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Abstract

This work forms part of an ESRC funded PhD and also part of the ESRC funded FurtherHigher Project
.  As part of the project I have been concerned with the experiences of students completing Access to HE courses and then continuing into higher education. Ten students were initially interviewed, eight of which continued to the scheduled third interview.  This paper explores the nature of data collected during interviews adopting a Foucaultian perspective of the interview as a form of confession.  A Foucaultian view suggests that the confession operates according to certain ‘rules’ by which people feel compelled to reveal the ‘truth’ about themselves.  This notion of ‘truth’ is somewhat problematic and1 is relative to dominant discourses or regimes of truth by which people define and understand themselves.   During the third interview, the students were introduced to Edward de Bono’s concept of Water Logic.  This was used as a means to clarify information and understanding of the data by examining the participants’ perceptions of higher education.  This not only shifted the power relationship but opened up spaces for renegotiation of the students’ stories.



[image: image7.png]


                                 
Introduction

The use of interviews has become firmly established as a means to gather data in qualitative research.  Atkinson and Silverman (1997) suggest that the expansion of qualitative research owes much to an increase in interviewing and can be described as being part of the ‘technologies of the confessional’ which they suggest are so prevalent in contemporary society.  My intention here is to highlight the power relationships within the interview from a Foucaultian perspective.  The use of Foucault’s methods allows for an understanding of how a particular version of ‘truth’ can be established and the circumstances by which it is possible.  

As part of the FurtherHigher project team, I have interviewed people who were completing Access to HE courses at one of the participatory colleges.  The initial cohort of ten students was drawn from two of the college’s sites and from a range of courses (science access, health science access, humanities, Black Access).  Eight of the interviewees continued to participate to the second and third phases of the fieldwork.  The ‘partiality’ of truth which had been revealed during the interviews was highlighted at phase three with the introduction of ‘Water Logic’; a technique developed by Edward de Bono (1993) as a means to interpret and understand perceptions and thinking processes.  This was used as a tool to clarify understanding with interviewees.  Here I discuss two examples: they demonstrate in different ways how such a tool can be used to elicit further ‘truth’ from the interviewees and also reveal how they reference their stories to dominant discourses and practices.   

Foucault’s Power/knowledge

The term power is understood in different ways within different theoretical frameworks.  At first glance, Foucault’s definition would appear straight forward: ‘power is a relation between forces, or rather every relation between forces is a ‘power relation’ (Deleuze, 1988, p.70).  For Foucault, power is everywhere and can not be escaped but should not be thought of in a conspiratorial sense.  In this Foucaultian view, it is easier to think of power like a battery in a machine; the energy which has the potential to make it work.  Therefore rather than being a thing that is possessed power should be viewed as ‘a strategy that maintains a relation between the sayable and the visible’ (Kendall and Wickham, 1999).  Kendall and Wickham (1999) argue that too often a Foucaultian notion of power becomes associated with conspiracy thinking, where researchers and theorisers attempt to uncover some hidden meaning.  However, Foucault was more concerned to uncover the circumstances by which it is possible that something can be said and done.  The aim should be to uncover the contingencies by which a situation is defined, without judgement or causal explanations.  This will highlight dominant discourses or ‘regimes of truth’ which help to define what is acceptable or unacceptable within a particular context or situation.  Discourse in this Foucaultian sense is about more than purely linguistics; it is about practices as well.  Discourses delimit the sayable but also provide spaces in the form of concepts, metaphors, models and analogies which allow for creativity and the possibilities of new statements to be made.  Stephen Ball drawing on Foucault suggests that discourses are ‘about what can be said, and thought, but also about who can speak, when, where and with what authority’ (Ball, 1990, p.17).  Furthermore, discourses are imbued with power and therefore it is through discursive practices that power relations are produced and maintained. 
Drawing on a Foucaultian notion of power as something that is exercised within relationships, rather than being a ‘thing’ that is possessed, offers a greater understanding of how power operates.  Foucault states:

Power must be analysed as something which circulates, or rather as something which only functions in the form of a chain.  It is never localised here or there, never in anybody’s hands, never appropriated as a commodity or piece of wealth.  Power is employed and exercised through a net-like organisation.  And not only do individuals circulate between its threads; they are always in the position of simultaneously undergoing and exercising this power.  They are not only its inert and consenting target; they are always also the elements of its articulation.  In other words, individuals are the vehicles of power, not its points of application. (Foucault, 1980, p.98)

