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TEACHING CRIMINOLOGY THROUGH 

INTERVIEW-BASED ASSIGNMENTS  

 

MARK ISRAEL* 

INTRODUCTION 

My first semester of teaching at the Flinders University of 

South Australia in 1993 was tough. One student described my 

mode of lecturing as less interesting than listening to the ducks that 

frequented the campus lake.1 However, since then, I have attempted 

to change my practice in a way designed to create a more 

stimulating environment for students, one which might also support 

a more active engagement with the ideas and practices of 

criminology. Student evaluations of my work have improved 

significantly.  

It seemed to me that one way of encouraging students to engage 

with criminology was by asking them to operate in the world 

beyond the confines of the university. I hoped that an assignment 

that integrated work on and off the campus could also be used to 

increase student independence, provide students with a self-critical 

awareness of the limits to their own knowledge and enable them to 

gain an appreciation of the frontiers of knowledge in criminology.  

In this article, I explain a program of teaching criminology 

through interview-based assignments that I developed at Flinders 

University. I also outline some of the pedagogical and ethical 

difficulties that have been associated with the program.2  

ACTIVE LEARNING  

Teaching students how to do something without allowing them 

to put it into practice may be a poor way of encouraging learning. 
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For example, in a conventional research methods topic assessed by 

examination, students may be tempted to smile nicely at lecturers, 

learn the 79 facts needed and then promptly forget which 

researcher did what in which book. Writers on higher education 

such as Paul Ramsden3 call this a “surface” as opposed to a “deep” 

strategy for learning and have found that as students become older, 

there is a general move from a surface orientation towards a deeper 

approach.4 Lecturers might have hoped that tertiary education 

would play a key part in this shift, but unfortunately a whole gamut 

of studies have showed that universities seem to encourage their 

students to buck this trend. For example, Gow and Kember found 

that “the likelihood of a student adopting a deep orientation seems 

to decline as the student progresses through a course of study”.5 Put 

starkly, the further students went in their undergraduate degrees the 

better they were at passing topics and the less interested and the 

less enthusiastic they were about what they were studying.  

Within law faculties, several lecturers have called for changes 

in teaching practices. For example, Marlene Le Brun and Richard 

Johnstone6 argued that Australian law schools should run programs 

which fostered the development of deep approaches to learning. 

They wanted students to become “resourceful, lifelong, and 

autonomous learners” who were “critical and creative … self-

reliant, self-determining, and self-motivating”.7 Of course, such 

arguments have not been specific to law schools.8 In a 1992 report, 

the Higher Education Council urged Australian universities to 

equip all their graduates with what they termed “higher level 

generic skills”,9 which included qualities of critical thinking, 

problem solving, independent thought, ethical integrity, and the 

ability to identify, find and manage information. These skills were 

seen as necessary not just for students to respond to current needs 

but also for them to be able to accommodate change by acquiring, 

renewing and upgrading their knowledge, skills and attitudes 

throughout their lives.10 While the authors of the report accepted 

that discipline-specific knowledge and skills were important (and 

might be the only way to develop generic skills), they concluded 

that employers were unlikely to value highly those students who 

left university without the ability to continue with their learning.  

The teaching approaches and assessment practices that we adopt 

seem to be crucial in helping students to develop the skills for 

lifelong learning. The National Board of Employment Education 
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and Training (NBEET)11 found that the staff, students and 

graduates that they interviewed felt that the following approaches 

were most likely to achieve that objective: self-directed learning; 

