tell you whether or not you‟ve got 

them” and whether you need to be prepared to change the planned activity. 

From experience, practitioners assumed that the type and degree of 

movement “will change from group to group” so that their initial observation 

was critically important. 

 

viii. Personal Space 

“Personal space is interesting - you can‟t pick this up until you‟ve recognised 

other things”. Mostly practitioners associated this feature with learners‟ 

seating location. For example, practitioners observed whether learners 

“leave a space between people”, whether they “sit beside a male or female”, 

and “whether a person is physically close to another person”. When “some 

people choose to move their chairs into their own space”, that also attracts 

practitioners‟ attention. Much can be learned such as; “there are going to be 

capabilities based on who they sit with, because they will walk into the room, 

and look around, and make their own judgements”. Practitioners‟ primary 

focus was not on characteristics associated with personal space; however, 

they absorbed the information provided by the learners seating choices. 
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Touch 

Touch, a feature felt rather than observed, startled most practitioners either 

into silence, or into exclamations about their non-touching approaches. 

Reference was made to institutional or legislative rules restricting the 

touching of others, as well as related equity and cultural issues. They 

reflected that “touch would be the last thing because I just don‟t touch 

people, or students”. The majority of practitioners do not shake hands with 

their learners despite their groups being comprised of adults who, in normal 

social discourse, would have their hands shaken in greeting. The few 

practitioners, who routinely shake their learner‟s hands, were unable to 

connect that practice with the concept of touch as a communicative 

opportunity in a teaching context. Furthermore, hand-shaking was not used 

as part of the information gathering process underway during the observation 

phase in the moment of first encounter. 

 

ix. Other 

Some practitioners observed features such as appearance, facial 

expression, eyes and movement as a cluster. This practice assists them to 

“see the whole person” and to seek warning signs of potential problems. In 

addition, practitioners made observations of features not listed by Elsea. 

They recommended ethnicity and cultural background should be included on 

the list, in the order of “ethnicity, age, gender and dress”. They were certain 

that, while colour of skin may indicate physical heritage, it failed to locate a 

person within a social culture. By knowing which culture a learner comes 

from, practitioners believe they may be able to access the distinctive values 

by which those learners operate. Armed with such knowledge plus that 

gained from “facial expressions and eye contact”, practitioners expected they 

would feel more confident to be able to communicate appropriately. 
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However, practitioners recognised that, before verbal communication begins, 

any interpretation of learners‟ cultural backgrounds could only be formed 

from observations of physical characteristics, along with dress and 

belongings. 

 

Body language was often mentioned. While this was associated frequently 

with movement, it was linked also with a broad meaning of appearance that 

incorporated one of more of the features of colour of skin, gender, facial 

expression, eyes, personal space, general demeanour and the way learners 

write. For many, body language was “the first thing you notice because it can 

tell you a lot about people”. Body language was used to prejudge learners‟ 

“confidence level and happiness to be there”, or learners‟ disposition to be 

“downright anti-participation”. Such observations helped practitioners to 

assess learners‟ nonverbal communication skills and to identify people with 

whom they might expect problems. Using body language, they can „see‟ if a 

class is “going to be really easy to do”. 

 

Since interpretation of age and gender, and the sense of touch sit in Elsea‟s 

list of “observable” features, then perhaps attributes associated with the 

other senses needed listing. Elsea does acknowledge that, after processing 

information as per her list of features then, “next people focus on what they 

can hear” (1984, p.10). Along these lines, one practitioner noted the absence 

of smell on the list: “in a hot climate that can be a real problem”. 

 

2 Response to the order of Elsea’s list 

 

Elsea believes the order of her list of features indicates how a person looks 

at and processes information about another. Practitioners considered the 
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importance of each feature relative to the others on the list. As a result, they 

amended the list to reflect the way in which they observed a group in the 

moment of first encounter, and they did so in relation to both teaching and 

non-teaching contexts. The intention was to determine the order of the 

activities as they occur for practitioners in the moment of first encounter with 

the new group of adult learners, as a precursor to understanding why this 

occurs. 

 

Practitioners noted the feature, “colour of skin, is top [of Elsea‟s list] which is 

probably true in terms of often being the odd one out in Australia” but they 

thought other features such as “age came before colour of skin”. When 

practitioners were interviewed for the second time as part of this study, they 

reflected on their comments from the first interview. One contributed, “if I 

come in[to] a class and there are black people or Asian people, that‟s 

probably the first thing I‟ll notice, which I hadn‟t thought of when you 

interviewed me the first time. It seems so obvious now”. However, those 

practitioners who routinely have class groups with people from other 

cultures, the search is for features not skin colour: “we do sometimes get 

Asians but I don‟t really notice colour of skin with those people – it‟s more 

their features. So, that would be appearance wouldn‟t it”. For most 

practitioners, colour of skin has been irrelevant in the Tasmanian situation 

because its population has a predominantly uniform and light-coloured skin. 

The recent increase in people moving from various Asian and African 

countries to take up residency in Tasmania is prompting many practitioners 

to consider how their observation priorities may change in the coming years. 

Nevertheless, for this period in the practitioners‟ history, colour of skin as a 

tool for understanding the group of learners was relegated to sixth place. 
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Some practitioners deliberately dismissed the first four features (colour of 

skin, gender, age and appearance) because they wanted to know foremost 

whether the learners would connect with them; “are they into it, are they 

ready to happen and all those first four things just don‟t have an impact at all 

on someone‟s capacity to learn”. To help gain this „knowledge‟, principally 

they looked at facial expressions and eye contact, and absorbed details 

about the group‟s general body language. Most practitioners believe great 

value comes from looking at eyes, especially when supported by information 

gathered and interpretations made from observing other features. 

 

When meeting a new group in the teaching context, the majority observed 

and otherwise sensed features in the following order: 

i. Facial expression 

ii. Eye contact + Appearance  + Age (equal rating) [plus body language, 

ethnicity and cultural background which were not on Elsea‟s list] 

iii. Gender 

iv. Colour of skin 

v. Movement 

vi. Personal space + Touch (equal rating) 

The facial expression acts as the platform for examining eye contact. 

Virtually simultaneously, practitioners believe they use observations of 

learners‟ body language and appearance, to estimate age and ethnic and 

cultural background. Observation of gender, colour of skin, movement, 

personal space and touch, in the main, depends on individual learners 

presenting a conspicuously different characteristic from the other individuals 

in the group. 
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By contrast, when meeting a new group of people in a social context, the 

majority of practitioners believed they observed and otherwise sensed 

features in the following order: 

 

i. Gender 

ii. Eye contact + Age (equal rating) 

iii. Facial expressions [plus face, which was not on Elsea‟s list] 

iv. Appearance + Colour of skin (equal rating) [plus body language, 

ethnicity and cultural background which were not on Elsea‟s list] 

v. Personal Space + Touch (equal rating) 

vi. Movement 

 

In the non-teaching context, practitioners focus initially on gender 

immediately followed by eye contact. These two features provide information 

to estimate age. Simultaneously, practitioners observe their social groups‟ 

faces and facial expressions, then appearance, body language, and colour of 

skin. These features enable an impression to be formed about the 

possibilities of ethnic and cultural backgrounds that are the same or different 

from their own. Meanwhile the features of personal space, touch, and 

movement impacted minimally on most practitioners, in the moment of first 

social encounter.  

 

Clearly, a difference in approach exists between observations made in a 

teaching and a non-teaching context. These findings help substantiate the 

selection by practitioners, of a specific approach for the moment of first 

encounter with a new group of adult learners. 
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3 Overview of observations 

 

Elsea‟s list of features prompted lively discussions and allowed practitioners 

to determine what they observed in their group of adult learners. As a result, 

practitioners talked thoughtfully about each feature, and about the focus for 

their observations in the moment of first encounter. The conclusion that a 

difference exists between their choices for observation in the teaching and 

non-teaching contexts, uncovers knowledge about practitioners not 

previously provided in the literature. It offers the opportunity for a new way of 

understanding their activities in the moment of first encounter with learners. 

Clearly, the initial observations are a rich source of data to which 

practitioners attach serious value. This study labels the initial observations 

and other information gathered using the senses by practitioners, the 

„Discovery Routine‟. 

 

8.2.2 Form impressions 

 

Based on their observations, practitioners provided descriptions and 

implications, using words such as first impressions, intuition, initial reactions, 

perception, interpretation, assessments, assumptions and judgements, to 

explain their reactions in the moment of first encounter. Practitioners 

explained that by “relying on their [the learners] non-verbal communication 

skills you judge them”. That most are “making an impression of” the learners 

because “the first impression is important“, was shown in Chapter Four to be 

supported by the literature (for example; Wiedmann & Reineking, 2006; 

Donadio, 2002). This section reports on practitioners‟ process of impression 

formation, the impressions they form, and concludes with an overview. 
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1 The impression formation process 

 

Practitioners form impressions by using the Foundation of their own 

knowledge and experience, as previously described in Chapter Seven, plus 

their observations of the learners as a group. That is, their first impressions 

are not formed from only sensory information in the moment of first 

encounter. The past intrudes as practitioners make sense of their 

observations. 

 

Initially, a practitioner will “check and if I know them [learners from a previous 

meeting] then I have an idea of characteristics and personality”. In addition, 

practitioners recalled attitudes about impression formation from specific 

subject disciplines. For example, “I do [teach] customer service training and 

one of the things is don‟t [we shouldn‟t] make value judgements. [However, 

in fact] we [do] make value judgements. It‟s very hard not to”. By contrast, 

the sales discipline instructs workers to make judgements. One practitioner, 

who operates from a „seller‟ approach as described in Chapter Seven, 

explained, “you‟ve got to make judgements about what these people are. 

You‟ve got to size up what their real attitude is. You‟ve got to size up whether 

they can take a joke. And, it‟s instantaneous because you don‟t get very long 

to sell. It‟s a matter of reading people, of making quick judgements. So, it‟s 

very much the same as when you walk into a group to teach, you walk into a 

sales situation”. 

 

Initially, “there is a degree to which the normal reaction is simply heightened 

a little, in a professional sense. The antennae are a little more attuned or 

sensitive” so that the impression formation process involves practitioners 

“making some guesses” and “summing up a fair bit from that”. In addition, 
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the brief assessment involves practitioners trying “to place them the 

[learners]”. Subsequently but instantly, practitioners “match up” that 

assessment with previously acquired information, so that they can create a 

picture of “what they [the learners] might be like”. Usually, the making of 

impressions comprises part of a normal routine. “I learned many years ago 

how to read people and how to pick up [the signs],” and “as soon as I look at 

someone, I know what effect I‟ve got”. Many practitioners spoke similarly to 

the following: “I tend to be able to read without too much of a problem. I 

guess it‟s an inherent thing. You can suss people out fairly smartly, and 

generally, you are spot on. I guess what you do is develop a certain style [as 

a teacher] and, over a relatively short period of time, you can pick people. 

Once you start to read them, then you know what you have to do. As people 

come in the door whether they come as a group or individually, you make a 

first impression”. Generally, impression formation was viewed as an 

inescapable process, whether of groups or of individuals. So, “there are a 

whole lot of judgements that go in those instants when you meet; you are 

assessing and reassessing the moment all the time and it‟s usually in 

response to the rhythms of the people meeting each other”. 

 

By contrast, a few practitioners believed they resist making first impressions; 

“I try not to make value judgements” on the basis that such impressions set 

up faulty mechanisms for communicating with learners and progressing a 

class. However, most of these practitioners, in a later moment during the 

interview, explained the type of impressions they made and the rationale for 

these. For example, “I never value judge and I never go by first impressions,” 

was later in conflict with “I guess it‟s the old story of first impressions count. I 

look at the way they are dressed and if they are dressed neat and look as if 

they are really should be doing business course, then that‟s a good 
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impression”. Also, comments such as “I don‟t make any snap judgements [in 

the moment of first encounter but] I‟m attuned to what they are doing in the 

class”, are typical of double value systems. From the body language of the 

study participants during interview, it seemed many wrestled with the 

competing concerns of not identifying their behaviour with the populist notion 

that „first impressions count‟ and their professional concern to make the most 

of every opportunity to know their group, and set themselves up to recognise 

the challenges ahead. 

 

Issues of accuracy and reliability surfaced in discussions about impression 

formation: “I think mentally you would be making some assumptions but 

those assumptions could be based on nothing”. Commonly practitioners 

declare, “you can‟t always judge a book by its cover. But it‟s an indication”, 

“I‟ve only been caught once,” “I may be wrong”, “you need to be mindful of 

first impressions,” and “I find that assumptions can be dangerous”. 

