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Abstract

As a qualitative research approach, phenomenography has been widely employed to explore
people’s distinct conceptions of certain phenomena. By employing the approach, the present
research aims to explore a group of Chinese undergraduates’ (n=17) conceptions of learning.
Data has been collected through individual in-depth interview and followed a seven-step
phenomenographic analytical process. Ultimately five conceptions are found, namely:
learning as acquisition of knowledge and skills, application, understanding, seeing something
in adifferent way, and continuous and informal education phenomena. The limitations as well
as some implications for future research have been discussed at the end of the paper.

K eywor ds. Phenomenography; Conceptions of learning; Chinese students; Higher Education
I ntroduction

The research study is designed to explore the qualitatively different ways in which students
conceptualize or understand learning. Conceptions of learning are a crucia issue for
phenomenographic research, and its close relationship with approaches to learning and
learning outcomes has been highlighted (Marton & Booth, 1997). However, little has been
done to uncover the Chinese undergraduates’ conceptions of learning. Therefore, it isthe am
of the present study to answer the predominant research question: What are the conceptions
of learning held by a group of undergraduates?
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1. The Context

The research study was set out to determine Chinese undergraduates’ conceptions of learning.
Therefore, a university in Beijing was chosen as the context. The university was widely
known for its excellence in the area of business education across this country. Seventeen
students, who are pursuing studies in the International Economics and Trade (IET) program,
volunteered to participate in the research. Established in 1999, the IET program aims at
fostering international, innovative, and inter-disciplinary talents, along with good language
skills and professional knowledge. |IET graduates have proceeded to work in banks, giant
trading companies, transnational corporations, and the government. Their professionalism is
highly appreciated.

The IET is a four-year program for undergraduates, covering a wide range of international
business-related curricula, such as: Political Economics, Microeconomics, Macroeconomics,
Econometrics, International Economics, Public Finance, Accounting, Statistics, Principle of
Management, General Theory of Civil and Commercial Law, International Trade,
International Finance, Internationa Investments, International Trade Practice, International
Settlement, International Marketing, Risk Management & Insurance and International
Commercial Law.

It would be unrealistic, nor is the researcher’s intention, to cover the entire country. Hence,
the study can be viewed as a phenomenographic case study to get just a glimpse of what the
conceptions would be in the Chinese context.

2. Conceptions of Learning

‘Conception’ is the basic unit of description in Phenomenography (Marton & Pong, 2005). As
Sandberg (2000) states. In phenomenography, “the term conception is used to refer to
people's ways of experiencing or making sense of their world” (p. 12). It resembles “personal
epistemologies: beliefs about the nature of knowledge and of coming to know” (Ellis et al.,
2008, p. 268). The conception of learning “captures the way in which a person views learning,
that is, what learning means to him/her” (Byrne & Flood, 2004, p. 26).

Saljo’s (1979) five qualitative different ways of conceptualizing learning is a pioneering work,
and provides a foundation for the discovery of the most well-known six categories of
conceptions of learning by Marton, Dall’ Alba and Beaty (1993). The concrete explanation
can beillustrated below (Table 1):

41 http://ire.macrothink.org



ISSN 2327-5499
2015, Vol. 3, No. 2

International Research in Education

Macrothink
Institute ™

AN

"(TST-0ST "dd ‘266T) ‘e 1 Aleag :201n0S

"pausa2uo2 uosiad ay1 jo aj ay3 jo ued Suiofuo pue jesdatur ue s1 Juluiea] -uosiad e se afueyp

sajqeua Aem mau e ul pom 3yl ul Suiylawos Sulsas -anoqe paquasap asoyl o ueyl 1ajdeseyd euosiad alow e papioje si Suiuies| ased siyl uj

"]X2]U00 AlISIaAIUN BY] UIYIIM PaUIes| [BLIBIBW WO.) U3Yo ‘Aem mau e ul A1ISISAIUN BY) SPISING pliom Byl ul Sulylawos 83s 01
sawod AjjeaidAy uapnis ay) ‘pealsul |elIslew 85in0d pue s3uias Apnis ol payiwi| Jaguo| ou ase Suruiea| Joj suoiieniis ‘iowsayuny “Guress jo Aem

mau e 0] adueyp uo si siseydwsa syl Uanamoy ‘3 uj Aem ulelsad e ul Suiyiawos 935 Jo dseld o1 Juiwod senjoaul Surusea| Jo mala siyl ‘anoge q 1oj sy