experiential learning; problem-based learning; and reflective 

practice. These approaches have been used as the basis for whole 

curricula, or simply as a minor part of a particular topic. However, 

their adoption throughout tertiary education appears to have been 

patchy.12  

Each of the approaches identified in the NBEET report required 

a change in the relationship between student and teacher.13 Students 

moved from being passive learners dependent on the teacher to 

being active learners, independent of the teacher. In turn, teachers 

shifted from playing the role of an expert providing information to 

novices to acting as a resource for self-directed learners who could 

think critically for themselves.14  

Le Brun and Johnstone15 recognised that some lecturers who 

adopted these approaches had to contend with opposition from 

students on several grounds: some students were not interested in 

directing themselves;16 others lacked the preparation for such a 

shift.17 Some lecturers also faced difficulties if their move took 

place without the support of their colleagues — either because of 

their peers’ resistance to change18 or because they worked in 

institutional structures that limited the possibilities for collective 

change.19 Despite the possibility of such opposition, Le Brun and 

Johnstone claimed that a “quiet revolution” was taking place in 

legal education, changing who decided both what was learned and 

how it was learned. In the rest of this paper, I examine how 

assessed interview-based research might form part of a response to 

changing attitudes to teaching and learning.  

THE ASSIGNMENT  

For each of the last five years, I have asked students to conduct 

original research based on qualitative interviews, a form of research 

where people are permitted to answer questions for themselves and 

in their own terms.20 The interview-based assessment that I set 

required students to interview someone who was or who had been 

involved in crime or the criminal justice system. Interviewees were 

not necessarily seen as representing some part of the larger social 

world,21 however, students were encouraged to contemplate the 
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ambit of the claims that they made for their material and consider 

to what extent the views of their interviewees might represent a 

larger group. Students wrote 3500 word reports which related their 

experience in the interview to relevant criminological literature. 

The reports formed a major part of assessment for two of the topics 

that I taught in criminology (Crime and Society and Criminal 

Justice).  

In 1995 and 1996, students were asked to reflect on their 

attitudes towards these topics by completing anonymously a 

Student Evaluation of Teaching exercise organised by the Adelaide 

Centre for University Education (ACUE). ACUE measured, among 

other things, whether a lecturer stimulated students’ interest in the 

topic, had enthusiasm for teaching, considered the ethical aspects of 

the topic and if students ended up with a positive attitude to the 

topic. ACUE used a one-dimensional seven-point linear scale, 

which ranged from one (strongly disagree) to seven (strongly 

agree). In each measurement, the mean score of students’ responses 

to the topic and the assessment was higher than six out of seven 

(with standard deviations of less than one). The survey also asked 

whether students found the topic challenging and whether their 

ability to work independently had increased. In these two cases, the 

average scores in 1995 varied between 5.5 and 5.9. Scores for 1996 

were similar. Finally, I asked a colleague to conduct a discussion-

based qualitative evaluation with just under half of the students 

who had taken the topic. Unlike the ACUE evaluation, this 

focussed specifically on the assessment. Like the ACUE 

evaluation, my colleague reported that the results of the evaluation 

were “overwhelmingly positive”.22  

Even many aspects of the assignment which were liked least tended to 
be viewed as “challenging” and as leading to personal and professional 

development. Clearly the students saw this assignment as providing a 

different academic experience which was on the one hand “refreshing”, 

but on the other also intellectually stimulating, demanding and 

developing.23  

Overall, students’ discussion of the value of interview- based 

assignment fell into three categories. Some welcomed the 

possibility of learning a new way of investigating an issue, others 

valued the possibility of discovering social worlds about which 

they knew little, while a third group used the opportunity to explore 

their own social milieu. Students placed most importance on the 
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fact that they were applying “real life people and situations to the 

literature”. They found that they “learned new skills in conducting 

the interview” and enjoyed the “human contact and interaction” 

that the assignment required.24 Some commented on the value of 

gaining an insight into how ‘’real” research was done.25 One 

student wrote that “the research paper, although very time 

consuming, was a well appreciated break from the same, old, dry 

essays that I usually have to do,26 while another stated that “I found 

that the interview gave me an insight into real life experiences that 

no literature could”.27  

Other students explained that they enjoyed the challenge and 

“novelty” of being asked to work in what they perceived as the 

“real world”. When asked what they thought were the best aspects 

of the topic, several noted that they enjoyed being given the 

responsibility to motivate themselves and choose their own topic 

for research. One student interviewed a rape counsellor and wrote 

that:  

[t]his paper has allowed me to investigate a topic of personal interest ... 