Foucault argues that power is not evenly distributed and not always overt.  While we may be more aware of legislative power, which overtly dictates what we can or cannot do, there are also ‘disciplinary coercions’ which work to ensure social conformity and cohesion.  Foucault’s reference to disciplines incorporates both definitions of the word: discipline can mean a body of knowledge (such as the disciplines of sociology or psychology) and also mean to punish or train.  Foucault suggested that there are various disciplinary techniques by which the subject is constituted – through ‘surveillance’, ‘normalisation’ and the ‘examination’.  Surveillance is a means by which people’s behaviour can be monitored by authority figures but also develops to the point where people observe and monitor both themselves and others without the presence of an authority figure.  This is evident in the interview process where a person’s dress and body language contribute to both self construction and the version of themselves that is being presented – as ‘respectable’ or ‘model’ citizen.  ‘Normalisation’ is a means to create standardisation in all social fields, such as a national education curriculum, a standard working week or general ‘norms’ of health by which we can compare ourselves and also be subject to examination to determine norms.  As Foucault suggested: 

In a sense, the power of normalisation imposes homogeneity; but it individualises by making it possible to measure gaps, to determine levels, to fix specialities and to render the differences useful by fitting them one to another.  It is easy to understand how the power of the norm functions within a system of formal inequality, since within a homogeneity that is the rule, the norm introduces, as a useful imperative and as a result of measurement, all the shading of individual differences. (Foucault, 1977, p 184) 

The effects of the techniques of normalisation are on the subject both in thought and practices while the examination provides a means to make visible differences between individuals.  The examination is highly ritualised and ‘combines the ceremony of power and the form of the experiment, the deployment of force and the establishment of truth’ (Foucault, 1977, p184).   Therefore, certain practices and ways of doing things, ways of relating to others in different contexts become the ‘norm’ and are circulated through discourses.  Foucault states:

Modern society, then, from the nineteenth century up to our own day, has been characterised on the one hand, by a legislation, a discourse, an organisation based on public right, whose principle of articulation is the social body and the delegative status of each citizen; and, on the other hand, by a closely linked grid of disciplinary coercions whose purpose is in fact to assure the cohesion of this same social body. Though a theory of right is a necessary companion to this grid, it cannot in any event provide the terms of its endorsement. (Foucault, 1980, p.106)

These disciplinary coercions work by creating and endorsing rules of behaviour through ‘normalisation’.  Foucault continues:

Disciplines are the bearers of a discourse, but cannot be the discourse of right.  The discourse of discipline has nothing in common with that of law, rule, or sovereign will.  The disciplines may well be the carriers of a discourse that speaks of rule, but this is not the juridical rule deriving from sovereignty, but a natural rule, a norm.  The code they come to define is not that of law but that of normalisation. (ibid. p106)

Here Foucault is referring to disciplines as bodies of knowledge which through discourses shape our understanding and what can be defined as ‘truth’.  From this we can begin to see the connection between power and knowledge that is the key focus of Foucault’s work.  For Foucault although power could exist in virtual form without knowledge, knowledge could not exist without power.  It is then the discourses, through a system of disciplinary controls, which produce what is permitted to count as knowledge (Thomas, 2007).
Power invested in the research process allows for a certain type of knowledge to be constructed and this should be remembered when drawing conclusions from interview data.  The interview operates within a particular set of power/knowledge relations which are part of a specific technique of governance developed in modern society; that of the confession (Foucault, 1978).  The discourse of the confession has, according to Foucault, developed and changed over time but is seen as a means to produce the ‘truth’.  This individual production of ‘truth’ through interviews has gained prominence with the expansion of qualitative research (Atkinson and Silverman, 1997).  I will turn my attention now to look at the interview as a form of confessional with reference to the interview data collected from Access to HE students as part of the FurtherHigher project.
The Confession

We have, in the words of Atkinson and Silverman (1997), become an ‘interview society’, where the confession has a key role.  There is now a wealth of television and radio programmes, and magazines dedicated to the confession.  These include entertainment programmes such as the Oprah Winfrey and Trisha shows; numerous ‘phone-in surgeries’ (often health related) offering a form of self-help; and magazines sharing individuals’ experiences; all with the aim of revealing the ‘true self’.  Alongside this, they have argued that the expansion of interviewing has been largely responsible for the increase in qualitative research, with a greater focus on narrative approaches which acknowledge the individual voice of the participant.  The research interview is seen as a particular form of the confession as the ultimate aim is the acquisition of ‘truth’.  The notion of ‘truth’ is somewhat problematic.  For Foucault, ‘truth’ does not relate to a material object but the discourses which surround it.  In this way, Foucault retains the politics of discourse and refers to disciplinary knowledge as ‘regimes of truth’ (Usher and Edwards, 1994, p86).  ‘Truth’ can not be divorced from the power/knowledge relationship and what we define as ‘truth’ is a product of that relationship rather than being something hidden that is waiting to be discovered.  For Foucault, the production of ‘truth’ occurs in ‘truth games’ (Foucault, 1997a; 1997b) but he is not referring here to games of amusement, rather to technologies by which we understand ourselves.  