"uowwod ale ‘|esalew Juiules| sy} jo mala e Suiney 1o ojul Suiyoo] se yons
‘sioydejauw |ensip “uonenys Apnis ayl ui [eusiew Juutes| jo Suiueaw ay3 Suidsesd uo si siseydwa ayi q u| “Guiuesw jo Sunjew syl ul ajol |e20LD
B SEY JauJea| ayl Jayiey "uaniS Jo pajueid Joj uayey 198uo| ou §I paules| S| 1BYM JBYL BSUBS Y3 Ul 3AOCE PAQLIDSSP SOY} WOl paysindunsip aq

ued 4- ul paquasap Suiuiea| Jo smaln ay] "palols pue ul usyel ag 0} ‘uanig 1o apew-Apeal se uaas st Sujuiea| ysSnoayy paiinbae s 1eym ‘anoge J-y uj

*SUOI}EN}IS [EUOIIEINPS [ELLIO) U
@2uewlopiad Jo 51521 01 pauljuod jJou sl 1 pue ‘padnpoidas Ajzssw Jou ‘pasn aq o1 si ainpazoid Jo apajmou ay1 1Byl asuas Y1 Ul g WoLj SIBpP 1|
‘uoneaijdde uo siseydwa ay3 ySnoayl y wouy paysinunsip aq uea Sulules| Jo mala siyl ‘9A0GE g PUE f YIM SSIILIE[IWIS B8 3J3Y] 3|1y "palinbal se

‘asn 1a1e| 10} palols pue ul uayey si paljdde aq 01 sI 1By “sesLIe pasu ay) usym sanpoid o aSpajmous awos Ajdde o3 Ayjiqe ay3 uo si siseydwa ay |

"paiediue si pasuowsaw Juiylawos aanpoidas o1 Juawaiinbal e asaym
‘s19j2J 11 Ya1ym 01 SUOIIeN]IS [BUOIIEINPA [EWI0) 31 01 sa1ejad Ajliewilid auo snolaaid ayl pue Juiusea) Suipualiadxa Jo Aem siyl uaamiaq uonaunsip

8] ~souew.oyad 10 158) B 0} UOIIEIUBIIO 3] pue pasiiowaw Sulyiswos jo uoranpoidal (8101) e se ‘suial anjeyuenb ui usas AjjeaidAy st Suuiea

"(uoneusiojur) a8pamouy Jo Ja1oeieyd 81810sIp ‘sanejuenb e yum sayladol ‘(uonewuojui) sdpajmouy Jjo sadaid spew-Apeas jo aBelols

pue uondwnsuod ‘uo128)|02 ay3 ale sioleaipul sy ‘Suluies) Sunuauadxe jo Aem siy) 01 unoae|j pajueiS-1o-usyel pue aanelluenb Suouls e st asay|

uosJtad

e se SuiBuey)

Aem

uasayip e ul Suiaag

Suipuesiapup

uoned||ddy

Sujonpouday

pue Sujspoway

a3pajmou)|

s,u0 Suiseasu|

suoneue|dx3

suondasuo)

Buiutea| Jo suondaouod XIS 8yl Jo uolfeue|dxe aandiiosspayl ‘T a|gel

http://ire.macrothink.org

42



ISSN 2327-5499

\ Macrothi“k Inter national Research in Education
A InStitute " 2015, Vol. 3, No. 2

Conception of learning is a critical research area for phenomenographic studies. Its
significance comes from its intimate relationship with learning approaches and outcomes,
which has been proved by a number of researchers (Edmunds & Richardson, 2009; Marton &
Booth, 1997; Van Rossum & Schenk, 1984). Gibbs (1995) even contends that “it is possible
to predict the quality of the learning outcomes directly from students conceptions of
learning” (p.23). A thorough understanding of how students conceptualize their learning has
strong implications for improving learning (Asikainen et al., 2013).