When we were assigned this interview paper I saw it as an opportunity 

to try and resolve some of my unanswered questions.28  

Many said that this had encouraged them to work harder than 

they might have done otherwise: “I liked the fact that I could 

choose my own research topics ... I found I learnt more about the 

topics I researched than the comparable work I would have to cover 

for an exam.”29 Most encouraging was the student who expressed a 

sense of achievement at having completed the assignment: “It was 

a challenging task which at first looked insurmountable, but when 

completed was extremely rewarding.”30  

When I established these topics, my major concern was to 

encourage an interest in and understanding of sociological ideas 

among students who had very little background in social sciences. 

In Crime and Society, students investigated how criminologists 

measured the extent of crime, explored some of the major theories 

about crime, reviewed the literature on several forms of crime, 

assessed the impact of crime on its victims and on society in 

general and considered the way the media portrayed crime. In 

Criminal Justice, students examined a wide range of activities and 

processes that make up the Australian criminal justice system. The 

topics placed historical and contemporary issues within their 

broader political contexts and reviewed the specific impact of 
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various forms of discretionary decision- making on different 

classes, ethnic communities and genders.  

Students took these two topics as part of a wide variety of 

courses: some were studying law; many were taking a Bachelor of 

Arts degree within which they might complete a major in Legal 

Studies; a few were enrolled in other degrees (perhaps even at 

another university). Consequently, some had no previous 

knowledge of law at all and most had no background in sociology 

or criminology. Some of the students were in their second year of 

university, others in their third, while some already had a degree 

and were taking the topic as part of a Graduate Diploma in Legal 

studies.31 As a result, the topics were designed to be free standing 

and assumed no prior knowledge or skills beyond those generic 

communication and analytical skills that might generally be 

expected of any social science or arts-based second year student.32 

Marks for the interview-based assignment represented 60 per cent 

of a student’s overall grade for the topic.  

Students took the lead in choosing and researching their subject 

area. They had less choice about research methodology. The 

interview-based assignment required them to ask semi-structured 

and open-ended questions as they investigated the way their 

particular interviewees understood the world. There were several 

advantages in choosing a semistructured approach. For example, as 

other researchers have pointed out, the research tool was more 

likely to encourage interviewers to consider their relationship with 

their interviewee and their subject material than a standardised 

questionnaire.33 The method also had the potential to provoke an 

analysis of the plausibility and credibility both of the account 

provided by the interviewee and the representation of that account 

by the interviewer.34 Of course, the interview had its limits as a 

research method. Some of these problems have been well explored. 

For instance, ethnographers and oral historians have had a long-

standing interest in the way that distortions enter into the narratives 

provided by an interviewee. Sometimes mistakes of memory, 

deliberately misleading or distorted recollection, or poor 

understanding can undermine the accuracy of the account.35 Other 

issues have not been investigated in such depth. For example, little 

work has been done on how interviewees perceive their own 

accounts. In responding to these difficulties, students were asked to 

do what most empiricists involved in oral history have done: assess 
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material in terms of internal consistency, cross check it with other 

sources and place it within a context provided by other interviews, 

other documentary evidence and a theoretical framework.36  

Many students approached their interview data with a healthy 

scepticism and this was stimulated further by group discussions: 

why do you think that your interviewee said what he or she said; 

why might you believe them; why might you doubt what they say; 

why should anyone else believe your interpretation of what your 

interviewee said? Many students were not be able to answer all 

these questions, but I believed that more of them were willing to 

interrogate far more critically the oral evidence that they 

themselves had gathered than they might have been prepared to do 

with a written text. Of course, it would have been unrealistic to 

expect students to master all these methodological complexities at 

their first attempt and it was important to provide them with 

adequate support if they encountered difficulties.  