The confession has become a ‘normal’ aspect of contemporary life to the point where we no longer perceive it as an effect of power (Foucault, 1978).  It has also become an integral part of contemporary Western everyday life within the justice system, medicine, and personal relationships.  Foucault also suggests that the confession has taken on a particular form which operates under certain rules:

The confession is a ritual of discourse in which the speaking subject is also the subject of the statement; it is also a ritual that unfolds within a power relationship, for one does not confess without the presence (or virtual presence) of a partner who is not simply the interlocutor but the authority who requires the confession, prescribes and appreciates it, and intervenes in order to judge, punish, forgive, console and reconcile (Foucault, 1978, p61) 

In the interview situation, there are certain rules of discourse which limit the sayable; what is acceptable in that situation.  The narrative of the interview constructs a version of the self for both the interviewee and interviewer.  The interviewer may be keen to present a version of the self as authoritative and knowledgeable, whereas the interviewee may be keen to present an acceptable version of the self that fits with the ‘rules of the game’.  In other words the interviewee will desire to be a ‘good’ interviewee and provide the ‘correct’ answers to the authority figure or may want to be seen as a ‘good’ or ‘model’ citizen.  Furthermore, what is revealed in the interview is a rehearsed version of the self with individuals deciding beforehand what they think is acceptable to reveal about themselves during the discussion.  Therefore, ‘responses are always likely to be couched in an idiom that reflects prior narration’ (Atkinson and Silverman, 1997).  The data also reveals discourses by which the informants understand themselves and I will present here some examples from the data.
Several of the participants demonstrated their willingness to conform to the ‘rules’ of the interview and present themselves as ‘good’ interviewees by asking clarification questions.  In these examples from the data they check the amount of information requested to ensure that they are conforming: 

Sally - …Then I went to University – do you want what kind of subjects? (Sally, 1, 2)

Cate - And what are your plans for the future?

Sally - Immediate future or long distant future? (Sally, 3, 29)

Sunita - My school experience – do you mean from primary up to kind of secondary?  (Sunita, 1, 1)

The use of short ‘checking’ questions signals their willingness to conform to what the interviewer is asking for.  They do not make assumptions about the information required.

The presentation of the self in interviews is not only rehearsed but of a particular kind.  Nikolas Rose (1998) suggests that the influence of psychology (and other ‘psy’ disciplines) has played a key role in how we invent ourselves.  He adopts a Foucaultian genealogical approach to the production of the self as an historical rather than ontological construction.  This construction he argues is ultimately based on notions of freedom and now instead of being guided by religious authority we are guided by ‘therapies of normality or the psychologies of everyday life’ (Rose, 1998, p17).  He suggests that:

…psy has infused the shape and character of what we take to be liberty, autonomy and choice in our politics and our ethics; in the process, freedom has assumed an inescapably subjective form. (ibid. p16)

The self is constructed as autonomous and striving for self-realization; driven by notions of self-fulfilment and a desire to discover who we really are.  We are not ‘merely ‘free to choose’ but obliged to be free’, bound by a regime of subjectification (emphasis in original, ibid. p 17).   There are examples in the interviews which demonstrate the desire for self-fulfilment, often linked to the reasons for returning to study.  Lorraine for instance described how she became bored very easily with repetitive jobs:

Because I find in my job, it’s like normally about 6/7 months once I know what I’m doing, then if it’s repetitive, I get bored and move on to another job.  But with [the bank] it’s quite good because I’ve moved departments but it’s the same company.  But I do find it - I don’t feel like it’s fulfilling anything.  (Lorraine, 1, 11)
In a similar way, the interviewee Rose talked about engaging in study for herself rather than for a job and making sure that it was something that she would enjoy:  

I did a year Open University which I passed, but I hated it, every minute.  It really put me off, which is why I decided this time I would do something that I enjoyed rather than something that may well be more beneficial for a job.  (Rose, 1, 4).