Even if it seems as though results generated from phenomenographic research across decades
of years are similar, they “cannot be taken to imply a universality of meaning with reference
to learning” (Purdie & Hattie, 2002, p. 18). As Sélj6 (1987) claims, learning is to “act within
man-made institutions and to adapt to the particular definitions of learning that are valid in
the educationa environment in which one finds oneself” (p. 106). It would be unreasonable
to separate learning activities from their educational environment or context. Different
contexts might be impacted profoundly by distinct historical, social and cultural factors,
which constitute the outcome of cross-cultural studies.

Within the Chinese context, however, one would hardly come across such phenomenographic
studies aimed at uncovering university students variations of conceptions of learning. The
‘paradox of Chinese learners - a contradictory relation between memorization and
understanding - has attracted too much attention (Biggs, 1996; Marton & Booth, 1997,
Marton et a., 1997; Wen & Marton, 1993). But arguably the range of research cannot be
expanded if the researcher focused merely on memorization and understanding. In this sense,
the conceptions of learning for Chinese undergraduates have yet to be reveal ed.

3. Research M ethodology
3.1 Phenomenography

It was Ference Marton (1981) who first introduced phenomenography to the world of
education. The term ‘phenomenography’ originated from two Greek words ‘ phainomenon’
(appearance) and ‘graphein’ (description): Phenomenography is thus applied to describing
things as they appear to us (Pang, 2003, p. 145). Marton (1994) defines phenomenography as:
“the empirical study of the limreited number of qualitatively different ways in which various
phenomena in, and aspects of, the world around us are experienced, conceptualized,
understood, perceived and apprehended” (p. 4424). Svensson (1997) contends that
phenomenography “represents a reaction against, and an alternative to, the then dominant
tradition of positivistic, behavioristic and quantitative research” (p. 171).

In addition, Trigwell (2006) summarizes severa key features of phenomenography. First, at
the philosophical level it is non-dualistic, which is to say that meaning emerges within the
relationship between individuals and phenomena. The argument is in sharp contrast with
cognitivism, which separates people from reality. Second, phenomenography is a qualitative
research approach while not a quantitative approach to study people’'s experiences and
understandings of a particular concept or phenomenon. Third, it adopts a second-order
perspective by researching subjects own perceptions rather than showing researchers
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personal understandings. Fourth, phenomenography seeks for the variations or differences,
whereas other research tradition such as phenomenology looks for commonalities. Fifth, the
approach believes that there are some internal relations among the finalized categories and it
is the researcher’s task to build up the logic relationship. Phenomenographers should not
view these categories as fragmented and unrelated. The ultimate product of a typical
phenomenographic research is the ‘outcome space’ (Marton & Dahlgren, 1976), which is
composed of various categories and relationships.

Doing phenomenographic studies, researchers are required to distinguish it from
phenomenology. With Barnard et al.’s (1999) table, one could see the differences between the
two.

Table 2. The relationship between phenomenography and phenomenology

Phenomenography Phenomenology

The structure and meaning of a phenomenon A division is claimed between prereflective experi-
as experienced can be found in prereflective ence and conceptual thought.
and conceptual thought.

The aim is to describe variation in understand-  The aim is to clarify experiential foundations in
ing from a perspective that views ways of the form of a singular essence.
experiencing phenomena as closed but not
finite.

An emphasize on collective meaning. An emphasis on individual experience.

A second-order perspective in which experi- A noumenal first-order perspective that engages
ence remains at the descriptive level of par- in the psychological reduction of experience.

ticipants’ understanding, and research is
presented in a distinctive, empirical
manner.
Analysis leads to the identification of concep- Analysis leads to the identification of meaning
tions and outcome space. units.

Source: Barnard et al., 1999, p. 214.

3.2 Data Collection

Conducting a semi-structured individual interview is a very prevalent method of data
collection in phenomenography. On the one hand, the conversation would not go out of
control as the main questions are already prescribed by the researcher. On the other hand, and
to a large extent, it alows participants the freedom to express themselves. Moreover, the
value of this method lies in the opportunity to ask follow-up questions, because “the
follow-up prompts in a phenomenographic interview are often more important in eliciting
underlying meaning than the primary questions” (Akerlind, 2005b, p. 65).