Comments such as “I trust my gut up to a point, but you‟ve got to be really 

careful and recognise that‟s all it is” and “I wouldn‟t guarantee that a first 

impression would be the right impression” all reflect their alertness. However, 

practitioners quite often feel they “have made a correct judgement or 

assumption”. Caution is the underpinning note. So, at best “[an impression] 

give you preparedness - it‟s a guide”. That is, “you don‟t know for sure [how 

accurate you are] and sometimes you get surprised”. Practitioners explained 

that because, “you can‟t always tell a lot from the first meeting”, “you may 

have to reassess your judgement”. That is, “you need to make sure” because 

the initial judgements are “not tested yet”. Expressed another way, “I think 

initially, when your intuition kicks in, you need to be aware that they are 

assumptions. It certainly influences what I would do and how I would do 

something, but I would be proceeding on the basis that what I have detected 
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is just an assumption. So, I wouldn‟t be rushing, because I think you need to 

determine whether what you are experiencing is actually right”. Despite any 

misgivings, practitioners continue to seek the information that impressions 

provide in the moment of first encounter. 

 

For each of the words used to describe impressions, opposite or 

intermediary terms were used also. For example, practitioners perceive the 

extremes of confident and unconfident and the degrees between. When 

practitioners perceive “how comfortable they [the learners] are feeling just 

sitting in the room or how comfortable they are about even returning to 

learning”, the impression formed can be one of comfort or discomfort. 

 

2 The types of impressions formed by practitioners 

 

Many impressions described by practitioners, indicate their concern with the 

more unpleasant or difficult aspects of a learner‟s character. Even their more 

positive comments suggested an edge of wariness. Generally, practitioners 

were looking for those aspects of the group and individual learner‟s natures 

that potentially would not place them under pressure in their work as 

practitioners. Practitioners formed impressions about whether they “like them 

[the learners] as individuals or like them as a group”; some even assessed 

the potential for future good personal relationships. They also looked for 

learners who would make the forthcoming training session easier and more 

comfortable for the practitioner, and distinguished these learners from those 

who would not. “If you said, „which ones would you prefer to talk to or work 

with today, or share or sit down and have lunch with‟, I could say these are 

the ones I‟d prefer. These are the ones I am going to find easier to relate to 
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and these are the ones that I‟m not. These are the few who are more 

friendly, who make eye contact with you, who shake hands”. 

 

How learners form themselves into groups also leads practitioners to form 

impressions. They consider “where the group is from and why the group is 

there”, and form an opinion as to “what kind of group they are going to be”. 

By “looking at what groups they are in”, practitioners judge whether learners 

sit in “constructive groups, or whether they gang together in their little matey 

groups, which might not be very productive work-wise”. In addition, they 

create impressions about whether the learners can be bonded into a group. 

For example, “I get a feel for who might be coming into the room and what 

that might mean in terms of building people into the group as a whole”. They 

also look for a dominant person who gives the impression of having 

leadership capability for the group: “my first impressions - I make my 

judgements on who‟s going to be doing what within that group and whether 

somebody‟s going to be group leader”. As such, practitioners are using their 

impressions as a „predictive device‟ (Goffman, 1967). 

 

In addition, practitioners make sure they stay positive even as their learners 

are “sizing them up”. “If you think you are beaten you are”. Underpinning 

these impressions is the desire to understand enough to be ready to act 

appropriately for those learners, and for personal survival. When referring to 

the need to survive, practitioners do not fear physical attacks rather they fear 

attacks on their professionalism, authority and credibility. In addition, they 

fear subtle or aggressive attacks that will weaken them emotionally. For 

example, “Some young men might be aggressive as they come into the 

room. Because I am middle aged and „what would you know‟ ... I actually 

had that experience this year. I had some chaps come into the room and 
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they were really cocky, and they caused problems all the way through the 

class. So, I did pick up [the signals] as they came in. Practitioners are 

operating in an arena of uncertainty, and therefore they hunt for clues from 

learners that will allay their fears, or which will suggest ideas for how to 

proceed so that some negatively challenging circumstance will not result. 

That is, they prepare to deal with crisis (Kumashiro, 2004). In this context, 

impression formation has a role as a protection mechanism. 

 

The types of impressions formed by practitioners can be categorised into 

three types: attitudes, experiences, and learning ability. 

 

i. Attitudes 

 

Despite a few practitioners‟ belief that attitudes “are a hard thing to 

measure”, over half the practitioners declared that they could identify one or 

more attitudes of learners, in the first moment of encounter with a new group, 

from observation: for example, “Some people radiate a feeling about them. 

Others are very difficult”. Practitioners were “aware of very positive attitudes 

and very negative attitudes as well as in between non-committal attitudes. 

You can pick-up on most attitudes”. For example, a practitioner may observe 

learners with attitudes associated with power balances and plays; “if you get 

a middle-aged man come in and sit smack bang in front of me, and had that 

sort of stance really eyeballing you, and looking, no smiles, [then] I‟d think 

we‟ve got an issue here with who‟s in charge here, who‟s the boss. I know 

there is a greater power issue for them. Sometimes, that attitude becomes 

quite clear”. 
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Typically, in the moment of first encounter, practitioners perceive the group 

of learners to have either negative and/or positive attitudes. 

 

Practitioners routinely search for learners with a negative attitude. However, 

since learners may exhibit a negative attitude in response to the current 

learning environment, some matter associated with their being in that 

environment, or some matter external and unrelated to the current situation, 

it is challenging for practitioners to perceive the cause. Despite the 

difficulties, ideas are formed about whether the negativity arises from a 

practitioner‟s own actions or inactions, the classroom situation or some other 

closely related matter. Usually an explanation for learner negativity emerges 

at some point after the class starts: “once we get underway their negativity 

about what it was that we were doing and their employer/employing 

organisation really comes through”. Nevertheless, the „observation‟ of 

negativity is made in the first moment. 

 

The most frequently identified negative attitude is adult learners‟ disinterest 

and their desire not to attend the class. A learner‟s interest level is usually 

clear: “their Couldn‟t Care Less [attitude]. I think you can basically pick that 

up fairly quickly,” and “I can tell the ones who are there for a day out. They 

are getting coffee. They are moving their pens around. [They are emanating 

an] „I don‟t have time for this mate‟ [attitude]”. “You can tell if a person 

doesn‟t want to be there. I think everyone can pick that” and discern 

“whether they are volunteers or not [for the training]” with proof as simple as 

observing a learner who “turns up with nothing in their hand”. Some learners 

project uncertainty about “why they have given up their Tuesday night or 

Sunday afternoon”, or “whether they are looking forward to the day”. Some 

give out the impression they want to "get this over and done with”. 
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Practitioners search for evidence of learners who are disinclined to be 

present. 

 

Some practitioners claim their first impressions are not formed from “the 

physical [aspects of learners, rather] the mental development is the factor” 

for consideration because they want to understand learners‟ comprehension 

and problem-solving ability, and their general state of mind. Instantly, such 

practitioners are sensitive to “people with problems [associated with] being 

there”, and want to understand learners‟ preparedness to attend. Where it 

exists, practitioners “pick up on their [learners‟] enthusiasm, their willingness 

to be there in the program”. Their fundamental question is phrased variously 

as “where are they coming from, “why have they come, what are they looking 

for, or why is that person sitting in front of you“. All practitioners think along 

the lines of “are they pleased to be there or not pleased to be there”, and 

hope the learners are not “forced to be there”. Practitioners noted, “we still 

get people who have been pushed or coerced into training”. From 

experience, practitioners know that “if sent by employers they [the learners] 

may resent being there” so, quickly, they “need to pick this up so [the 

learners] don‟t take negativity thought the day”. Practitioners hope not to 

“have a dozen people who are conscripted”, and that those who have been 

directed to attend, are happy to be present. They may also consider the 

question, “what is their [the learner‟s] organisation employing them to be 

good at?” This sentiment was complemented by another practitioner, who 

said; “I hope they like being here and often I feel better if they want to be 

there. Then you have a perception that that will make the group flow more 

easily”. 
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“Skills based or social based” barriers of fear may present as negative 

attitudes emanating from learners. An impression of such fear may be 

suggested by "lack of eye contact or, in other cases, eye contact to the 

extreme. Generally, a vibe I suppose. And it‟s also an energy - what the 

individuals bring to the group. Whether they look frightened to be there, or 

intimidated”. Practitioners also form impressions about whether learners 

“look bored already, look tired, are miserable”. Even if learners do not give 

the impression of not wanting to be in the class, they may be exuding “vibes 

that they are not coping,” or that they seem “like a no-hoper”. The whole 

demeanour of an individual can help a practitioner “tell the ones who are 

concerned about not being able to cope with what‟s going on very easily”. 

Other learners may “come in and slink into a seat and look down on the 

paper rather than look around and look at you. You think, if that‟s the case, I 

might have to concentrate a little bit more on this type of person to try and 

get the points through”. 

 

Gahagan (1975) and others indicated behaviour could be summarised by 

applying labels. This study discerned three groupings of negative 

impressions. Practitioners perceive learners to be: 

 dominators, aggressors, enemies. Comments include; ““I look for 

someone who is going to dominate the group”; “I am careful not to put 

someone who is an aggressive personality next to someone who is more 

timid”; they “look like they are going to be disruptive”; and “I can pick who 

is my enemy”. 

 uncertain, uncomfortable, tense, nervous, cautious, arrogant and 

apprehensive. Comments include; “I always sense a lack of confidence”; 

“overall impression – they are a bit nervous”; “I can identify those who 

are feeling very unsure of themselves”; and “I think someone is 
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uncomfortable with being there”. Practitioners frequently perceive 

learners look “apprehensive” and give “a vibe that they‟re tense”. They 

have impressions of learners being withdrawn and perceive those “who 

think life‟s not fair – it‟s not giving them a fair deal”. 

 disorganised. Comments include; “One of the first things I notice is what 

they have with them. I guess that gives me an indication as to whether 

they are organised or not”; “So, they sit themselves down and they set 

themselves up and that setting up indicates to me their organisational 

skills”; and “I see if these people brought pens and papers to see if they 

are actually organised and prepared for the session”. 

 

By contrast, practitioners were delighted when they “registered most 

powerfully” positive impressions. They formed ideas about learners‟ 

connectedness, excitement, attentiveness, eagerness, interest, 

responsiveness, receptiveness, readiness, comfort, commitment, kindness, 

relaxedness, alertness, assertiveness, and happiness “to be there“. When 

practitioners watch “people come in and they are courteous and they are 

friendly and all those sorts of things to another human being,” or they “look 

like they are going to hang off every word”, the impression is one of positive 

“energy which individuals bring to the group”. Using such observations, 

judgements are made about learners‟ “level of enthusiasm - positive or 

keen?”. The absence of many contributions on positive impressions by study 

participants, suggests practitioners may find negative impressions more 

useful in the moment of first encounter with the new group of adult learners. 
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ii. Experiences. 

 

In addition to forming impressions of learners‟ attitudes, practitioners observe 

their new group to produce answers to questions such as “what‟s their 

background, agenda and needs” and are they a “diverse group in terms of 

age, life experience, [and] work experience”. Approximately one third of 

practitioners believed they can identify at least some of the experiences of 

learners in that moment of first encounter “by looking at the group”. They 

“make evaluations of people‟s experiences” and while sometimes they “get it 

wrong”, practitioners routinely “try and have a stab at it”. Some were more 

circumspect about identification of learners‟ experiences and offered a less 

precise process: “I can imagine them but certainly not identify them. You 

have to imagine them to know how you will get them from here to there”. 

 

Impressions of learners‟ experience include “some prejudicial type 

judgements about who someone is, their level of knowledge and 

background, their education, interest, intelligence”. Very specific experiences 

may be distinguished, such as “work experiences”, “industry history”, and “I 

think I can probably tell the difference between a manager and a non-

manager”. Some claimed “to be able to identify their [the learners] possible 

occupation and status in life, and personal habits” in the moment of first 

encounter. Others were more generous when appraising their own abilities; 

“If someone walks into the room now, I could have a guess at their 

background, their intellect, their family, perhaps their financial status, their 

characteristics like humour”, or “I am the sort of the person, if someone 

walked into the room right now, and I spoke to them for one minute, I could 

tell you quite a few of that person‟s characteristics and guess at some of 
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their background. Even some of their current situation. I‟d have a guess at 

that just from [my] experience”. 

 

Despite only a minority of practitioners identifying the experiences of learners 

immediately, most acknowledged, “the experiences of the group are 

absolutely critical to how I‟m going to connect what they know with what I 

know”. These practitioners believe that “if I don‟t do that [assessment], the 

whole thing is pointless”. The “backgrounds and professions of adults 

influence how you teach - behaviour characteristics are different” and the 

work experience range “makes such a difference to the group and to your 

delivery style”. 

 

iii. Learning ability. 

 

In addition to forming impressions of attitudes and experiences, some 

practitioners claim to be able to form impressions in the moment of first 

encounter of their learners‟ capability to learn. 