She was also particularly aware of the support structures at the college and how these may shape perceptions of the self:

I mean they’re great at actually supporting you through your education and giving you the – empowering you, or whatever the big words are!  Making you feel that you are doing the right thing. (Rose, 1, 16)

Rose’s use of the word ‘empowering’ reflects a discourse where education is a route to ‘freedom’.  This is a particular type of freedom which is promoted through vocational and work-related education, couched in terms of (re)skilling the workforce and generic transferable skills.  This is part of an ‘enterprise discourse’ valuing such qualities as self-reliance, initiative taking, risk taking and personal responsibility (Bragg, 2007).  In Foucaultian terms this can be seen as a form of governmentality, where education may be valued on an individual level but ultimately it is for the (economic) benefit of society as a whole.  

Precisely what was disclosed was shaped by the techniques of normalisation, defined by what was considered acceptable, particularly when concerning subjects that are generally taboo.  For example, Tina was initially coy about why she moved to the area as to reveal the reason may have cast her in an unfavourable light:

Cate - So how did you end up in [Northgreen]?

Through marriage.  My husband was from [North West town], I was from [Midlands town], just some things that were going on in my life at the time as well it was sort of a new start, new change, you know, and chose Northgreen. (Tina, 1, 6)

This was clarified a few responses later:

CG - So what was it that made you think about starting college again and doing some qualifications?

I think it was someone….. I had a few problems like before when I came up here and stuff, got into drugs that was what it is, that was like the main reason for coming here, you know, to sort of get away from that. And then it was through the drug worker, you know, the set up for that, you know, and they introduced me to the Fresh Start course.  (Tina, 1, 8)

The legal and media discourses surrounding the use of recreational drugs has had the effect of pathologising drug users and Tina may have experienced the effects of this previously by being shunned or discriminated against.  This is an illegal activity and by admitting to partaking in drugs she categorises herself as ‘deviant’.  According to Foucault, labels of deviancy or delinquency are particularly powerful, shaped by political strategy and appealing to certain forms of knowledge and morality (Foucault, 1997c, p.116).  Tina could have lied about why she came to the area but in this confessional discourse she felt compelled to tell the truth.  It was also important that she had trust in me as the researcher and the arrangements concerning confidentiality and dissemination of the data and therefore without the ethical guidelines in place it is likely that a very different version of Tina’s story would have been told.  Her confession can also be viewed as part of her reconstruction of herself as a ‘respectable’ or ‘responsible’ citizen, of which re-entering education is a part.

It is not just the taboo or pathologising discourses which help people to construct their own narrative.  Beth for instance makes many references to the area where she was brought up (a council estate with high rates of unemployment) and how the discourses of that community ‘normalise’ people to have low career expectations and job prospects.  She stopped attending school at the age of 13 feeling that it was pointless as she would not get a ‘good’ job anyway.  When asked why she had not continued her education to the age of 16 she commented:

 … I just saw it as you know, oh I’m fed up with this, there’s no point me going.  I just got this sense of there was nothing for me in the future, so why carry on kind of thing.  I wasn’t encouraged at all to do anything. (Beth, 1, 6)

Commenting on the area where she lived, she says:

People from the area I came from didn’t really do anything, they just, if they worked, they got rubbish jobs, do you know what I mean?  They didn’t – it weren’t like it were ever on the cards to do anything. (Beth, 1, 10) 
Beth’s discourse of the area that she was brought up in reflects a degree of acceptance that she would end up in a poorly paid job.   Adopting a Foucaultian stance, Procacci (1991) suggests that the discourse of poverty established during the industrial revolution is founded on a ‘natural’ social order which accepts social inequality as inevitable.  The purpose of the social discourse therefore is to promote happiness to all levels of society and consequently an acceptance of the social order to avoid civil unrest (ibid. p 155). This type of discourse shapes what a person thinks is an acceptable route for them in terms of education and career or for ‘people like me’.  Beth demonstrates this by saying:

I’ve always thought, people like me don’t go to University you know, and so, it took quite a while for me to get that motivation, and confidence as well (Beth 1, 56)
Beth’s move into education can be seen in these terms as a form of resistance, although by opting to study for a degree in social work she was still strongly associated with the community which she came from and social issues related to it.  In a similar way to Beth, Darren talked about what he considered as normal with regard to going to university but also the lack of qualifications (exams) which had limited his choices.  Darren was 38 years of age at the time of the first interview.  He left school with ‘a couple of CSE’s’ and had been working for a number of years as a cabinet maker.  His chosen degree was a BA in Russian with Czech with a view to becoming an interpreter.  Talking of returning to education he said:  

I mean if I went to work anywhere else I would be doing the same as what I’m doing now, you know, just for somebody else.  I just want to get out of the whole you know workshop kind of factory sort of thing really, have a bit more choice in what I do really.  So I mean over the past years I’ve kind of looked at it really about maybe going to uni but I’ve just kind of thought well I’m too old to do that really.  It were a daft idea….
Why did you think you were too old?