STUDENT EXPERIENCES  

Students discovered that interview-based research could be very 

time consuming. They needed to gain an understanding of how to 

undertake qualitative interviews, and an appreciation of some of the 

methodological and ethical difficulties associated with qualitative 

interviewing. Students planned for the assignment in several ways: 

they read various accounts of interviews undertaken by various 

criminologists and took part in a series of workshop-based 

discussions on the process of interviewing. These discussions and 

an accompanying manual divided the process of interviewing into 

several constituent parts and shadowed the work of students before, 

during and after they conducted the interview. The materials 

examined why students were asked to undertake an interview; how 

they might prepare for an interview; how they might conduct an 

interview; how they might write up an interview; what ethical 

dilemmas they might encounter; and how they might cope with 

disasters.  

With greater autonomy came greater opportunity to make 

mistakes and it was important that students were able to construct a 

research plan that was ethically defensible and methodologically 

robust. I taught research ethics as an integral part of research 

practice rather than an adjunct to a course on methodology. In the 
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training manual that they received on interviewing as well as in the 

discussions on research that followed, students were asked to 

contemplate some of the more important ethical issues that they 

might need to confront while undertaking interviews.37 I shall 

return to the ethical issues later in this paper.  

While students began to develop a series of generic skills in 

interviewing and research, they also had to apply this 

understanding to a specific area of interdisciplinary study, 

criminology. Qualitative interviews have been used by 

criminologists in several ways: to study the way that the criminal 

justice system works, particularly those aspects which were not 

likely to be amenable to highly structured survey and questionnaire 

methods;38 to describe particular experiences;39 to formulate and 

subsequently test theory;40 and to challenge existing conceptions 

and theories.41 These applications were not beyond the reach of 

undergraduate students.  

For example, a Crime and Society student used an interview 

with a sex industry worker to challenge a contentious claim made 

about the effects of pornography. The student became interested in 

finding out if anyone involved in the pornography industry was 

prepared to contest claims by the American-based Feminist Anti-

Censorship Taskforce (FACT). FACT maintained that sexually 

explicit material caused little direct harm to the women involved in 

making the material and minimal indirect harm to victims of 

sexually violent crime. The student interviewed an ex-sex industry 

worker who was strongly opposed to the FACT line. The 

interviewee claimed that pornography might cause real harm to 

women like her and that this harm could be brutal.  

Given the limited amount of contemporary criminological 

research on South Australia, an interview could be a particularly 

useful tool for investigating whether research undertaken in a 

different time or place might be relevant to that state today. For 

example, a Criminal Justice student wanted to know whether police 

attitudes to rape victims had changed in South Australia over the 

last 20 years. The student decided to look at interaction between 

police officers and female survivors of rape and sexual assault. She 

had found that feminist and criminological literature from the 

1970s and 1980s had described police treatment of rape survivors 

as hostile, callous and indifferent. She interviewed a counsellor 

who worked in a support service for victims of rape and sexual 
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assault to find out whether the counsellor thought that the 

relationship had altered. The student discovered that the 

interviewee believed that significant changes had occurred in some 

of the attitudes of some sectors of the police and indicated some 

possible explanations for these changes. However, she found that 

her interviewee was still aware of incidents where some police 

officers continued to view some types of rape with undue 

scepticism or refused to offer the survivor any choice in how the 

incident would be handled.  