 

They instantly make judgements about whether the learners could be 

especially challenged by the content and planned delivery style. Practitioners 

believe it is through „reading‟ body language that they can determine 

learners‟ openness and keenness to learn, whether learners will have an 

inclination to need answers, and/or learners‟ academic background. 

Practitioners “form an opinion as to their capabilities and how they are going 

to go in the course; what their current level of participation in the learning 

might be”. In addition, they may “detect whether [learners are] open or 

closed to coming in,” and on this basis “translate [the impression] to an 

openness to learning”. Some practitioners have “been in the job for a [long] 
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period of time, [so that] it‟s pretty easy to gauge whether someone is going to 

need some assistance. You can usually tell”. This is important because “you 

have to [assess learning ability] or else you are lost” and “that‟s what I am 

looking for”. By contrast, other practitioners claim “there are so many things 

that influence a person‟s learning ability”. These practitioners believe 

observations in the first moment are unlikely to uncover sufficient information 

to make such judgements. 

 

According to practitioners, having an appreciation of learners‟ cultural 

background is important to understanding their learning ability. Practitioners 

recognised “culture – sometimes you can see it, [during formation of] the first 

impressions and sometimes you can‟t see it”. Their recognition may depend 

on “whether they [the learners] are internationals” who typically cluster 

together in a group. Section 8.2.1 reported on observable features of colour 

of skin and appearance, and practices associated with eye contact and facial 

expressions, and these may indicate cultural differences to practitioners. 

However, on their own they do not necessarily present sufficient information 

for a practitioner to form an impression of a learner‟s cultural background. 

Nevertheless, when practitioners observe “something stands out” in learners‟ 

features, they use this to form an impression of “ethnicity - an ethnic group”. 

Practitioners explained their impression formation “is context related. It would 

be [to do with] where I am teaching and what I am teaching too”. In addition, 

practitioners have found their initial impressions may be positioned within 

their own cultural conditioning, and be inappropriate. For example, and in 

respect of learners from various Asian countries, “sometimes I read that 

[international students talking when I or other learners are talking to the 

class] as disinterest but I‟ve come to realise it‟s a cultural thing. [They are not 

disinterested]”. Another practitioner reported that “being able to read the 
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cultural side - and look at people from Asia or Latin America, [and discern] if 

someone is Hindi or if someone is Japanese (is very different from working 

with people from European society) is very important”, because the 

perceptions is that these learners are likely to approach their learning 

differently. The newly acquired „knowledge‟ helps practitioners determine the 

best means for interaction with a group of learners from a less familiar 

culture. Overall, only a minority of practitioners claimed to be able to identify 

learning ability in the first moment. 

 

3 Overview of impression formation 

 

The wide spectrum of practitioners‟ approaches to impression formation can 

be summarised into four types. There are those who believe they 

successfully resist making „first impressions‟ in the teaching context, those 

that believe impression-making is dangerous at worst and misguided at best, 

those who focus their impression formation towards certain aspects of 

learners‟ natures and exclude other aspects, and those that are open to any 

idea that can develop as a result of their observations of the learners. A 

practitioner in the latter group might say, “I think I usually keep an open mind 

to see how things pan out”. This latter type of practitioner was the most 

common.  

 

Clearly, practitioners form a large variety of impressions and these may be 

clustered into four themes: the general nature and characteristics of learners 

and group practices; learners‟ attitudes; learners‟ experiences; and learners‟ 

learning capability including the impact of learners‟ cultural backgrounds. 

Interwoven through these themes are the impressions formed by 

practitioners about the effect of learners on themselves. 
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Practitioners want to know which aspects of a learner‟s temperament, 

attitude, experiences, learning ability and cultural background might impact 

on them in terms of their state of mind and their teaching plans and delivery 

expectations. Therefore, practitioners employ a Foundation including 

memories, with collected sensory information (mostly observations) to form 

impressions. These impressions act as warning signals, which alert 

practitioners to potential pitfalls, challenges and difficulties. For example, a 

practitioner may “take in ethnic origin, language barriers and physical 

barriers. Any barrier that might be a challenge such as hearing loss, and 

eyesight” as a means for forming an impression of whether learners may 

require more work from them as a result of having a slower or higher 

learning rate. 

 

Impressions are formed by linking a Foundation of experiences and 

knowledge with new observations and other information gathered by 

practitioners in the moment of first encounter. Practitioners use this data to 

create and modify their beliefs. This study labels the collective of these 

activities as the „Transformation Routine‟.  

 

8.2.3 Deliberate and make decisions 

 

Deliberations spring from the impression formation stage when practitioners 

“jump to conclusions”. The newly formed impressions act as the catalyst for 

forming questions and concerns, and for thinking about and developing 

solutions to perceived problems. These may be framed in terms of “I feel ...”, 

“I think about ...” or, what sounds like observation yet sometimes indicates 
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thoughtfulness, “I look for ...” As practitioners think about or reflect on 

themselves in relation to their new group of adult learners, their thoughts 

prompt decisions about which actions or inactions are appropriate 

immediately. Practitioners think about the practical consequences for 

themselves, of their perceptions of the behaviours, attitudes, experiences 

and knowledge of the group of learners, so it influences their decisions about 

“whether I‟m going to give them what they need, they want, what they are 

there for”. In this phase of the moment of first encounter, they “diagnose a 

student‟s need when they don‟t know it themselves. You‟ve got to go out 

there intuitively and specifically go through and identify what they need when 

they‟re not talking to you and then meet that expectation“. 

 

As they make decisions about “where are the buttons I need to push”, 

practitioners consider how they might allocate their own energy to maintain 

their own comfort levels. Practitioners focus on “getting into the right frame of 

mind” in readiness for “playing to the audience”. 

 

To achieve these goals, practitioners “try to figure out who they [the learners] 

are” and to understand how the group will challenge them in terms of a range 

of factors. To help, they ask themselves, “how will they [the learners] 

respond”, and “how will they react”. They puzzle over whether learners are 

“ready to be trained” and whether “these people are up for it”. Cues were 

taken based on a range of questions asked by practitioners of themselves: 

“Are they connecting with me? Are they into it? Are they ready to let it 

happen? Are they closed and tight? Does it look like they are enjoying being 

here or not?” and finally “Do they require additional assistance or not”? 
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Part of the process involves practitioners reviewing the groups‟ spirit, hoping 

to be able to think, “O great! Got a group who are keen to be here! This is 

going to be good” They pose unspoken questions such as, “are they going to 

be a fun group” and “are they switched on”. Simultaneously, practitioners 

also “look for emerging issues needing immediate dealing with straightaway”. 

They speculate about learners‟ “trepidation or their fear of being there”, with 

reasons such as “the classroom situation may be for the first time for a long 

time“, for some adult learners. As they try to determine the nature of the 

situation in that first moment, practitioners intertwine thoughts about their 

own role; for example, “I think about the groups‟ emotional response to being 

there and I‟m really conscious that they are very vulnerable in those first 

moments, and I really want to make them comfortable. Well, at least less 

apprehensive and uncomfortable”. Practitioners habitually analyse their 

perceptions to determine the mental comfort level of their learners “because 

if they are not comfortable, then they are not going to be able to think 

laterally and answer the questions that we ask them”. 

 

Associated with this deliberation phase, is practitioners‟ awareness of the 

challenging practicalities of managing the learning of a disparate group of 

learners. Using the knowledge from the Transformation Routine, 

practitioners estimate the type and amount of effort they will need to expend 

over and above the effort already planned. The perceived activity level 

impacts the practitioners‟ analysis of the situation; “you are very quick to pick 

those who you anticipate to be very active [inferring „problematic‟] 

participants if you are running a workshop”. In consequence, where 

practitioners perceive the group will approach the training positively, they are 

encouraged not to amend their training plan (such as “if [the learners seem] 

positive, I don‟t think I would change”). By contrast, the perception that 
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learners have a negative approach stimulates the need for additional effort. 

By being mindful of learners who “can be so powerfully negative that they 

infect the group,” practitioners accept the “need to watch particular things”. A 

consideration of the consequences is never far from their minds. “I‟m going 

to have to work really hard to work that person around if the person doesn‟t 

want to be here”. “I‟ve walked into groups where the body language has 

been negative and it‟s almost a feeling of „I need to work hard‟”. 

 

Practitioners use information, gained from their alertness and deliberations, 

to make decisions about a future engagement in two-way communication. 

Their plans may involve ideas about seat re-arrangements and movement of 

learners within the training space. More frequently and within moments, 

practitioners expect to talk; to offer a greeting, make small talk, provide a 

self-introduction, and/or explain the course of training. They are about to be 

propelled into delivery by the question, “what do I have to do to better 

communicate”. Therefore, practitioners evaluate all the available information 

to determine the level at which their communications should be pitched. 

They recognise the value of adapting their expressive means, which may 

require a “here I go and be the cheery, hello, happy to meet you, person” 

approach or some other. Practitioners want to ensure their communications 

are commensurate with their perceptions of the attitudes, experience and 

learning ability of the learners. Generally, practitioners are “keen to get on 

with the class”, and for speed and expediency they use their initial 

perceptions to shape an appropriate greeting as their primary decision and 

then to select the most suitable content for the moment and delivery style as 

possible subsequent but virtually simultaneous decisions. 
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On the other hand, information gathered and developed in the Discovery and 

Transformations Routines may reduce practitioners‟ interest to exert 

additional effort. For example, a practitioner may “think how many are here 

because they are bludging on the [government welfare9] system. They just 

don‟t have commitment, which is a pity because that affects you as a lecturer 

and your relationship and the dynamics of that particular group. It‟s no 

motivation for me as a teacher”. Other practitioners may remain focused and 

intent on turning a bad into a good situation. “If one [learner] is particularly 

negative, without realising - I make a mental note to be aware of that person 

and that maybe [this is] someone I need to draw in more than others or it 

might be someone I want to chat to because I‟ve picked up some negative 

responses”. 

 

Usually, practitioners feel compelled to give extra attention to learners who 

exhibit a positive approach but whose participation is limited by some factor 

over which the learner has limited control: for example, one practitioner 

reported, “the language barrier. This is a huge issue for me. I have to speak 

basic [English]. It‟s time consuming and that‟s the biggest problem I have. I 

have Sudanese10 in my class but it‟s really slow”. By contrast, other 

practitioners limit the extent of their extra effort. For example, “if I know I 

have some migrant students in the group who have limited English and I am 

aware of where they are at – I will deliver what I have but I don‟t want to 

have to overaccommodate for those difficulties for other students. So, I‟m 

just mindful of who is in the group. I don‟t purposely change my lesson or 

delivery style but I am aware of who the group is”. Generally, there was a 

                                                      
9
 The Australian government allows unemployed people, while enrolled and participating in 
recognised full time training courses, to be released from their obligation to produce 
evidence of job hunting. 

10
 Refers to recently arrived refugees from Sudan who speak minimal English, yet are 
enrolled in classes where the teaching is conducted entirely in the English language. 
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tendency to plan to assist in a minimal way only those learners who 

suggested they might have difficulties with learning. 

 

Nevertheless, a preparedness for bending previously held views or decisions 

as new information is acquired, meshes with other practitioners‟ activities in 

the moment of first encounter. Most practitioners expect to adjust their 

content and delivery techniques with significant change or minor tweaking. In 

fact, bending can lead to first moment decisions for adjusting some or all of 

the planned course content and delivery style, such as recognising the need 

to be “fairly energetic to lift group and push hard to get things going”. Change 

may be required in the environmental situation. While practitioners may be 

interested in the “room setup”, principally they focus on “looking to see if 

seating needs to be adjusted”, based on their perceptions of the 

expectations and mindsets of the group of learners. “I‟m wanting to create 

the environment”. 

 

Practitioners persistently remain hopeful for a group of learners that will form 

positive connections between group members. For example, “If it is an 

industry group then I wonder what the politics are, because the dynamics of 

the group will be such that there could be aggravation between group 

members. [I‟m] very much on alert for the politics”. From their impressions, 

flow decisions for action. For example, “if [it is an] extravert group then [I will] 

go maybe to group sessions / some role plays. If [it is a] shy group or person 

[I] won‟t put them in that position”. 

 

Depending on how practitioners “size-up” a group of learners and determine 

“where they come from”, most practitioners routinely make decisions to begin 

to fine-tune the sequence of content delivery. They decide “what material to 
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cover”, consider how to use the guidelines and prescriptions of competency-

based training courses or others, and determine whether to “change delivery 

midway through”. On this basis, practitioners begin to determine the 

appropriate structural flow of the content as well as the potentially most 

effective means of delivery, during the moment of first encounter. The 

deliberation and decision making process is not comprehensive or 

exhaustive in the first moment. Some deliberation and some decision making 

simply mark the beginning of the teaching process. 