Well, I don’t know, it’s kind of something you do after school really isn’t it?  That’s what I always thought. (Darren, 1, 10&11)

Darren’s assumption that he was initially too old to go to university reflects the dominant discourse relating to young students with ‘A’ level qualifications who enter higher education.  This persists by categorising students who do not take this ‘A’ level route as ‘non-traditional’ students, even when they now account for a large proportion of entrants.  In Darren’s case it was by following the example of friends who had re-entered education that an alternative discourse opened up for him.  
The powerful effect of discourses became apparent in the ways in which the interviewees talked about themselves.  At the end of the third interviews, the participants were introduced to the concept of Water Logic (De Bono, 1993).  This was used as a methodological tool to help to clarify with the individuals what had been said during the first two interviews.  It functioned as a means to check factual information as well as their perceptions of education and the transition to higher education.  It also had the effect of highlighting the constructed nature of the previous interviews and how people were able to mould a version of themselves in relation to dominant discourses.  In two instances this opened up spaces for a re-negotiation of the self presented by the participants.  In this next section I will firstly explain De Bono’s concept of Water Logic and how this can be used as a methodological tool to understand perceptions before looking at two examples from the data.  For both Sally and Sunita, the use of Water Logic opened up spaces for a renegotiation of the self; Sally revealed information which had previously been concealed during the interviews and for Sunita there was an opportunity to consider an alternative explanation for her withdrawal from her university course.

Water Logic

Edward de Bono (1993) suggests that Western thinking has developed habits which are characteristic of ‘rock logic’.  He describes rock logic as follows:

Traditional rock logic is based on identity: ‘This is a caterpillar.’  It is also based on ‘have’ and ‘inclusion’: ‘this caterpillar is green and has a hairy body.’  Inclusion, exclusion, identity and non-identity, and contradiction are the very stuff of reasoning.  We create boxes in the forms of categories, classifications and words.  We judge whether something belongs in a certain box and if it does we can give it all the characteristics of that box.  (ibid., p9-10)

In contrast to rock logic, water logic is intended to be a reflection of our perceptions, rather than our logic or reasoning.  In water logic the question is not ‘what is it?’ but ‘what does it lead to?’.  In contrast to rock which is hard and solid, water is soft, yielding and can flow; it adjusts to its surroundings and water logic therefore emphasises the importance of context.  De Bono offers several examples of situations where rock logic would seem strange but make perfect sense if interpreted through water logic:
A woman brings a faulty kettle to a department store and asks for a replacement.  The sales assistant knows the kettle could never have been bought at the store because the store does not stock that brand.  But the sales assistant changes the kettle for a new one.  On the basis of ‘is’ logic and justice this must seem absurd.  But in ‘to’ logic it does make sense.  The woman is so delighted that she becomes a regular customer. (ibid., p11)

De Bono has developed this into an analytical tool called a flowscape which helps to map perceptions.  The purpose is to clarify how a person thinks about something rather than to look for cause and effect relationships.  This tool can also be used in a creative sense to generate new ideas or to help solve problems.  It is worth noting also that even when perceptions are faulty or unjustified, they can still exist and be ‘true’.  This point links very well to Foucault’s view of discourse and the shaping of thought through ‘regimes of truth’.  What is considered ‘true’ from a Foucaultian perspective will always be in relation to a particular discourse which may be viewed as ‘false’ or an inadequate explanation at another point in time or through a different regime of truth. 

