UNDERSTANDING ‘NARRATIVE RESEARCH’
Reading 2.

Weller, M. (2000). The Use of Narrative to Provide a Cohesive Structure for a
Web Based Computing Course. Journal of Interactive Media in Education, 2000,
(1) [www-jime.open.ac.uk/00/1]

Narrative

There are numerous definitions of narrative. In everyday use the term is often used
synonymously with 'story'. Some researchers have proposed that a narrative has two
components, the story, which embodies the characters, plot, etc, and the discourse,
which represents the mode of telling the story (Chatman 1978). A broader view
encompasses these elements as well as contextual factors such as the reason for telling
the narrative, the nature of the audience, the narrator's competence and so forth
(Gudmunsdottir 1995). This situated view of narrative is one generally favoured in
educational research, not least because it stresses the importance of the listener, as
well as the story teller (Robinson 1981), just as the role of the learner is as important
as that of the teacher in education.

Narrative has long been a tool in education, particularly that of children. Children
have a well-developed understanding of, and familiarity with, narrative, since they
have usually been exposed to it since birth. This thus provides a useful framework
which teachers can use to their benefit. Teachers use narrative to teach children
difficult concepts and to bring structure to the curriculum (Egan 1988).
Gudmundsdottir (1995) has even suggested that

"Teachers live in stories. They use them in order to tell
their students about some of the things they know."

The use of narrative as an educational tool is often less explicit in tertiary education
but it is still prevalent. McCloskey (1990) suggests that there are two dominant ways
by which people come to understand a topic - by metaphor or narrative (or models and
histories) and that different fields tend to be dominated by one mode, for instance
metaphors dominate physics whilst narrative dominates biology. Whilst this may be
true for certain domains, there are other fields where both metaphor and narrative play
important roles, for instance in engineering education, where both mathematical
models and case studies are used to good effect by educators. It is also debatable to
what extent a metaphor can be viewed as a narrative structured in a specific manner.
Bruner (1996) has been a long-time advocate of the use of narrative in education,
particularly science education. He has proposed three primitive forms of 'meaning-
making' which involve an individual's spontaneous inclination to engage in a dialogue
with material, to impose some form of organisation upon it and to make comparisons
with an individual sense of the conventional. He suggests that narrative meets

the needs of these three modes well:

"Stories are the vehicles par excellence for entrenching
the first three modes of meaning-making into a more
structured whole- "



Narrative has a broader significance than education. It has been shown that experts in
any field tend to embody their knowledge in the form of narrative (e.g. Schon 1983).
It can be argued then that to become knowledgeable in a domain is to become familiar
with its narratives, and to construct your own relevant ones.

Narratives also have an important cultural significance. Whyte (1981) states the study
of narrative involves:

"reflection on the very nature of culture and possibly
even on the nature of humanity itself".

Others have suggested that narrative is a means by which we interpret our notion of
self, for instance Brooks (1985) claims:

"Our lives are ceaselessly intertwined with narrative, with
the stories that we tell, all of which are reworked in that
story of our own lives that we narrate to ourselves...".

Similarly Fisher (1987) has proposed a 'narrative paradigm' wherein he suggests that
stories are the method by which people impose order and reason upon the world. By
framing events in a story it permits individuals to interpret their environment, and
importantly it provides a framework for making decisions about actions and their
likely outcomes. Individuals create new stories for themselves which "better account
for their lives".

All of these studies, in often diverse areas, indicate that the narrative form is pervasive
and has a fundamental appeal. This persistent appearance of narrative as a dominant
theme is one which educators can utilise. In the companion article in this special
issue, Laurillard et al. (2000) examine how narrative can be used to provide a
coherent structure to multi-media materials that promotes learning and reflection.
Narrative plays a similar function in T171, as well as being a tool for enculturation.

Related work

Web material, like that of multimedia CD-ROMs, offers advantages for teaching but
also has a number of potential dangers. The potential of these new technologies means
that a great deal more information can be given to the student in a variety of different
media. It has been observed that this has led to renewed enthusiasm for 'exploratory
learning' (Laurillard 1998), whereby the student develops a personal structure from a
wealth of resources. This makes the process of learning more active, and personal,
which can lead to a deeper understanding of the material. Such learning, however,
requires a sophisticated learning approach on the part of the student, and careful
construction on the part of the educator. The opportunities offered by the new
technologies have often led to 'lazy' learning models, where the student is simply
confronted with a vast resource and left unguided. This lack of apparent structure can
lead to unfocused browsing and perhaps shallow learning. It can also adversely affect
the user's comprehension of the material (Plowman 1998). It has been proposed

that the use of narrative offers a means of providing structure for multimedia material
(Laurillard 1998).