 

The study labels the processes that build on practitioners‟ impressions, the 

„Decision-Making Routine‟. 

 

8.2.4 Feedback from learners 

 

Practitioners‟ recognition of their activities in the moment of first encounter 

was supported by feedback from a sample of their learners. A summary of 

learners‟ viewpoints is presented in Table 8.1. 
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TABLE 8.1 Feedback from adult learners about first moment practitioner 

activities 

 

In that first moment of the training 

session starting, do you  feel your 

teacher seemed to: 

Yes No Don't 

Know 

No of 

respondents
11

 

Focus on you as an individual 55% 28% 17% 102 

Look sometimes at people and sometimes 

look elsewhere 

34% 53% 13% 102 

Look around the whole group of people, all 

the time 

81% 9% 10% 101 

Look everywhere but at people, all the time 8% 78% 14% 100 

Make eye-contact with you 80% 9% 11% 102 

Be assessing you as a person by looking at 

your clothes or your appearance 

2% 62% 36% 101 

Be assessing you as a person by looking at 

your books/bags/papers or any other matter 

you had with you 

3% 65% 32% 97 

Look interested in you as a person even 

though you were part of a whole group 

81% 5% 14% 42 

Look preoccupied (possibly by what she was 

about to talk about, or any other matter) 

11% 78% 11% 102 

Look at something else. 12% 60% 28% 40 

 

Table 8.1 show that learners see practitioners observing them and making 

eye contact, and watch them observing across the group all of the time. The 

majority perceive practitioners‟ attention is on the group, rather than the 

environment. They believe little to no notice is taken of the artefacts that they 

bring to class. The priority, as learners see it, is that practitioners focus on 

people before objects. These findings fit well with practitioners‟ claim to 

primarily read aspects of the outward appearances of the members of the 

group. On the other hand, the inferences made by learners that their 

                                                      
11

  A total of 102 learners provided feedback; some provided feedback on all matters and 
others provided feedback on a limited number of items. 
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teachers were not assessing or making judgements about them, contrast 

with information provided by practitioners that they are doing so. So the 

contributions from the learners present a mixed bag of viewpoints some of 

which differ from how practitioners believe they proceed in the moment of 

first encounter. 

 

Nevertheless, the data from participants in combination from that from their 

learners confirms the process in the moment of first encounter. That is, 

initially, practitioners engage in three clusters of activities, associated with 

observation of learners, formation of impressions about learners, and 

deliberations based on the newly acquired data, each of which presents as a 

routine. 

 

1 Discovery routine 

 

This routine commences a process of direct engagement with the group of 

learners in the moment of first encounter. This is primarily a visual activity 

whereby the practitioner observes features of the group, the individual 

members of the group, and the environment. Practitioners may also use 

other senses to gather additional data. All practitioners undertake this 

discovery process, but the purposefulness and intentness varies between 

practitioners. 
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2 Transformation routine 

 

All practitioners change and grow their beliefs by forming first impressions 

about the group and the individual learners, whether conscious or 

unconscious, deliberate or involuntarily. This Routine uses newly acquired 

data from the Discovery Routine and enlists information from their 

Foundation; that is, their teaching and non-teaching experiences, prior 

knowledge and personal paradigms. In the process, practitioners assume 

learners have particular characteristics and make judgements about their 

nature and capabilities. That is, information is collated, sorted and 

transformed into new beliefs ready to be applied in this new context. 

 

3 Decision-making routine 

 

Practitioners reflect on their newly formed impressions to choose one or 

more appropriate actions. The actions may include selecting content to be 

delivered, choosing words, presenting some form of visible performance; 

vocalising or otherwise communicating to the group, and determining 

mechanisms to judge his or her activities to evaluate the effectiveness of the 

impressions formed and their choices for actions. This Routine closes the 

sequence of activities that may have commenced with the Familiarisation12 

or the Discovery Routine. 

 

                                                      
12

 The Familiarisation Routine was explained in Chapter Seven. 
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8.3 How do practitioners execute the activities? 

 

8.3.1 Speed and consciousness 

 

Practitioners agree that their activities associated with observations, 

impression formation, and deliberations and decision making are 

simultaneous; “it‟s all happening at once”, and they used words with similar 

meanings like instantaneous, instantly, immediately and spontaneous.  This 

is consistent with Giles‟ idea of “hot moments” (2003, p. 4) and Beckett‟s 

notion of “hot action” (1996, p. 137). However, the timing of the activities was 

described variously from the generalised “first moment- initially” to the 

specific “within milliseconds, “within four seconds”, or "in 20 seconds”, and 

the speed of these activities was “very quick”. Both the speed and the 

placement of various activities in the continuum of the moment of first 

encounter, vary between practitioners. For some, all the components of the 

Discovery, Transformation and Decision-making Routines are instantaneous 

and immediate, whereas for others, some delay appears to occur. 

Nevertheless, reports such as, “right up front”, “straight away. It happens 

really quickly because it‟s about survival” as well as statements such as it 

happens “fairly” or “reasonably” quickly, were typically favoured by 

practitioners. Many practitioners are sure that if they are “going to do 

anything, [they] will do it at that time”, referring to the moment of first 

encounter. 

 

Practitioners‟ views vary about their level of consciousness in the moment of 

first encounter.  
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Some claim unawareness of their activities at that time, although with 

hindsight they recognise observations were made, impressions were formed 

and decisions made in that moment. A few practitioners were unsure as to 

whether they have consciously made impressions; “I‟ve never thought about 

it”. Frequently, practitioners declared they “don‟t consciously think” because 

they know in the instant, that “you do things automatically”, “It‟s not a 

conscious thing. It‟s something I‟ve just done. I don‟t do it in a structured 

way” or their impression formation “occurs unconsciously, intuitively”. In 

addition, they recognised that, “there‟s a lot of subliminal stuff”. By contrast, 

others retain awareness and deliberately focus on the processes in the initial 

moment. That is, “my sense of it – it‟s not involuntary. It is very conscious 

and over time by building over a number of years, my conscious nature 

becomes unconscious, and like an [automatic] process because you‟ve 

practiced it enough. You‟ve got to go out there intuitively, and specifically 

identify what they need when they‟re not talking to you”. Despite 

practitioners‟ awareness that they form impressions, often uncertainty exists 

about the mechanics of the process. For example, “I try and read the person 

and I couldn‟t say how I do it,” and “I prejudge their confidence level and 

happiness to be there but I can‟t quite say what I use to judge this”. When 

practitioners say, “it‟s just a gut feeling. There probably is a process behind 

it. It‟s not necessarily a conscious process but I am sure to use that,” there is 

a sense they operate on autopilot, and that some varied state of 

consciousness is fully operational. 
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8.3.2 The hunt for the exception 

 

Observed and perceived differences within a group assist practitioners to 

form impressions “very quickly” (“something might stand out - physically or 

mentally”), about the learning ability of individuals within the group. 

Notwithstanding the ordering of features given in Section 8.2.1 above, 

practitioners were generally inclined to the view that “whatever is most 

obvious about that person is the first thing that registers”. Examples 

included: “someone with a physical disability”, and “if I were to face a group 

who were dressed in a similar fashion to people I know, that I mix with, and I 

noticed some punk hairdos and pierced bits and pieces, I would be 

astounded and that would affect my thoughts. I just know that I would be 

thrown off track a little bit at that point”. The appearance and other features 

would be noticed “if outrageous - if very different. If someone is drunk, you 

would notice that probably before anything. It wouldn‟t matter what colour 

their skin, you would notice that [aspect of difference]. If you go into a group 

and someone touches you up then you notice that”. This provides an 

example of Corno‟s (1981) position that teachers sift out important 

information. Practitioners observe extremes: “if they come with some 

incredible headdress on”, arrive with beards or wearing glasses, have shiny 

heads, or are “totally different, you would look at that first”. If someone is 

“shabbily dressed” in an environment where this is unexpected, this will 

catch practitioners‟ attention. 

 

It is the feature of being conspicuous, which attracts attention. Learners do 

not surprise practitioners “unless someone has done something to flag 

attention to themselves”, and “I wouldn‟t include colour of skin unless 
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someone is so noticeably weird ... I would probably notice an albino”. “If you 

have 35 people white people and one black person you would notice 

something is different”. Always, where a contrast exists, then that which is 

different is observed immediately. For example, movement not associated 

with class activities or normal class behaviour protocols, signals difference: 

“if everyone else was sitting still and someone was doing that [moving] I 

would notice it”. Practitioners are not startled by their learners if they “can‟t 

see anything glaring, something that‟s obviously out of order”, and some 

practitioners believe they “can‟t make a judgement at the time unless 

extreme attributes stand out”. 

 

A practitioner might look “around for people who might be unusual in one 

way or another, either in the sense of them needing a bit of extra attention 

for their benefit or the potential of them being disruptive and needing some 

special attention for my benefit”. They are alert: “if I can pick up anything that 

would indicate I‟ve got to do some extra work here, or I‟ve got to be more 

conscious about it” and “if someone has arms crossed, I focus on them more 

and will think of examples that relate to them for involvement”. The concern 

that additional effort may be required by practitioners, whether for the 

advantage of learners or practitioners, ensured they were focused in the 

moment of first encounter. Their watchfulness provided the data for rapid 

analysis and preparedness for future action. 

 

For practitioners with larger groups, forming impressions of the attitudes of 

individuals within the group may be challenging, because, “if my group has 

110 people, I can only make an assessment of those people who are 

standing out in that 110 group. By standing out, they have an attitude that is 

obvious such as the “I am better than everyone else, attitude”, and the “I 
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know it all attitude”. They are the easy ones to detect compared to those who 

are timid and apprehensive. Even in a large group, “I can fairly safely 

recognise the “really wanting to be there [learner]”. 

 

The size of the class group affects the practicality of the impression 

formation process. While “it‟s easy to make assumptions, it‟s hard in a really 

large group because I can‟t look at all [the learners] in those first seconds”. 

Practitioners reported looking at some but not all learners, and that “ideally 

we would [look at all of them] but don‟t have time”. They “take a sample and 

draw conclusions from the whole of these. The reality is you [can‟t look at 

them all in the first moment]”. “Picture the situation where a practitioner is in 

the classroom as learners enter. There might be 10 or 20 people arriving 

almost at once; they are entering in single file and finding their place in the 

room ready to start learning. Probably more than half these people - 60 or 

70% - would go totally unnoticed, and then there would be a couple of the 

extremes that would warrant some sort of immediate reaction. If you have 20 

people, you can‟t make that judgement as quickly on every person. It‟s 

twenty times a couple of minutes perhaps to make that judgement and often 

you‟ve got a mixture of learners. Often there‟s a compromise about your 

starting point about your approach. That‟s just the reality”. 

 

In this study, practitioners engaged with classes of sizes varying from a few 

to over a hundred learners. To resolve the practical problem of being 

incapable of seeing everyone and of forming an overall impression of the 

group, in that first moment, practitioners appraise their groups by focussing 

on the features that distinguish the few from the rest of the group. The 

impressions of the remainder of the group are formed by default. For 

example, if learners “come with absolutely nothing, not even a pad or pen”, 
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this may give the impression of being uncommitted to the learning, and then 

the remainder of the group who are not looking or acting similarly are 

deemed by default to be committed to learning. 

 

8.4 Summary of chapter 

 

By thinking about the learners as packages that radiate information, 

practitioners look for, interpret, and consider all aspects of their group of 

learners including the relationships between individuals in the group, and the 

environment. 

 

Chapter Eight found that practitioners proceed in the moment of first 

encounter, by executing a number of activities that this study models as 

three routines. These routines employ practitioners‟ Foundations of pre-

existing knowledge, experience and personal paradigms to help them to 

interpret what they see and sense. In the moment when the group of 

learners is together for the first time and the practitioner is present, the initial 

encounter involves looking at the group and using what is seen to propel him 

or her into a rapid impression formation and decision-making process. That 

is, the practitioner commences with what this study defines as a Discovery 

Routine, which then flows automatically through a Transformation Routine 

and a Decision-making Routine. Once the Discovery Routine commences, 

the activities of the three routines occur virtually simultaneously in a brief 

moment. Not all activities within each Routine are undertaken consciously by 

all practitioners. While some practitioners have a strong need to control the 

situation and purposely ensure their awareness of all activities during the 
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moment of first encounter, others work on auto-pilot, and surrender to their 

experience to propel them through the routines. 

 

Regardless of their approach, all practitioners present in the moment of first 

encounter in a state of hopefulness that the group and its individuals will 

offer them an easy teaching experience. Missing from practitioners‟ 

contributions to this study was any deep care about the nature or extent of 

learning by the group of adult learners, in the moment of first encounter. In 

that first moment, the paramount interest is to gather and understand new 

information about the learners, and clearly self-interest is a significant initial 

focus. Practitioners hold feelings of nervous excitement, apprehension and 

degrees of fear. They are immediately alert for difficulties. Any observations 

of discrepancies or perceptions indicating the potential for their comfort 

zones to be removed, evolve instantly into impressions and judgements of 

the group or individual learners as potentially challenging. The third 

Decision-making Routine helps to produce the decisions about the most 

appropriate first steps for subsequent moments, which will give practitioners 

a greater level of personal comfort throughout the forthcoming teaching and 

learning situations. 