The value for me in using the technique with the Access students was that it served as a means to check my understanding of how they were thinking about Further and Higher Education.  Flowscapes were not static and could be re-negotiated with participants so that the result became a co-construction.  This helped to re-distribute the power differential between myself and the participants in the interview situation.
Drawing out the flowscape was a relatively simple process and formulated a picture of the individuals’ perceptions at that moment.  They were not static and therefore subject to change.  I will use the example of Sally’s flowscape by way of illustration here to demonstrate how this was put into practice.  The first step was to create a ‘stream of consciousness list’ which was best achieved by not dwelling too long on the items or by trying to predict the outcome.  In order to do this, I read through the first two transcripts and noted what Sally said about her expectations of higher education and also how she experienced it.  During this process I had in mind the question ‘what does HE mean to Sally?’.  I was therefore looking for what was important to her about higher education and where she thought this would lead to.  This question also helped to highlight aspects of change or transition (if any) between further and higher education.  The next step was to label each item A, B, C, etc and then decide which other item on the list each leads to.  The stream of consciousness list was derived from the first two interviews with Sally, one at the end of her Access to HE course and the other a few weeks into her BA in Physiotherapy course (see diagram 1.).  
Diagram 1. Stream of Consciousness list for Sally.
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The first item from the stream of consciousness list is useful to explain Sally’s thinking concerning Higher Education; that of it being a ‘normal’ route of education.  Although Sally’s parents had no experience of higher education, she attended a school which was very encouraging towards higher education and so for her it was a natural progression to university:

Neither of my parents went to University.  My sister, 2 years older than me was at University, but there was never any pressure for me to go.  May be it was through school like all my friends were going, but there was never any pressure to go, it just kind of seemed like the natural thing to do. (Sally, 1, 8)

Sally went to university at the age of 18 and gained a BA in Politics, for which she achieved an upper second class honours degree, but found it difficult to get a job that she enjoyed so returned at the age of 27 to retrain as a physiotherapist.  When explaining her reasons for returning to study she was initially reticent about a further three years study:

Initially I thought there’s no way I can go back and do a Degree – 3 years of study is not for me, but kind of the more I thought about it, the more I thought well if I don’t, I’m going to be stuck in an office doing something boring for the rest of my life, did I want to do that?  So I decided to give it a go. (Sally, 1, 9)
For Sally, it was important to train for a profession which would lead to a more interesting job.  So the idea of university being a ‘normal’ route leads to a more interesting job (A-B on the stream of consciousness list)

As Sally had previous experience of HE, she had some idea what to expect although this time she was living with her parents rather than being in halls of residence.  She talked of how university was different to college in that there was a greater emphasis at university on being an independent learner and that when she was at college she didn’t always tell people that she was studying as it didn’t have the same status as studying at university.  She associated HE with work modules, placements and assessments which she hoped were going to lead to a first-class degree this time round.  Sally experienced a heavy workload, which was also much harder than the work at college, leading to a great deal of pressure.  This was compounded by lack of money and working part-time.  She seemed to accept that this was not only what HE looked like but also how it should be; and was necessary to lead to a more interesting job.   
Diagram 2. Sally’s Flowscape version 1.

[image: image3.png]Sally Flow diagram 1

heavy workosd

N

partime work

harder tack of money
diterertto
colege stucert idertty
\ / igher status
plcenerts indeperent
tearring
moduies
assessmerts frstoss

degree

!

more eresting ———y

e route




Once the stream of consciousness list had been compiled, this was drawn out into a visual representation of Sally’s perceptions, with directional arrows indicating where each item led to.  When Sally’s stream of consciousness list was plotted out, a pattern emerged to her thinking as can be seen in diagram 2.  The main points to note on a flowscape are collector points where several arrows converge; and stable loops, where two or more items form a loop.  The collector points indicate dominant aspects or important points, which could also be action points if this tool is used as a means of problem solving.  In Sally’s flowscape the collector points were pressure, independent learning, a first-class degree and a more interesting job and showed the most prominent aspects of what HE meant to her.  Stable loops indicate a stable perception and in Sally’s case included ‘a more interesting job’ and the ‘normal route’, so in Sally’s perception to get an interesting job you have to go to university.  The realities of university meant that there is a lot of pressure on her to be an independent learner and to achieve her goal of a first class degree, which will ultimately lead to her ‘more interesting job’.

At the end of the third interview the flow diagram was presented back to Sally for her comments.  She agreed that the stream of consciousness list was a fairly accurate description of how she saw HE but then commented that it was interesting the way that pressure had become a collector point.  

There’s one thing I didn’t mention, I wasn’t sure whether to mention or not, is that I have started seeing a counsellor, I’ve been a couple of times because I have been getting quite stressed (Sally, 3, 39)

This is another example of where a dominant discourse has shaped what a person reveals about themselves.  For Sally the need to see a counsellor was a sign of weakness which explained why she did not mention it during the interviews, even though she had been asked about any extra support that she may have had.  Dominant discourses of the ‘entrepreneurial self’ in education emphasise personal qualities such as ‘self-reliance, taking initiatives, risks and personal responsibility’ (Bragg, 2007) which link very much to the notion of independent learning associated with HE.  The discourse of being an independent learner means that students are expected to do things for themselves, therefore the need for help from a counsellor can be interpreted as a sign of weakness.  