Interaction with the learning material is generally considered to be beneficial for
learning. However, Plowman (1998) suggests that it is at the "foci of interactivity"
that the narrative thread is disrupted. These foci often require the user to choose from
options, in effect to navigate and affect the direction of the narrative. This can lead to
the user becoming sidetracked where the task of navigation itself becomes the focus of
attention rather than the content of the material. Laurillard et al (2000) refer to
focussing on the task syntax, rather than the task semantics in this case.

So whilst there is enthusiasm for the use of the web in teaching on the part of the
educators, this is not always matched by the student experience. Hara and Kling
(1999) report that one of the frustrations students encounter with web-based courses is
with the technology and the structure of web material. In Laurillard's terms the task
syntax becomes dominant, rather than the task semantics, that is students

focus on navigation issues rather than the content. For this reason T171 adopted a
very uniform web design, with a very clear path through the material. The web site
was highly structured, with students directed to read specific pages by means of the
study guides. Sumner and Taylor (1998) have stated that "many students can feel
overwhelmed when facing a new way of working and learning." This is particularly
true of a entry level course at the UKOU where students may not have previous
experience with academic study, and may not have much experience with using
computers or the Internet. They have proposed "meta-learning environments" as a
possible solution to this, which allow students to see how diverse resources support
particular learning objectives. The study guides in T171 went some way towards
performing this function. The issue of overwhelming students was addressed by
keeping the number of resources to a minimum (web site plus set texts), use of the
detailed study guides, a strongly imposed route through web materials, and the use of
narrative.

The familiarity of the narrative form acts as something of a comforter when a new
student is faced with the double impact of being new to study and new to the
technology. This allows often relatively inexperienced learners to focus on the
content, or the task semantics, and avoid the problem of getting sidetracked by
navigational or technological issues.

Conclusions and Lessons

Overall, satisfaction with the course seems to have been related to six
main issues for students (Weller & Mason 2000), which can be
summarised as follows:

1.Skills - some students wanted a more skill-based training course
in web development, rather than an academic-type course.

2.Starting experience - some beginners found the preparatory
period insufficient, so they were not fully prepared when the
course started. Some of the more experienced users found
some of the material in module one too basic, although
satisfaction with modules two and three was high.

3.Conferencing - as is often the case, student's reaction to
conferencing was mixed. Some felt it to be an invaluable aid in
understanding, whilst others felt it to be overwhelming in the
number of messages.

4.Group work - some students were resistant to the notion of
working as a group, whilst for others this was a key component



in forming good working relationships with their peers.

5.Tutor support - as with most distance education courses the role
of the tutor is vital. Many students found their tutor to be a vital
aspect in completing the course, but the immediacy of the
medium meant that others felt they did not have sufficient input
from their tutor.

6.Time - with the use of computers, conferencing and web
searching the course contained a number of activities which
could expand to fill time, and many students found the time they
were spending on the course was in excess of that which was
recommended.

This way of working was very new for many students, and initially some found the
mix of web material, and numerous computer conferences daunting. This would have
undoubtedly been greater had the material been less structured. This anxiety
decreased during the course however, as they became familiar with the environment.
For students who are relatively inexperienced in using the Internet, there seems to be
an advantage in keeping the structure simple and consistent throughout the material.
The narrative approach helped many students .....

At the start of this paper three issues were raised for which it was suggested narrative
could provide at least partial solutions. The first of these was to produce a broad
appeal course whilst teaching the appropriate material. The student profile seems to
suggest that the course does have broad appeal, and it has been suggested that the use
of narratives allows the course team to teach the appropriate technical material, by
providing an inherently motivating and interesting context for students in which to
place the material. The second issue was that of providing a coherent structure to
guide students through web-based material. As has been mentioned there is a potential
for the user to become lost or engage in superficial learning when confronted with
non-linear learning material. Structure was provided by the web site design and
through the use of regular study guides, which were sent to students as e-mails.
Narrative in the form of the set texts also helps to provide guidance by giving an
essentially linear structure, from which the web material can then branch out. The last
issue was that of accommodating a range of experience and backgrounds. This was
partly accomplished by providing optional preparatory material which students could
study before the course started. Thus those who were completely new to computing
could familiarise themselves with the Windows operating system, for example.
Narrative also helps to address this issue by providing a familiar framework for
students of all abilities and backgrounds.
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GLOSSARY

positivist researchers hold that all meaningful statements are confirmable by
observation and experiment, and are therefore objectively verifiable (sometimes
termed logical empiricism)