 

In that first moment, practitioners seek speedy and effective methods for 

preparing to set the scene so that the development of the class will be most 

comfortable for themselves. This study found that practitioners proceed in 

the moment of first encounter with similar approaches that exhibit predictable 

patterns. The reasons why they engage in these activities are discussed in 

Chapter Nine. 



 

Chapter 9 – Oct 2009 

186 

Chapter 9 – Findings against Research Question 3 

 

9.1 Introduction 

 

Chapter Nine focuses on findings associated with Research Question 3: How 

can practitioners‟ activities in the moment of first encounter be 

conceptualised? 

 

Chapter Nine builds on the literature, and it amalgamates new findings with 

those presented earlier in the thesis. In Chapter Seven those aspects of 

practitioners‟ pasts which related to the moment of first encounter, were 

defined as a Foundation. Chapter Eight connected that Foundation with 

three clusters of activities associated with making observations, forming 

impressions and making decisions, and labelled them the Discovery, 

Transformation and Decision-making Routines respectively. In order to 

conceptualise practitioners‟ activities, Chapter Nine connects these findings 

in such a way that a new framework for understanding practitioners‟ activities 

within the moment of first encounter emerges. Finally, the significance of 

these activities for practitioners is evaluated. 

 

The voice of the study‟s participants is heard in the form of direct quotations 

inserted across this chapter. 
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9.2 Building from the literature 

 

9.2.1  Associated with Research Question 1 

 

In order to understand what practitioners are like and what they bring as they 

enter their moments of first encounter with a new class group of adult 

learners, research cited in Chapter Three offered information that assists 

with understanding the findings presented in Chapter Seven. 

 

While the literature provided various classifications of people as they age, 

this study discerned no regularised link between such stages of adulthood 

and the nature of the experiences, knowledge and personal paradigms that 

practitioners employ in the moment of first encounter. For example, against 

Havighurst‟s categories (1953), there was no evidence that practitioners of 

any age focused more or less on their life and self-image when encountering 

the new class group for the first time. In addition, this study found that almost 

all practitioners practised introspection and held a degree of self-doubt 

regardless of age, in relation to the moment of first encounter, and the 

intensity of the differences between them was not aged based. For the older 

practitioners, there was no more a sense of engagement or disengagement 

in the moment of first encounter, than existed for younger practitioners. 

Therefore, general classifications of changes in an adult‟s life were not found 

to have an application in the specific circumstance of practitioners‟ moment 

of first encounter with a new group of learners. 

 

Early in the study, one question arose from the work of Goldhaber (2002) 

and Hattie (2003): did practitioners with the longest teaching experience 
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operate differently from those who had less experience, in the moment of 

first encounter? The study found all the activities and Routines that are 

described in this thesis, were undertaken by all practitioners regardless of 

the length of their teaching experience. In addition, those who had taught for 

longer were not more or less observant, did not form more or less 

impressions, did not believe their impressions were more or less accurate, or 

did not make more or less decisions than their less experienced colleagues. 

None of the experiences of being female or male, being old or young, having 

a high school or a university education appeared to prevent or induce the 

practice of being observant, forming impressions or making decisions in the 

moment of first encounter. While the amount of attention given to these 

activities varies between practitioners for this group of practitioners, no 

mutual relationship existed between these variations and the length of the 

teaching experience or any other discernible characteristic or sets of 

characteristics. 

 

The view that teachers can be differentiated on the basis of specified 

intentions (Naeslund, 1990) resonates with some of the findings about the 

practitioners in this study. One example is the intention to survive that 

permeated the contributions of most study‟s participants. During interview, 

their expressions were wide ranging. A few expressed virtually no or minimal 

fear, some suggested problems and talked about alertness in a 

comparatively neutral way, while others used words such as stress, anxiety 

and fear and claimed “you are totally vulnerable”. Some practitioners 

expressed this unemotionally and simply, and they claimed a comparatively 

relaxed attentiveness to what they might see and need to act upon in the 

moment of first encounter. Where practitioners started with a positive 

expectation of the new group and were more relaxed, assuming they would 
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be “more than a match” for learners perceived to be or to have a problem, 

again, the intention to be prepared to survive still existed although with less 

urgency. At the other extreme, some practitioners were in a high stage of 

anxiety and very actively engaged in determining where threats might come 

from.  All practitioners agree they are alert for a situation that might unfold 

with adverse consequences. They want to know “what I have to worry about 

here”, and stress “it‟s very important to know this at the beginning”, with the 

intention of mitigating any possible personal anxiety. The Discovery Routine 

was the key to searching for “warning signs” from the group, with some 

practitioners thinking “it is probably not conscious. I just do it as an animal 

survival response”. There was no evidence that differences in their alertness, 

or their state of stress or relaxedness, related to the longevity of teaching 

experience or any other characteristic within this study.  Because of the 

variability within every new group of learners, novice and experienced 

practitioners alike engaged in the searching activities of the Discovery 

Routine with equivalent vigilance. It is the freshness of the new experience 

that powers the activities of the moment of first encounter. 

 

When this study found the type of activities did not change with longevity of 

teaching experience, a supplementary question arose. Did the quality of the 

first moment activities change, because practitioners have more or less 

knowledge and experience of moments of first encounters with new groups 

of adult learners? The processes and outcomes valued by practitioners 

provide a means to define the characteristic of quality. In particular, the study 

found practitioners prize three factors: the ease of observing features that 

distinguish problems within the group, arriving at a state of satisfaction with 

the accuracy of first impressions, and recognising reliable decisions have 

been produced in the first moment. Over time, practitioners “learn to be 
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aware of things that might concern [you] and [of] negative attitudes” with 

increasing confidence. In addition, on the basis of their transformation of 

information acquired during the Discovery Routine, the choices for action 

that emerge, and the success of their decisions are generally more satisfying 

to practitioners. As practitioners increase their teaching experience, the 

tendency exists for “differences to be picked up increasingly with ease”. They 

perceive the quality of their initial Routines improves with experience. 

 

The literature describing specific characteristics of people, including 

teachers, is sufficient generally to encompass the range of characteristics of 

this study‟s participants. For example, Fleming‟s (1958) features of 

adaptability, carefulness, considerateness, enthusiasm, honesty, open-

mindedness, originality, progressiveness and being well-informed, in respect 

of primary school teachers, were confirmed by the data contributed to this 

study. In addition, the study found practitioners exhibit the characteristics of 

receptiveness and responsiveness (Kansanen, 1995) in relation to teaching 

adults. The ability to be receptive in the moment of first encounter is 

manifested in the practice of watchfulness by practitioners. In turn, this helps 

them to select „matters of interest‟ which prompt mental if not physical 

responses, in the moment of first encounter. 

 

To support the prior accumulation of knowledge of a group of learners, 

except peer influence and in-service workshops, all of the knowledge bases 

described by McMeniman et al (2000) were mentioned by practitioners. 

Clearly from the data, content knowledge is brought to the first moment; 

however the range of general pedagogical knowledge, intuition and self-

motivation are the three key knowledge types used in the moment of first 

encounter. These knowledge types support practitioners‟ acquisition of 
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knowledge about each new group of learners, and the transformation of their 

beliefs. 

 

In relation to beliefs or personal paradigms, the literature (Pajares, 1992; 

Clandinin & Connelly, 2003) offered an extensive array of terms some of 

which, it was claimed, often meant the same thing thereby representing the 

complexity of the situation for practitioners. However, the literature did not 

specify particular beliefs, so differences between practitioners could not be 

distinguished. By contrast, this study found commonalities of beliefs between 

practitioners by focusing on teachers‟ roles, teaching approaches, and the 

nature of adult learners. 

 

Chapter Seven used practitioners‟ comments to define models of facilitator 

and teacher. From analysing their comments, the facilitator model fits more 

comfortably in the moment of first encounter, than does the teacher model. 

While all practitioners engage in the initial Routines, their level of awareness 

varies in the moment of first encounter and the degree of impact of the group 

of learners on practitioners changes according to whether they pursue an 

open facilitative or a comparatively closed teaching pathway. Almost all 

participants in this study act as facilitators, but because many act also as 

teachers in various circumstances, the value of the moment of first encounter 

for an individual practitioner may vary from time to time. Nevertheless, when 

practitioners observe some type of extreme difference amongst the group of 

new learners, regardless of whether they operate as teachers or facilitators, 

their level of alertness increases and they tend to value that „information‟. In 

addition, their comments imply that despite any belief that any impressions 

formed in the first moment were suspicious or plain wrong, cognitively all 

practitioners retrieve from the past and are open to work with the new 
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information. Therefore, the differences in practitioners‟ paradigms about their 

role are irrelevant in respect of whether they execute the three Routines in 

the moment of first encounter. They all do operate the same activities. 

However, the willingness to accept and the timing of acceptance of the 

information vary between facilitators and teachers. 

 

Chapter Seven introduced categories describing practitioners‟ approaches 

as that of a developer/builder, motivator, seller, knowledge liberator, 

workplace preparer, reality guider, guide, and point of contact. Only the first 

three have direct relevance in the moment of first encounter. Firstly, for the 

practitioner who favours a developer/builder approach in the moment of first 

encounter, s/he may “select the most appropriate tool at my [his or her] 

disposal based on the group”. His or her activities then provide building 

blocks of information for use in subsequent moments. 

 

Secondly, practitioners who believe they have a responsibility to motivate 

learners, focus immediately on the group seeking clues for how to institute 

their motivational mechanisms. The nature of eye contact by learners, their 

facial expressions and body language all signal “whether they [the learners] 

are awake” plus “learners‟ levels of interest in being present” and for 

learning. There is an urgency to know the situation, because despite the 

existence of lesson plans that may incorporate tactics to engage, persuade 

and otherwise encourage the group, practitioners taking a motivational 

approach realise any preparation and experiences will act only as a guide for 

how to motivate these new individuals within the group. In the moment of first 

encounter, practitioners are not motivating the group rather they are 

gathering information and making decisions in readiness to do so. 
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Thirdly, those practitioners who approach the practice of teaching as they 

would for making sales acknowledge the importance of “knowing the 

customer” immediately. Practitioners with sales experience, stress the need 

to form impressions when selling. The urgency presses them toward 

scrutinising closely the new group for impression-making features from the 

moment of first encounter. In the selling context, these practitioners hone 

their skills in appraising others. With teaching experience, these practitioners 

become adept at „reading‟ the new group of learners. From developing 

expertise in both teaching and sales environments, practitioners fine-tune 

their ability to form impressions and to become “attuned” to the learners. 

Because of their acquired skilfulness in applying this focus, practitioners 

believe their rate of reliable impressions is high, and appreciate the value 

these have for moving forward. The seller approach follows the Routines of 

practitioners in the moment of first encounter with a new group of learners. 

 

A new query arises: are there some aspects of a practitioner‟s past that 

makes the first moment better for that practitioner? Except for a few 

practitioners who had worked in sales, no pattern of links was found between 

specific aspects of practitioners‟ experience, knowledge, and paradigms and 

a specific better moment of first encounter. Universally, these practitioners 

applied the skills from their training and work as salespersons to “suss out” 

each new group of adult learners in the moment of first encounter, because it 

always made them feel better. 

 

Another influence in the moment of first encounter include practitioners‟ 

paradigm of adult learners, previously reported in Chapter Seven. How does 

that perspective help understand what occurs when encountering a new 

group of learners? The study found that practitioners‟ experience as and with 
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adult learners and their understanding of the range of adult learners‟ needs 

and expectations, influences the moment of first encounter. Effects appear 

via various processes. Firstly, practitioners position themselves mentally and 

physically so they are ready for eye and verbal contacts with the group of 

learners. Secondly, those who create the most comfort for themselves in the 

moment of first encounter, are the practitioners who appear well organised 

and appear to the group as if the group is more important than any lesson 

props or other environmental furniture and effects. In so doing, practitioners 

present as credible, capable, co-ordinated, and caring “on-the-ball” 

professionals. This meets adult learners‟ needs to be trained by people who 

will not waste their time, who present as competent, and who will treat them 

as individuals. The capacity of different practitioners to recognise and 

understand the needs of adult learners, from lived experience in the teaching 

context, is an advantage when faced with a new group where the specific 

needs remain undisclosed. Those practitioners with limited teaching 

experience have less information to work with. Nevertheless, nothing halts 

the initial tripartite process; practitioners always execute the three Routines. 