On discussing the flowscape we decided that the pressure was probably due to her own high standards and the wish to attain a first-class degree rather than any lack of ability.  We decided that the flow diagram worked better by rearranging the flow to acknowledge the pressure that she was putting on herself, to create a new flowscape (diagram 3).
My original interpretation of the data had suggested that she felt there was a pressure to be an independent learner but following the discussion it was 
Diagram 3. Sally’s flowscape version 2.
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concluded that this was not quite right.  It was being an independent learner, along with the other aspects of her life, which was leading to pressure.  Sally still saw this as part of the process of going through university and necessary to achieve her goals.  This could also have been re-worked to include the counselling which she had received to help her cope with the pressure of her studying, however I wish to concentrate here on how the use of such a tool can be used to help clarify and aid understanding in interviews. 
The use of Water Logic helped to redistribute power in the interview situation by giving Sally a greater say on how her story should be interpreted.  This does not mean that Sally had no power before for as Foucault reminds us, power is everywhere and can not be avoided.  However, without using a tool such as Water Logic the final version of her story would have been solely my own interpretation.  Water Logic allowed Sally to exercise power to by discussing and amending the version of her story that was presented.  From my perspective as interviewer, it helped to introduce one aspect of her ‘story’ which had previously been kept private; her use of the counselling service.  In a Foucaultian sense, this demonstrated the way that dominant discourses shape how a person talks about themselves.  Sally was keen to present herself as a capable and independent learner and so presented a version of herself in this manner thus avoiding any sign of weakness.  What was highlighted here was the partiality of her story, which should be remembered when collecting and interpreting data through interviews. 

Alternative Narratives

In another example from an interview with Sunits, a space was opened up for a reconstruction of one person’s narrative.  Sunita was prompted to think differently about her ‘story’ and to see that this was just one of several possible versions, although she was reluctant to abandon her original narrative.  Sunita was 29 at the time of the first interview; a single parent to a 5 year old son who had just started school.  She had previously completed a range of courses from beauty therapy, to computers to customer services before commencing the Black Access course with a view to taking a degree in Childhood Studies.

At the time of the third interview, Sunita had left her degree course after completing approximately 7 months.  She discussed her reasons for leaving and her feelings when she left the course: 
I felt depressed actually because I felt a bit let down by myself that I should have carried on. Even now I’m thinking “oh if I’d have done it I would have passed this year” and I would have felt an achievement. Because that’s why I was doing it in the first place, to kind of better myself and better my life for me and my kid, but I don’t know, sometimes I think I wouldn’t have been able to do it anyway so... (Sunita, 3, 12)
She also reflected on that decision at the time of the interview some four months later:

I still feel a bit like....it’s a bad decision like… because like you know when you’ve passed your work and you get a feeling of like “oh I’ve done it and I’ve got a good mark for it” or, you know, I was alright, at least I passed it or whatever… so I’ve got that thing and I just wanted to achieve it, wanted to do it but I couldn’t so… (Sunita, 3,17)

Her narrative is one of self-blame but also a discourse of education firmly built around the completion of courses and the achievement of qualifications.  Despite passing all her assignments up until she left and her tutor confirming that she was progressing well, she attributes her ‘failure’ to her lack of ability:

…when I spoke to the tutor she said “no you’re doing fine, you’re doing quite well, your marks are fine” but I felt myself like I’d have to struggle to....every piece of work was like a struggle to do it. I don’t know, maybe it was a bit too much for me. (Sunita, 3, 2)