Since 1993, criminology students at Flinders have investigated 

a wide range of topics and people. They have interviewed victims 

and staff of victim support organisations, people who had been 

convicted as murderers, armed robbers, drunk-drivers, white collar 

criminals, as well as unconvicted sex industry workers and drug 

users and dealers, and criminal justice personnel such as police 

officers and aides, prison, parole and crime prevention officers, 

lawyers, magistrates and judges. However, there was always a 

danger that the interviews could become little more than a 

voyeuristic trip through deviance unless students were able to 

develop a critical self-awareness that allowed them to reflect on 

their actions both during and after the interview.42  

I have found that the process of reflection could seem less 

artificial to students if it was an integral part of any assessment 

based on the exercise. As a result, I encouraged them to write about 

their attitudes to the research process in their research report. In 

these reports as well as in the ACUE questionnaires, students noted 

that they had welcomed the opportunity to learn about the 

experiences of people they know little about. For example, one 

Law student taking Criminal Justice interviewed a woman whose 

daughter had been murdered in Adelaide. The mother had 

subsequently helped set up a support group for the families and 

friends of murder victims and had indicated her willingness to 

speak to students about her experience. The student chose to speak 

to her because “never having been a victim of crime myself, I really 

had no idea of how a victim of crime felt about the criminal justice 

system … I wanted such an insight because as a future lawyer, 

understanding a victim’s view will make me a better lawyer.”43  

A Crime and Society student interviewed a 40 year old man 

about three assaults that the man had suffered. The student, 

however, found that the interviewee, an ex-soldier, felt that the 
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assaults paled into insignificance compared to the victimisation that 

he considered he had experienced when he served in Vietnam. The 

students used this information in several ways, one of which 

involved investigating an ongoing debate within victimology as to 

what constituted victimisation.  

Several students interviewed Aboriginal people. Organisations 

such as the Aboriginal Research Institute at the University of South 

Australia have argued that special care should be taken by 

researchers to be sensitive to the values and customs of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander people.44 A Crime and Society student 

interviewed a fellow student about his experiences of racism and 

found that the interviewee “had a very positive attitude to the 

interview because he believes it is one way to make a difference … 

the interview was opportunity for him to inform more people about 

Aboriginal issues and to bridge the gap between Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal people”. The interviewee spoke about how a 

member of his family had died in police custody, questioning 

whether a white person would have been equally likely to die in 

such circumstances. The student noted that the interview had 

allowed her to hear about the experiences of Aboriginal people at 

first hand:  

Through the interviewee I was able to listen to experiences that most 

people can only read about in the literature. I believe that this 

experience has broadened my understanding of Aboriginal culture and 
spirituality. Furthermore, it has given me a greater insight into the 

problems that Aboriginal people have to face on a daily basis. The 

interview forced me to reflect and examine my own views.45  

Some of the interviews looked at the consequences of South 

Australian State Government policies for Aboriginal communities. 

In 1994, a Criminal Justice student interviewed an Aboriginal 

Program Development Officer. The officer spoke about the over-

representation in prisons of Aboriginal people from his home 

community located outside Adelaide. His explanation focused on 

the history of dispossession of his people. For the student,  

Speaking with [him] brought home to me the enormity of the problems 

which face communities like [his]. So much control has been exercised 

over the lives of community members for so long, they have faced so 
much hostility, their needs in respect of health, education and lifestyle 

have been ignored, and most of all they have been dispossessed of their 

land ... If a community like [this one] is not able [to] take control of its 

own destiny … then the historical patterns of the past are destined to be 
repeated, resulting in the continual imprisonment of Aboriginal people 
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at an unacceptable rate.46  

Many students were interested in investigating the experiences 

and attitudes of their own social groups. Some of the most 

fascinating accounts were written by students who already knew 

their interviewees. These are two examples. In 1988, two brothers, 

both schoolboys, were standing in a bank when it was held up by 

an armed robber. When the younger brother, Jon, took one of my 

topics in 1995, he asked me if he could interview his elder brother. 

Jon was nervous that the work was too close to home. He was not 

worried that his brother might be unable to give an account of what 

it was like to be a victim. He also thought that neither of them 

would find the interview particularly traumatic. He was concerned 

that a university lecturer might not consider a brother to be an 

authentic subject. After discussing his proposal with a counsellor at 

a local victim support service, Jon interviewed his brother and 

found that the details of the robbery were still vivid in both of their 

minds. They compared what each other remembered of the 

incident. Unlike his younger brother, the interviewee did not 

believe that he had been a victim of crime because he felt the crime 

had not been directed at him. The interviewee used part of this 

material to question some of the wider definitions of crime adopted 

by victims of crime support services.  