With every new meeting of a group of adult learners, each practitioner‟s store 

of knowledge and beliefs in their Foundation grows ready for use to 

transform future observations. Each time a practitioner meets a new group in 

the moment of first encounter, the enlarged or modified Foundation 

increases the accuracy of impression formation and the reliability of decision-

making. 

 

The literature and the findings, which support Research Question 1 are 

compared and summarised in Table 9.1. 
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TABLE 9.1 Research Question 1 - summary of literature and findings 

 

Literature  Findings 

Characteristics, experience and 

knowledge of teachers - mostly of 

primary and secondary schools 

(egs - Zumwalt & Craig, 2005; 

Stevenson, 2004 [adults]; 

McMeniman et al, 2000; 

Goldhaber, 2002; Tenant & 

Pogson, 1995; Naeslund, 1990; 

Fleming, 1958) 

Characteristics, experience and 

knowledge of practitioners (of 

adult learners) 

 

 

 

 

Personal paradigms of teachers -

broad and generalised (egs – 

Clandinin, 1986; Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2003; Clark & Peterson, 

1986) 

Specific commonality of personal 

paradigms associated with role 

definition, applicable to 

practitioners 

 

9.2.2 Associated with Research Question 2 

 

To understand how practitioners proceed in the moment of first encounter 

with a new group of adult learners, research cited in Chapter Four and the 

findings presented in Chapter Eight are brought together. The rapidity with 

which sensory input is processed precludes people from having 

consciousness of such information at the time it is received. That is, between 

input and awareness a delay exists, albeit miniscule. This adds complexity to 

the definition of the moment of first encounter given in Chapter 1. For 

example, it may refer to the moment when sensory input is received and 

processed before awareness, or it may refer to the first moment of 

awareness. After listening to the participants, this study presents it findings 
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on the basis that the moment of first encounter inclusively contains the 

moment in which sensory input is received to when awareness of that 

information is achieved, impressions are formed and understandings 

transformed, and the earliest almost involuntary decision-making process is 

undertaken. Whether that period lasts for a portion of a second or a few 

seconds, the moment of first encounter is the time of first appraisal and 

confrontation with new information about the group of learners that affects 

later activities. Kerry and Tollitt-Evans promoted the “skill of vigilance” as a 

means “to see with insight” (1992, p.56), and the Discovery and 

Transformation Routines sit well with this process. 

 

The study confirmed sequences of a range of cognitive and behavioural 

activities (Yinger, 2001; Berliner, 1987) could be sequenced, and found that 

these were occurring within the short and specific period of time of the 

moment of first encounter. To some extent the first moment activities reflect 

Clark and Paterson‟s (1986) „preactive phase‟ of teaching, Ball‟s (1980) 

„observatory‟ stage, Woods‟s (1981) „reconnoitring‟ phase, and Mehan‟s 

(1979) „initiation‟ stage. However, judging from the data there is more 

involved than each of these notions imply. There is more activity in the 

moment of first encounter, much of which fits with Beynon‟s (1985) notion of 

a „process of establishment‟. 

 

The literature offered a number of factors that could be used to form 

impressions (Archer & Akert, 1984; Reingold and Merikle; 1988). This study 

employed Elsea‟s (1984) list and, while it acted as a valuable prompt for 

participant‟s self-reflection, found it was not true in the teaching context 

within the Tasmanian location. It was found that eyes and facial expressions 

were the primary aid, supported by appearance and body language, to intuit 
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cultural background and factors such as age and gender, across the group of 

learners. The literature legitimises the immediate formation of impressions by 

one person when confronted with one or more new people (King & Pate, 

2002). Practitioners confirmed that they conducted „skin-deep‟ initial 

analyses of each new group of learners. In this way, general research had 

an application with those practitioners participating in this study. Practitioners 

provided extensive information about the features of their learners that they 

observed and used to form first impressions, and an array of new beliefs 

about substantial matters associated with learners‟ experience, attitudes and 

learning ability. 

 

This study confirms the findings of Rosenholtz (1989) and others; 

practitioners‟ firstly focus on the group rather than the individuals and they 

respond initially to the entire group of learners. The findings from this study 

are clear that forming impressions about each individual within the first 

moment is impossible, although equally clearly, practitioners appear to form 

impressions of the group as a whole plus impressions of those individuals 

that are different in some way. Paterson and Graham (2000) queried how 

teachers prioritise and integrate the demands of individuals within a group. 

This study found participants instantly observed features of difference that 

potentially might create trouble or require some sort of additional unexpected 

effort. Practitioner‟s first priority was their own comfort levels, via ensuring 

the group is comfortable, and therefore the perceived unexpected or 

additional demands of the parts of the group are immediately accommodated 

and incorporated into changing plans. The practical consequences can 

include the making of mental notes to function in one way or another, to be 

more or less alert for new information from the group, and to proceed in a 
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particular way. Meanwhile, any decisions were balanced by perceiving the 

remainder of the group may be the opposite of the few. 

 

The literature concerning the accuracy of initial impressions was 

inconclusive. Most practitioners believed their first impressions were 

sufficiently accurate to make worthwhile initial decisions, and their 

experience suggested that their general assessment of each new group of 

learners was mostly accurate. Despite some concern that “a book should not 

be judged but its cover”, practitioners routinely accepted some judgements 

were almost always correct and subsequent decision making could 

comfortably be based on such impressions. This was especially the case in 

relation to the accuracy of their „knowing‟ which members of the group did or 

did not want to be present, and whether the entire group was willing or not to 

learn. 

 

A considerable body of literature has investigated „reflection-in-teaching‟ and 

„reflection-on-teaching‟ (eg Farrell, 1998; Schon, 1987). If reflection-in-

teaching refers to teachers subjecting their teaching beliefs and practices to 

critical analysis, and if critical analysis refers to active thinking, questioning, 

evaluating, making judgements, finding connections, and categorising, then 

this describes the moment of first encounter activities. However, Richards 

(1990) suggests that, when reflecting and critically thinking, teachers are 

operating on a level that is more advanced that when they operate on the 

basis of impulse, intuition or routine. Therefore, this study concludes that the 

moment of first encounter includes both the instantaneous and somewhat 

involuntary initial responses organised into routines, supported by thoughtful 

questioning of new information and personal reactions. 
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In the circumstance of initial encounters, Johnson (1996) believed people 

generally determine whether a stranger meets certain standards, and if they 

do then such strangers qualify for the possibility of a developing relationship. 

In the teaching context, this study found most practitioners had basic 

standards which they used for a preliminary focus. These included the 

willingness of the learners to be present in the class group, an obvious 

commitment to learning by the group, and a positive disposition from the 

group in the classroom environment. Practitioners form impressions as they 

engage in the qualifying process. The Johnson qualifying process is 

confirmed with the activity of practitioners, but the consequences of the 

determination are different. That is, regardless of whether the group of 

learners qualified, practitioners could not ignore or dismiss the strangers, as 

they might a social group which failed to meet their basic standards. 

 

The literature and the findings, which support Research Question 2 are 

compared and summarised in Table 9.2. 

 

TABLE 9.2 Research Question 2 - summary of literature and findings 

Literature Findings 

Neuroscience and cognitive research 

explains how and with what speed 

sensory information is processed and 

accessible to consciousness (egs - 

Clark, 2002; Clark, 1998; Banaji et al, 

1997; Gagne et al, 1993) 

Practitioners explain their 

sense of consciousness of 

what they see and how and 

when they use that information 
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Psychological basis for first 

impressions (egs - King & Pate, 2002; 

Donadio, 2002; Hubbard, 1994; 

Elsea, 1984; Heider, 1958) 

Practitioners explain the 

specific triggers for formation 

of first impressions in the 

context of meeting a new 

group of adult learners 

Generalisation of types of impression 

formation (egs - Clark & Peterson, 

1986; Jones & Harris, 1967; Jones & 

Davis, 1965) 

Specific types of impressions 

formed concerned learners‟ 

experience, attitudes and 

learning ability. 

Generalised uncertainty reduction and 

survival approaches (egs - Helsing, 

2006; Floden & Buchmann, 1993; 

Berger, 1987; Floden & Clark, 1987) 

Application of these confirmed 

by practitioners with individual 

stories to specifically elucidate 

the practices 

Teachers make discrete elective 

actions (egs – Kansanen, 1995; 

Shroyer; 1981; Shavelson & Stern, 

1981) 

Specific description and 

explanation of the integration 

of decision making within a 

series of routines 

Minimal explanation of teachers‟ 

reactions to groups compared to their 

reaction to individual learners (eg - 

Paterson & Graham, 2000) 

Practitioners explain their 

reactions to groups 

Stages of activity in the classroom 

generally or prior to group coming 

together (egs – Yinger, 2001; 

Berliner, 1987; Clark & Peterson, 

1986; Mehan, 1979) 

Habitual routines used by 

practitioners in the moment of 

first encounter that calls on a 

Foundation of prior knowledge, 

experience and beliefs 

No literature describing assessment 

by learners of the thinking and 

intentions of their practitioners 

Assessment of practitioners by 

learners 
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9.3 Emerging framework for understanding 

 

This study previously described a Foundation, which may include a 

Familiarisation Routine, in Chapter Seven. Practitioners bring this 

Foundation to the moment of first encounter with a new group of adult 

learners and use it as they activate the Discovery, Transformation and 

Decision-making Routines. The First Moment System, as shown in Model 

9.1, integrates these Routines. 

 

Model 9.1 First Moment System 

 

(Familiarisation)              Foundation 

 

Discovery                Transformation        Decision-Making 

 

 

The First Moment System, in integrating the Foundation with three Routines, 

creates interdependence between a number of factors involving various 

detections about the group of learners, developing an understanding of the 

group, formulating ideas about future approaches, and determining a course 

of action. From the data, the System appears to become more complex as it 

extends to become a compounding process. That is, from the moment when 

impressions begin to form, new observations are made and the process 

starts again while the first stream of Routines concludes. Similarly, as the 

Decision-making Routine occurs, new loads of sensory information arrive for 

processing. Model 9.2 presents this complexity. It presents as a map of 

interconnecting activity. 
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Model 9.2, as it compounds first moment activities, represents temporal 

dimensions. The four elements of Foundation, Discovery, Transformation 

and Decision-making Routines, are used to establish the initial configuration. 

In the model, a sequence of activities which moves from Discovery to 

Decision-making is shown with plus signs. This symbol has been chosen to 

suggest the additive nature of the process. In contrast, arrows are used to 

suggest that a new sequence starts before the first is complete, and that the 

new sequence is directed by the „learnings‟ from the early activities of the 

preceding sequence. That is, a practitioner may discover anew based on the 

transformation of earlier observations, and they may discover anew as they 

Model 9.2 Compounding model for first moment routines

System

Found Foundation Found Disc Trans Dec
First moment routines

Disc Discovery
New routines commenced within the first moment

Trans Transformation Additional moment routines

Dec Decision-making

Moment of first encounter      Subsequent moments

Disc - 

Round 1
 Found Trans  Dec

Disc - 

Round 4
 Found Trans  Dec etc

Disc - 

Round 2
etc etc



Found Trans  Dec etc

Disc - 

Round 3
 Found Trans Dec etc

Disc etc

Found

Trans etc

Dec etc

etc
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deliberate and make decisions. On this basis, the compounding nature of the 

four elements produces the possibility of 8 simultaneous bundles of activities 

within the moment of first encounter. Model 9.2 shows a Round 1 

commencing and completing with the first moment, and a Round 2 and 3 

commencing but their completion occurs later. The System operates in the 

moment of first encounter, and then it evolves into subsequent moments of 

class time. 

 

The First Moment System depends on practitioners reading the group of 

learners and preparing to make adjustments on the basis of what they 

observe. This represents one side of the reciprocal process which is a 

normal part of a reflexive teaching practice. Reflexivity needs longer than a 

moment. 

 

This model streams the Routines of the moment of first encounter, as a 

multi-dimensional system. While the diagram presents the activities in a 

linear and sequential fashion, in reality these are virtually simultaneous and 

overlapping. A great deal happens in the first moment. As practitioners 

transform their notions about the group of learners for the first time, they lay 

a new Foundation on which to build subsequently. That is, their Foundation 

changes. Then the Routines leak into a new moment. The result is a 

compounding richness of potentially useful „knowledge‟ as the First Moment 

System is perpetuated. 
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9.4 Significance of moment of first encounter 

 

This section examines two kinds of significance: in relation to practitioners‟ 

experience in the moment of first encounter with a new group of adult 

learners, and in relation to research more broadly. 

 

How and why is the moment of first encounter significant to practitioners? 