She also commented later that she thought she would have been better studying for a Foundation degree as she thought that the work would have been easier than for a degree.  A further element here was also Sunita’s lack of preparedness for the course that she had chosen.  Having completed several level 2 and 3 courses in a variety of subjects, from computers to reception and beauty treatments, she was advised to complete the Black Access course in order to get to university.  However, she had not completed a level 3 course in childcare or something similar and consequently found that she did not have the basic grounding in the subject that she was attempting at degree level.
Sunita was also experiencing problems with her son refusing to be left at the ‘breakfast club’ at school.  This created a huge time pressure for her to get to university on time.  She had started to show signs of illness due to the stress (even collapsing at one point) and so she commented that it was the right decision for her to leave.  However, she appeared to be unable to escape the discourse of failure and self-blame.
As with the other participants, the flowscape was derived from the data collected during the first two interviews and compiled using the same question – ‘what does HE mean to Sunita?’  The stream of consciousness list was plotted out to reveal a pattern to her perceptions.  Sunita’s flowscape formed two separate and independent stable loops (see diagram 4).  
Diagram 4. Sunita’s flowscape
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One part was formed by the key collector point of ‘stress’ which was fed into by stricter deadlines, domestic responsibilities, lack of time, hard work, heavy workload, money and the collector point of ‘stress’ formed part of a stable loop with her ‘doubt for own capabilities’.  This represented her worries and the practicalities of how she experienced university.  The other loop formed by ‘wanting a better job’, ‘becoming a professional’ and ‘more opportunities’ represented her motivations for wanting to go into HE in the first place.  This flowscape suggests that her motivation to get a degree was discordant with how she experienced it culminating in her decision to leave after 7 months. 

At the end of the third interview when the flowscape was presented back to her, Sunita’s reaction was one of shock:

Yeah that’s true actually, really true yeah. When you put it like that it’s like “oh my gosh”. (Sunita, 3, 29)

In discussing the flowscape, it was suggested that maybe the mismatch was due to her choosing the wrong degree course, but even though she could see

this as plausible she was reluctant to accept this as the reason:

I think probably looking at it in that way it’s probably just a case of saying “well that particular opportunity wasn’t the right one for you at that point in time”.

Yeah, I should think like that but....still do but..... (Sunita, 3, 33)
The course had not been her first choice but a ‘choice of the necessary’ as being a single parent she was limited to the local university.  This prompted some reflection on her part and she decided that maybe that was part of the reason for leaving; something which was less obvious to her before.  

During the interviews Sunita had talked about herself in quite negative terms, blaming her lack of ability for dropping from the course.  With the introduction of Water Logic she was able to explore other factors which impacted on her decision to leave and that her perception of the situation was just one of many possible explanations.  The Water Logic therefore was able to open up the discursive spaces for her to rethink her story, even though she still blamed herself for being unable to cope. 

There are possibilities for using this technique in other situations.  Most obviously, this could be used with participants where they construct the flowscape themselves and then use it as a focus for discussion.  This would perhaps be a better use of the technique as it would provide a reflection of how the interviewee is thinking rather than my interpretation of how I think they are thinking.  This would take more time however, as it requires some practice to articulate how you are thinking in terms of water logic (what this leads to) rather than rock logic (cause and effect) which is how most people are used to analysing.

Conclusion
In a Foucaultian view, the interview should be seen as a form of confession where the interviewee is compelled to reveal the ‘truth’ about her/his self.  This ‘truth’ is shaped by dominant discourses which provide ‘rules’ for what is acceptable within a given situation, or how people define themselves.  There are instances in the data presented which suggest that the participants revealed information that may be considered taboo or could have cast them in an unfavourable light.  This highlights the power of the confessional format for participants to produce the ‘truth’ about themselves.  Participants were keen to present themselves as good interviewees but also as ‘good’ citizens in a situation where they would be judged by the dominant interviewer.

The use of the water logic flowscape technique at the end of the third interviews opened up new discursive spaces.  Sally for instance had not revealed during the course of the third interview that she was now receiving counselling to help her cope with the stress of studying.  The use of water logic allowed for a greater exploration of how the participants were thinking about their lives and studying, which would have remained hidden otherwise.  It served as a means to check understanding and to assist my understanding of their perceptions.  In addition for Sunita, the technique allowed her to explore new explanations of why she had left her course and to help her to see that alternative constructions were possible.   

The Foucaultian view of the power/knowledge relationship and De Bono’s Water Logic both emphasise the importance of context.  While the interview can be seen as a means to produce ‘truth’, this will be relative to dominant discourses.  Similarly perceptions expressed in water logic may be based on faulty logic but still be seen as ‘true’ by the person involved.  Both perceptions and discourses can change and evolve and are therefore fluid like water.  This should serve as a reminder when analysing research data from interviews of the contextual nature of the ‘story’ produced within a power relationship.
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A	‘normal’ route		B


B	more interesting job		A


C	heavy workload		D


D	harder				K


E	modules			J


F	placements			J


G	lack of money		K


H	independent-			N


learning 	


I	different to college		H


J	Assessments			N


K	pressure			H


L	part-time work		K


M	student identity		H


	higher-status


N	first-class degree		B
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