Some non-white, bilingual and bicultural students had 

considerable advantages in obtaining access to — and providing 

informed accounts of — the experiences of members of previously 

undocumented groups: those of some non-English-speaking, 

Aboriginal, Asian and rural Australians. One Criminal Justice 

student interviewed an elderly woman from her own small Eastern 

European community. As a welfare worker in that community, the 

student had met her interviewee’s husband when he was ill in 1990. 

While visiting him, she spoke with his wife and found that the wife 

was the survivor of a rape that had been committed several months 

previously. After discussing her proposal with a counsellor who 

worked at a local support service for survivors of rape, the student 

contacted the elderly woman again. Having agreed to tell her story, 

the woman explained how she had had a terrible time with a 

criminal justice system that had been very poorly prepared to meet 

the needs of non-English-speaking clients. Although the 

interviewee had been in Australia for over 40 years, she spoke very 

little English. The student was able to conduct the interview in the 
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woman’s native language. In her paper, the student wrote about the 

problems that she believed had been caused by inappropriate 

support services, differing cultural responses to rape and culturally 

inappropriate behaviour by police.  

Another student in Crime and Society interviewed his Italian-

Australian grandfather. They spoke about how the old man had felt 

when his house had been burgled while he was away in a nursing 

home. The interview dealt with the grandfather’s sense of helpless 

when he heard about the invasion of his home. The grandfather said 

that if he had been there he would have wanted to beat up the 

burglar. The grandson commented on the threat posed by the 

burglary to his grandfather’s sense of masculinity.  

Very little has been written about the experiences of Deaf 

people in the criminal justice system. One Deaf student47 

interviewed a Deaf man who had been convicted of murdering his 

wife and her parents after they had taken his son away from him. 

The interviewee explained how the actions of his in-laws had 

finally provoked the triple murder. The interview was conducted in 

Auslan (Australian Sign Language). The student placed the 

interviewee’s explanation of the crime and his experiences in court 

within a discussion of deafness and Deaf culture. He argued that 

the problems faced by Deaf people within the legal system should 

not be compared to disabled people but rather to non-English 

speakers. He pointed out that Deaf people may not understand 

much of the court proceedings and might find it impossible to 

communicate with anyone else in prison, in effect placing them in 

solitary confinement.  

The interview-based assignment was constructed to encourage 

students to become active learners by developing an interest in 

criminology and relating intellectual debates in the subject to their 

social world. However, devising the assignment also stimulated 

changes in my own practice. In the next section, I examine the 

changes prompted in my own work as a lecturer.  

CHANGES IN MY OWN PRACTICE  

I have spent much of this paper discussing the impact of the 

assignment on students. It has been harder for me to reflect on the 

difficulties that I faced in changing my own practice. In his book 

Learning to Teach in Higher Education, Paul Ramsden48 described 
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three different “theories” of teaching that he believed were 

common among teachers in higher education. Ramsden’s first 

theory focused on the work of the teacher and portrayed teaching in 

terms of telling or transmission. In Ramsden’s second, student-

focused theory, the teacher saw his or her role as being to organise 

student activity. A skilled teacher needed a large tool-bag of 

teaching techniques and skills into which he or she could delve to 

find the right way to cover the required material for all students at 

all times. Ramsden’s final theory saw teaching as the art of making 

learning possible. He linked teaching and learning in a “context-

related, uncertain and continuously improvable”49 approach that 

recognised individual differences between students in an effort to 

help all students to change their understanding. Clearly, Ramsden 

favoured the last theory with its view of learning as a “collaborative 

experience, calling for encouragement, structure, and support, but 

most productive when students push themselves, investing their 

own creative energy and sweat.”50 I have been trying to adapt my 

teaching practices to reflect this third view of teaching — the use of 

interview-based assessment was part of this shift.  