Generally, the initial meeting of practitioners with a new class group is a 

significant moment because it provides opportunities, via the activation of 

Routines and the implementation of the First Moment System. It is the first 

chance that practitioners have to see the group whose learning they will 

facilitate, to make judgements and think about the new phenomena, to 

assess whether their lesson plans still seem appropriate, and to make 

specific decisions about how to proceed. With differing intensities, 

practitioners agree that the moment of first encounter is a critical time in 

which to take an essential snapshot of the new situation. 

 

While some practitioners operate the Routines on autopilot in the moment of 

first encounter, others act deliberately in total awareness of the urgency to 

“get up to speed” on the realities of the group. Regardless of the manner of 

their engagement in the System, the process undertaken by practitioners 

meets various needs. Practitioners engage in the First Moment System for 

personal, professional, management and learner centred reasons. Both 

personal needs for certainty and stability (Korthagen, 2001) and professional 

needs to acquire sufficient information to enable appropriate management of 

the group of learners are influential in directing practitioners‟ activity in the 

moment of first encounter. Practitioners dedicate their visual and mental 
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energies to understanding learners, so they are ready to choose the most 

effective actions for delivering content which will simultaneously maintain 

their own desired comfort level and enhance the group‟s learning. They 

focus on their own comfort and any concerns for the comfort of their learners 

is partly fuelled by practitioners own need to feel comfortable. Permeating 

their activities is the underlying belief that a contented self and a contented 

group of learners constitute the environment most suited to the group‟s 

effective learning, and their own enhanced personal satisfaction. 

 

Through their discovery and transformation activities, practitioners take on 

new learnings. Whether immediately or later, practitioners value the 

information gained in the moment of first encounter for its general accuracy 

and reliability. However, until the new data and the judgements are sifted, 

selected and tested, most practitioners are cautious about their reliance on 

these. 

 

In Chapter Five reasons for activities, as distributed through the literature, 

were clustered into 4 groups; personal, professional, management, and 

learner and learning-centred with a relatively even weighting of consideration 

of each. During this study, practitioners offered reasons that could sit within 

these four categories. However, the data was weighted heavily towards the 

personal reasons. It was found that in the moment of first encounter, 

practitioners‟ activities were focused towards their own personal comfort. To 

support this end, typically they started the search with a hope to discover 

that their new group of learners were projecting positive attitudes to being 

present. Secondly, they looked to find evidence that the group of learners 

[know the “animal you are dealing with”] was not projecting any unusual 

characteristic that would require additional, unexpected work of a nature they 
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did not prefer. These approaches intertwine with professional, management 

and learner centred reasons. For example, during their automatic 

observation of details about the adult learners, practitioners were able 

instantly to think about delivery strategies that might be appropriate to the 

group before them. In addition and depending on circumstance, practitioners 

were in the elementary stages of selecting ways to implement classroom 

procedures. By forming impressions about the nature and needs of the group 

of learners, in that first moment of encounter practitioners were hunting for 

the appropriate means to keep the group satisfied. Practitioners want to “get 

it right” in the first moment so that later moments proceed smoothly. In 

summary, the outward focus is on the group of learners but primarily to serve 

practitioners‟ inward focus. The First Moment System operates on the basis 

that practitioners act to ensure the group of learners can be satisfied in order 

then that their own comfort levels are secure. 

 

Overarching rationales of circumstance dependency, constructing new 

viewpoints in a moment, episodes of learning, and engagement in a system 

of activities were categories formed previously during an examination of the 

literature. These provided a way to summarise the means by which 

practitioners operate in the moment of first encounter. While this study 

confirmed practitioners respond to each new group, their reactions in terms 

of activities if the First Moment System varies little from group to group so 

dependency on the situation or circumstance was found to have minimal 

application. By contrast, considerable evidence points to practitioners linking 

memories with observations (Osborne & Wittrock, 1983 and 1985), and their 

„inferential building‟ (Audi, 1998) in the moment of first encounter. Clearly, 

practitioners are using the First Moment System to construct a viewpoint 

about their new group of learners, and a new world view within the teaching 
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context. Covering prescribed lesson content is almost never on the radar in 

the moment of first encounter, rather a constructional process of 

transforming new knowledge about the group of learners in association with 

pre-existing knowledge and beliefs, conceptualises their approach and 

activities. The study found the construction of new understandings occurred 

via episodes which flow in sequential stages. Their constructions emerge as 

part of an integrated system of activities. 

 

Conceptually for practitioners, the moment of first encounter is a gestative 

period. Practitioners recognise the first moment is a transitional situation that 

will move them from the unknown to the known, and the First Moment 

System assists them to reach their goals. They have a job to do. 

 

In the first moment, practitioners have various goals including knowing the 

best way to proceed, knowing why a learner is present and what their 

motivation is to learn, whether the adults have learning limitations, and 

whether the learners have an open and positive state of mind. Plus 

occasionally, they want to know the group‟s potential skills with the English 

language. Armed with this information, practitioners set out to develop their 

content and delivery strategies in the hope, as they commented that, they 

will be able to “see them [the learners] say „well, with this I can do that‟” or 

some other equivalent comment. Their aim is to “diagnose what a student 

needs when they don't know it themselves” as well as “getting all the 

information you can about a person”. Practitioners are driven by their 

“responsibility to produce the goodies for an end performance” and their 

“responsibilities to make certain that my group reach a very high standard in 

a very short space of time, regardless of what they come with technically”. 

Their goal is to understand “What are their individual learning styles? What 
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are their literacy levels? What are their individual needs? What motivates 

them to be there? What are their interests?”. 

 

The new knowledge acquired at that time provides a basis for future tests of 

their teaching plans because practitioners want to know whether these are 

still appropriate. However, their plans to amend the content of the training 

may begin to evolve during the first moment‟s deliberations. For example, 

“unconsciously, I‟m working out what order to take the tour that will interest 

that particular group, “ and “subconsciously I am going through assessing, 

and therefore [I am working out] which way I need to slant the presentation. 

But I wouldn‟t think of that as a conscious thought”. They expect and want to 

be receptive, to make assumptions and to detect various attributes and 

attitudes of the group of adult learners. This “assumes that adult educators 

are active thinkers, or „practical theorists‟, who are continually trying to make 

sense of their work” (Foley, 2000, p. 8). They make plans in the moment of 

first encounter, in order to respond appropriately to the perceived needs of 

the group with „practical solutions‟ (Kansanen, 1995). In particular, the 

moment of first encounter can help practitioners determine whether to tell 

stories, run games, introduce humour, offer information or take any type of 

pragmatic approach to training delivery. 

 

The first moment has significance for practitioners who, with differing levels 

of intensity, focus towards self-protection. In a primal manner, practitioners 

routinely look for features of the group that stand out, in readiness to make 

any necessary adjustments to themselves or the situation. For a practitioner 

who views the encounter with a new group as a potential assault or a 

situation where s/he will be “out of their depth”, the aim is to present 

themselves as a person that is “as unthreatening and pleasant, [and] 
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charming” as possible, because “it‟s about me fitting with other people” so “I 

can feel in my element” and capable. To achieve this, some practitioners 

focus on “relationship building” through making “sure what I deliver will be 

credible”. By engaging with the activities in the Routines, the first moment 

presents as an opportunity to move from uncertainty towards increasing 

certainty. With the new information, practitioners aim to create a group that is 

“relaxed and comfortable and feel like they are going to have a positive 

experience”. 

 

Most practitioners work on the belief that the processes within the first 

moment are about “adaption, always adaption” confirming the existence of 

an evolving transformation process, as presented in Model 9.2. The 

purposes of the participation in the First Moment System are directed 

primarily at the self in the short term and, at both the self and the learners in 

the longer term. If their engagement with the initial Routines is successful, 

practitioners reason that the value of their vigilance, judgements, 

deliberations and early decisions lies with its scene-setting consequences 

and potential to reduce uncertainties. The moment of first encounter signifies 

an important temporal reference point that provides a base for determining 

their own path and progressing the class. Practitioners acknowledge that 

understandings developed in the first moment with one group may have a 

delayed useful effect, and register later with the same group, or with a future 

new group of learners. 

 

The study found factors outside their control, such as organisational 

imperatives and external factors, influence practitioners. If they constrain a 

practitioner, this can cause practitioners to feel an increased sense of 

urgency or anxiety in the moment of first encounter. Practitioners noted there 
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are practical considerations associated with the routine daily delivery of 

Australian VET (Vocational Education and Training) qualifications or other 

training that impact on their First Moment System. For example, practitioners 

referred to the effect of a training service provider‟s decisions as “totally 

unrealistic in what you have got to achieve in the day. You‟ve got to teach - 

project management is a two week program and you [are expected to] do it 

in 4 hours”. The class duration limits may be defined and normally, 

practitioners have little or no discretion to cut short the class time. Such 

pressures on practitioners make the moment of first encounter one of many 

moments that are critically important, and increase the likelihood of 

practitioners activating the Routines with deliberate focus and alertness. 

 

Practitioners are hired for a specific number of hours with the expectation 

they will provide learners with the means to access new knowledge and/or 

develop particular skills. When a practitioner first meets the new group, it 

may be the start of a long period of engagement together. In order for all 

parties to pass the time comfortably, practitioners recognise solid 

groundwork needs to be undertaken initially ready to forge a strong 

relationship early. Regardless of whether the number of hours may be few 

on one occasion, or many over a number of occasions, practitioners enter 

the moment of first encounter with the knowledge they cannot escape as 

they might in a social situation. 

 

All of this places considerably more pressure on practitioners to know their 

group of learners quickly, it provides a motivation to make assessments and 

form impressions about the group, and allows them to determine some of the 

courses of action to be implemented. On this basis, to achieve satisfaction 

for organisations and external parties, the moment of first encounter 
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presents an important opportunity for practitioners to determine how the 

externally imposed limitations may affect themselves and the group of 

learners. 

 

On a wider level, three measures of significance can be discerned. Firstly, 

this research project provides a real-life application of knowledge tested only 

in laboratories. The literature reports extensively on psychological research 

supporting the reading of facial expressions, body language and other 

personal features to form impressions within various timeframes. This study 

has extended that body of reference material by applying it to the education 

field. In underpinning the applied situation of practitioners who are teaching 

groups of adults, it illuminates how and why practitioners act as they do in 

relation to a new group of adult learners. 

 

Secondly, the data through indicating a relationship between the activities 

undertaken in the moment of first encounter by practitioners in the teaching 

and selling contexts, introduces the possibility of a broader application of the 

First Moment System. For example, study participants suggested the first 

moment activities in the teaching context were similar to those in some forms 

of theatrical presentations. Conceivably, practitioners‟ establishment and 

implementation of Routines enables them to lift up their professional 

performance. This resonates with Goffman‟s description of acting in a social 

context as “that part of the individual's performance which regularly functions 

in a general and fixed fashion to define the situation for those who observe 

the performance" (1959, p. 22). 

 

Thirdly, this study examined data that compared practitioners in teaching and 

non-teaching contexts. In the social situation, typically practitioners were not 
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laden with demands, expectations and responsibilities and they operated 

comparatively untethered. By contrast in the teaching situation, practitioners 

carried the expectations of others: for example their employers; the group of 

learners; and industry associations and governments. All of these people 

may have claims on their time, their expertise, their planning skills, their 

commitment, their creativity and other attributes. Such pressures present 

practitioners with a need to find clues as to groups‟ attitudes, background 

and learning ability immediately. In the social situation, practitioners may 

choose to learn nothing about the groups they meet, but when meeting a 

new group of learners, that is not considered an option. 

 

The need to know more about the group is either non-existent or a casual 

curiousity when meeting social groups by comparison with encountering a 

new group of adult learners for the first time. In the latter situation, the 

urgency to learn as much as possible in the shortest period focuses most 

practitioners intently on the new group. In the social setting, the priority for 

observing various physical aspects of the others differs from that in the 

teaching context. For example, when practitioners meet a new group 

socially, many focus on the age and gender of others before gravitating to 

people of a like kind as a type of comforter. This luxury was not available to 

practitioners when meeting a new group of learners because the expectation 

is that all members of the group will be preferred equally.  In the teaching 

context there is an urgency to know more about the group and the potential 

impact of the group on practitioners. 

 

Many practitioners were effusive in discussing the pleasures of the teaching 

over the social situation and positive comments relating to the authority of 

teachers were typical. For example, “it‟s a lovely powerful sort of feeling to 
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begin with that you can create a certain environment in that little group but in 

other social situations you don‟t have the authority to do that”. Also, “it‟s very 

different. Because I am in the responsible position initially. Anyway, I am the 

dominant person in that group. So, I try harder because I know it depends on 

me especially in that first half an hour or so”. From comments such as this, 

the study has distinguished differences that establish the peculiar practices 

in practitioners‟ moments of first encounters as special instances of a person 

meeting a group of strangers. 

 

9.5 Summary of chapter 

 

Chapters Seven and Eight explained how teaching in the first moment 

involved the activation of Discovery, Transformation and Decision-making 

Routines that require a Foundation of practitioners‟ own knowledge and 

experience. Automatically, practitioners engage in a set of seamlessly 

integrated routines, which they understand as bundles of activities that meet 

the demands of the present without compromising their ability in future 

moments to meet their own needs. That is, the moment of first encounter is a 

time when practitioners reflect on their experience and retrieve pre-existing 

knowledge and beliefs, and develop new understandings. The moment of 

first encounter is a brief scene-understanding period when the first new plans 

are hatched. Chapter Nine defines the collective of these activities and 

Routines as the First Moment System. 

 

Despite its transitory nature, the First Moment System provides a powerful 

mechanism for practitioners‟ preparation for later teaching, and for their 

personal and professional development. It acts like a tool box providing 
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practitioners with opportunities to learn more and act differently. The First 

Moment System enables practitioners to take stock of the adult learners as a 

group within the new class environment. 

 

The uncertainties of the first moment situation produce varying degrees of 

concern within a practitioner: “teachers have concerns in their teaching. 

From the immediate management of classroom discipline and subject 

teaching to broader and long-term processes” (Mok, 2005, p.53). The need 

for familiarity with the quirks and qualities of the group drives practitioners‟ 

activities, and maintains their alertness, a state that is a frequently appearing 

characteristic in the moment of first encounter. For several practitioners, the 

Discovery Routine has a sense of extreme urgency because they want to 

recognise any alarming features as a signal to determine any appropriate 

method to relieve their fears as quickly as possible. Typically, practitioners 

expect the behaviour or learning capacity of one or more learners to 

challenge them. They believe this may affect group dynamics adversely, or 

may affect negatively what and how they teach. Practitioners also fear that 

additional work will be required of them. A spectrum extended from 

practitioners who arrive at the start of a class in a relaxed frame of mind then 

comfortably sense and watch the group of learners, to those who come 

carrying some stress about what they will encounter and may expect to be 

worried or even terrified by what they would see. The Transformation 

Routine and Decision-making Routines are assistants for practitioners. They 

provide a way to find a training delivery approach that will create a more 

compliant or less difficult learner and one that will minimise any sense of 

discomfort that a practitioner may have. Regardless of the level of interest in 

and care about the group of learners, practitioners‟ initially focus inwardly on 

their personal needs. 
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Overall, practitioners implement the activities of the First Moment System to 

gather and transform information about their learners and to make 

preliminary decisions concerning ways to proceed with delivery that will both 

maintain the interest of the learners and their own enthusiasm, and help 

create a situation that is more comfortable for the practitioner. 

 

Chapter Ten concludes the thesis by presenting an overview of the study 

and synthesizing these findings with the literature. 
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Chapter 10 - Conclusion 

 

This study commenced from a personal motive to know whether colleagues 

proceeded at the beginning of a class comprised of adult learners who were not 

previously known, in a way that was similar to my process. It then evolved into a 

clearly defined research project. The pivot was practitioners‟ moment of first 

encounter with a group of adult learners. The focus was their discoveries, and 

transformation and decision-making activities. The intention was to understand the 

way in which these activities operated and practitioners‟ rationale for these. 

 

In order to demonstrate an understanding of relevant academic knowledge, the 

thesis reviewed literature across psychology and education domains. It found bodies 

of research dedicated to isolated components of people‟s general first encounters 

with others, and about teachers‟ initial encounters with their classes in primary and 

secondary schools. However, rarely was mention made of practitioners‟ first 

encounters with new groups of adult learners, and literature that holistically 

examined what adult practitioners see, think and do when they first encounter a new 

group of adult learners was not found to exist. 

 

Initially, this research project considered constructivist theory might explain the 

situation, although the study was not designed to account for the details and 

permutations of the theory. Nevertheless, taking a general overview of the 

interpretations derived from the data, some practitioners were found to be reflective-

in-action and consciously generating new learning in the moment of first encounter. 

Since not all practitioners were consciously constructing new viewpoints in this way, 

this study has not acquired sufficient evidence to confirm the constructivist model is 
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the most appropriate way to understand the moment of first encounter for all 

practitioners. 

 

The study, in classifying and describing the subjective mental activity and 

experience of practitioners, has exposed the complexity of the phenomena of 

practitioners in their moment of first encounter with a new group of adult learners. In 

so doing, it provided a comprehensive basis for understanding the nature of their 

experiences. 

 

An iterative research design was developed in association with aspects of a 

Grounded Theory construct. The study used a smallish sample of thirty four 

Tasmanian residents who contributed via a series of interviews, and the input from 

some members of their groups of learners. The data was filtered through the eyes of 

one researcher, a person who was daily engaged in activities associated with the 

thesis topic. Further investigation by researchers who live in other geographical 

locations or who have different employment or vocations, may enable a richer 

interpretation of the significance of the moment of first encounter.  

 

This process provided the evidence to answer the three research questions. In 

summary, the findings against each are: 

 

Question 1 Which experiences, knowledge and personal paradigms do adult 

practitioners bring to their moment of first encounter with a new 

class group of adult learners? 

 

While the literature detailed many mechanisms by which every person is influenced 

in the present by their past, this study found practitioners used specific components 

of their experiences, existing knowledge and beliefs in the moment of first 
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encounter. It made this finding by taking the interview material and learning about 

the activities undertaken by participants leading up to the moment of first encounter 

with a new group of adult learners, and by reviewing the relationship between the 

activities which participants undertook in teaching and non-teaching situations. 

 

Generally, most participants enter the first moment with the intention to operate as a 

facilitator rather than as a teacher, on the basis of the success of previous 

experiences. In particular, they come prepared to take one or more of the 

approaches of a developer/builder, motivator, knowledge liberator, workplace 

preparer, reality guider, guide, seller, or point of contact, because these represent 

manners of engagement with groups of adult learners that have previously proved 

most effective. Practitioners arrive at the moment of first encounter with various 

forms of delivery strategies and plans. These are ready for amendment depending 

on the nature and needs of the new group, so that practitioners are freed in the first 

moment to take on new information from and about the new group. In addition, this 

study found most participants operated some form of a Familiarisation Routine, 

involving the gathering of advance information about the group of learners expected 

for each forthcoming new class, in order to bring a body of highly relevant 

knowledge to the moment of first encounter. Collectively, their experiences, 

knowledge and personal paradigms form a Foundation, ready for activation in the 

moment of first encounter. 

 

Question 2 How do practitioners proceed in the moment of first encounter 

with a new group of adult learners, as the class starts? 

 

To answer this question, the study made findings by taking the interview material 

and using it to describe and analyse the activities undertaken by practitioners in the 
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moment of first encounter, and by comparison with the input of learners from the 

new groups that the participants taught. 

 

For the majority of practitioners, the dynamic in the first moment is one of purposeful 

watchfulness leading to action. Participants described how they looked at each new 

group in the first moment of encounter, and distinguished learners who were 

different in some way from the others in the group. Most focused initially on facial 

expressions and aspects of body language. This Discovery Routine broadened 

practitioners‟ experience and knowledge. 

 

Instantly, the Discovery Routine linked with a practitioner‟s Foundation and 

connected with a process of forming impressions and making judgements about the 

nature, attitudes, experiences and learning ability of the group. Practitioners rely on 

and employ previous teaching experience to inform their impression formation and 

decision making in new teaching environments. In particular, practitioners were 

quick to determine whether a group was interested and willing to be present, and the 

extent to which negativity emanated from the group. At the same time, practitioners 

located warning signals for possible dangers by assessing the group‟s potential for 

presenting unexpected and unwanted challenges and difficulties. These activities 

collectively transformed previously held belief, added to their stores of knowledge, 

and enriched their experiences of adult learners. This Transformation Routine 

effectively provided the basis for initial decision-making. At the same time, new 

discoveries began to be made as practitioners continued to look at the group. 

 

Armed with the new material and virtually simultaneously, practitioners thought 

about the practical consequences for themselves. In the moment of first encounter, 

they deliberated and made initial decisions concerning what should be done next. 

These might cover the practitioners‟ own body movements and/or communication 
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choices, environmental changes to the physical learning situation, or adaptation of 

lesson plans. This initial Decision-Making Routine flows into new moments of 

discovery and transformation. 

 

Question 3 How can practitioners’ activities in the moment of first 

encounter be conceptualised? 

 

The study found that the moment of first encounter involves practitioners in a series 

of task-directed processes: the First Moment System. Their responsibilities, not 

required in social situations, to manage and facilitate the learning of a group of adult 

learners, propel them into a flow of routines. Practitioners want to know who they 

are dealing with, the service expected of them by the group of learners, and the 

extent to which they may be forced out of their comfort zones. Underlying these 

motivations is the significant recurring theme in the data of, a need for self protection 

and personal and professional survival. It seems that the Discovery, Transformation 

and Decision-making Routines act collectively as a safety net. 

 

The moment of first encounter is a time when rapid information gathering 

commences, first and subsequent impressions are made, and future strategies are 

considered and formulated. Partly, these initial activities are a standard involuntary 

response to the new, and partly they derive from practitioners‟ memories of 

successful professional teaching experiences when confronted with a new group of 

adult learners. This First Moment System becomes, for some practitioners, a natural 

and automatic way of responding to each new group, while for others they structure 

and engage in a deliberate and controlled process. The moment of first encounter is 

an accumulation phase for practitioners to acquire a new way of understanding and 

to get set for progressing into the remainder of class time. It is also a gestative 
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period whereby „teaching‟ can be characterised as a practice during which new 

plans are hatched. 

 

This study may have wider implications. The First Moment System and all its 

components may act as a lens through which the world can be examined. For 

example, during the study some data was collected about practitioners in non-

teaching roles, and their insights and practices in those contexts helped to 

understand the situation within the teaching context. Closer and more detailed 

examination of situations such as how people encounter a new group when in the 

role of a chairperson of a meeting of a group of strangers, meet a group socially for 

the first time, undertake public speaking, and practice political persuasion in a public 

forum, may broaden society‟s understanding of the applied importance of the First 

Moment System in the moments of first encounter. 

 

Regular wisdom and psychological studies indicate that the first moment when 

people meet is critical, yet in the context of practitioners meeting a group of adult 

learners for the first time, information has been lacking. It is anticipated the findings 

from this study will be particularly useful to trainers of people enrolled in teacher 

preparation accredited courses at undergraduate University level and also at 

Certificate IV in Training and Assessment level for potential and existing VET13 

teachers, and in non-accredited courses such as those for museum guiding. As an 

example, for unexperienced trainees or inexperienced practitioners, at a simple level 

it may be a comfort to know that regardless of longevity of experience, the 

uncertainties felt and the problems perceived in the moment of first encounter with a 

new group of adult learners are a constant. On this basis, the study provides an 

opportunity for future research into effective strategies to prepare for and to alleviate 

practitioners‟ discomfort levels. 

                                                      
13

 VET refers to Vocational Education and Training 
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This study impacted on the participants as was evidenced by their reflections 

between interviews. In addition, I am now more aware of my processes and 

reactions. Regularly, I observe myself in action and perceive the outcome is an 

increase sense of personal relaxation in the moment of first encounter, and a 

greater ability to observe features more usefully from the new group. Further 

research with all participants would provide additional information about the long-

term effect of this research on their perceptions and processes; whether they feel 

their practice is enhanced or refined by such knowledge and focus. Another future 

research project could seek to understand the effect on practitioners of the 

knowledge of what other practitioners see, think and do in the moment of first 

encounter. Conducting similar research with new selections of participants from 

locations outside Tasmania would confirm or modify these findings, and could lead 

to a sense of universality or regionalism. 

 

From this study, the opportunity arises for new research that examines how the First 

Moment System connects with effective learning by groups of adult learners. This 

could have the benefit of illuminating further why practitioners persist with their 

routines in the moment of first encounter. Allied with this are possibilities associated 

with a deeper investigation of the various approaches which practitioners choose 

and the degree to which each act as an effective means for engaging adult learners. 

 

This study assumes the teaching process is a series of vital moments. Through 

limiting the focus in two ways; to the activities of one moment in time, and to 

practitioners‟ face-to-face engagement with a group of learners, a description of the 

First Moment System has emerged. This is important because it gives shape to the 

first moment activities and provides a framework for the meanings of the lived 

experiences of the practitioners to emerge. 
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While comprised of many components, the First Moment System presents one 

movement in the larger activity system associated with teaching groups of adult 

learners. As a result of this study, it is known that practitioners act in a specific way 

when encountering a new group of adult learners that is different from their first 

moment meeting a group of strangers in another context. From this study, we know 

that practitioners feel and react to the uncertain new environment associated with 

meeting a new group of adult learners, in the first moment. The rationale for their 

selection of activities is primarily to ensure their own comfort and security. The 

significance of this study centres on the deepening of our understanding of how and 

why people teach, albeit in a moment of time. 