The biggest difficulties for me concerned first, the increased 

pressures on my time necessitated by a change in my teaching and, 

second, the need to ensure that the research undertaken by students 

was ethically defensible. Student-centred learning can be resource 

intensive. Students may make significant demands on a lecturer’s 

time, perhaps more than might be case in topics that employ more 

conventional assignments. As a result of the interview-based 

assignment, demands were also placed on interviewees themselves, 

and it would be difficult to attempt the exercise if students did not 

have ready access to both a large number and wide variety of 

interviewees. Propitiously, our university lay within the 

metropolitan area of Adelaide, a city which held all the 

administrative and judicial offices of a state capital. In addition, 

students were able to use the mid-term break to work elsewhere, 

taking advantage of trips to country South Australia or to other 

states. Of course, the exercise would have been more difficult to 

run in a smaller town or in a more dangerous environment, or with 

a more tightly proscribed category of interviewees.  

The assignment also raised considerable ethical concerns and I 

was forced to confront my practices as a researcher and a teacher 

and indicate to students what I thought were the ethical difficulties 
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of conducting research into illegal behaviour. I was fortunate to 

receive the support of the university ethics committee51 which 

advised on the creation of the training manual. Among other things, 

the manual that I wrote confronted the various ethical dilemmas 

that I thought students in criminology were likely to face. In 

discussions based on the materials in the manual, students were 

expected to consider how to avoid exploiting their subjects;52 how 

to be sensitive to the needs of informed consent,53 how to respect 

confidentiality and cultural sensitivity and how, in some 

circumstances, to undertake research for rather than simply on 

subjects.54 They also contemplated the precautions that they might 

need to take to ensure their own safety.  

The ethics of conducting research into illegal behaviours have 

been poorly explored within criminology. In general terms, there 

have been two main responses. Ethical absolutists have developed 

absolute principles which they argue should be adhered to in all 

situations. As a result, several organisations (including the 

American Sociological Association) have constructed professional 

codes of conduct for their own members and may even impose 

sanctions on those who violate them.55 However, the use of codes 

has been criticised as a way of closing discussion on crucial 

methodological issues.56  

Other researchers have advocated a more flexible approach, a 

form of situational relativism. They have argued that researchers 

should take into the field the same kinds of ethical and moral 

“tools” that they would use in everyday life and use them in a 

pragmatic way to come to a decision that meets the needs of a 

particular situation.57 It may be less burdensome for researchers to 

follow a code of ethics than to think through each problem that 

arises on its own merits. By sharing their experiences with each 

other, students were encouraged to develop some appreciation of 

the methodological and ethical difficulties associated with 

qualitative interviewing.58  

My university has preferred to employ ethical guidelines rather 

than any rigid code, though it has required postgraduate students 

and staff to obtain clearance for research projects. Despite the 

decision of our university ethics committee to support the program, 

at least one colleague continued to oppose allowing students to 

conduct research outside the university. This placed extra strain on 

me on those occasions when students did make mistakes of 
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judgment.59  

CONCLUSION  

Over the last three years, I have continued to change the way in 

which I taught criminology. I have used an assessed interview-

based assignment to try to support active learning. Students have 

been encouraged to develop an understanding of the tools and 

resources available to them, apply this understanding to a specific 

area, and be self-motivated and reflexive. My attempts at 

encouraging and supporting students’ efforts have not been entirely 

successful. For example, not every student has left the topic 

convinced that interview-based assessments contributed much to 

his or her tertiary education. There may have been many reasons 

for this, but sometimes it might have been because the goals of 

providing a protective environment and increasing student 

autonomy had come into conflict. As Philip Candy pointed out, 

students can become unhappy if they are forced to take more 

responsibility for their learning and may lose a lot of confidence in 

their own abilities as a result.60 In the case of this assignment, some 

students did make mistakes and probably resented the space that 

they were given to make them. Other students may simply not have 

believed that interview-based assessments were appropriate for a 

specific topic at their particular stage of development. Other 

teachers who are interested in using this form of assessment might 

have to accept that some students prefer to be taught in a more 

conventional manner. Nevertheless, I believe that interview-based 

assignments can offer something to the teaching of criminology 

and, if nothing else, I would hope that the results of employing 

such assignments might be more interesting for both students and 

lecturers than listening to the ducks on the university lake. 60 P 

Candy, supra note 16.   
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