The primary questions for the research include ‘What do you mean by learning?, ‘What are
you trying to achieve while learning?, and ‘How do you know when you have learnt
something? . All these questions have typica phenomenographic characteristics, yet they
should also be complemented by follow-up questions if the study is to further generate even
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more important data. These may involve questions such as: ‘Could you explain further?,
‘Could you give me an example?, “Why do you say/do it that way?, etc. All the participants
answered the interview questions in Chinese, which were trandated into English in the
analytical procedure.

Maximum variation sampling is a crucia method (Green, 2005) due to its interest in
heterogeneity or diversity. Akerlind, Bowden and Green (2005) claim that “[i]n
phenomenography, small sample sizes with maximum variation sampling, that is, the
selection of a research sample with a wide range of variation across key indicators (such as
age, gender, experience, discipline areas and so on), is traditiona” (p. 79). Consequently, the
basic background information of volunteers was taken into account to guarantee the diversity
of the group.

Finally atotal of 17 students - five male students and twelve female students - volunteered to
participate in the interview. The group also covered al the four grades, with 2 first-year
students, 5 second-year students, 7 third-year students, and 3 fourth-year students. Table 3
below demonstrates some basic information of al the interviewees.

Table 3. Information of interviewees

Student Number Gender Year of study Age
S1 Female 3 22
S2 Male 3 22
S3 Female 3 21
sS4 Female 3 23
S5 Female 3 22
S6 Male 3 23
S7 Female 2 20
S8 Female 2 21
S9 Female 2 21
S10 Female 3 21
511 Male 2 20
S12 Female 1 19
513 Male 1 19
S14 Female 2 19
S15 Female 4 22
S16 Female 4 21
517 Male 4 23

3.3 Data Analysis

In order to make the process structured and facilitate manipulation, several researchers have
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produced and followed seven steps to analyze the data (Dahlgren & Fallsberg, 1991; Khan,
2014; Sjostrom & Dahlgren, 2002). This research also followed the seven-step analytical
method as follows. Initially | read the whole set of transcripts several times until | felt | had
been familiar with all of them. The following step involved compiling students answers to
some questions and identifying the most important elements in answers. In Step 3 | selected
related and meaningful quotes for the study and removed irrelevant data. Then | categorized
similar answers into the same group and clarified the borders between the categories and
revised the preliminary groups. After all of these, | also needed to give each category a name
to highlight its nature and uniqueness. The final step was the construction of the outcome
space.

\ Macrothi“k Inter national Research in Education

In addition, there are also a number of critical issues faced during the analytical process. First,
the researcher’s own experience, some existing theories, and past research findings should be
‘bracketed’ in order to allow the categories to emerge from the original data. Second, analysis
ought to be conducted at the collective level, which means the researcher should not indulge
in focusing on just one individual’s transcripts. Third, there are two contexts for each quote or
excerpt (Marton, 1986). Consequently, it is expected that researchers interpret transcripts as
faithfully as possible by consulting with the two contexts.

3.4 Validity, Reliability and Generalizability

As Akerlind (2005b) contends, validity in phenomenography is “the extent to which a study
is seen as investigating what it aimed to investigate, or the degree to which the research
findings actually reflect the phenomenon being studied” (p. 330). Cope (2004) has proposed a
comprehensive set of strategies to guarantee the validity and rigor of phenomenographic
research, which is outlined below:

* The researcher’s background is acknowledged;

* The means by which an unbiased sample was chosen is reported,;

* In cases where convenience samples are used the characteristics of the participants
should be clearly stated, providing a background for any attempt at applying the results
in other contexts;

* The design of interview questions isjustified;

* The strategies taken to collect unbiased data be included;

* Srategies used to approach data analysis with an open mind rather than imposing an
existing structure be acknowl edged;

* The data analysis method be detailed;

* The researcher accounts for the processes used to control and check interpretations
made throughout analysis,

* Theresults are presented in a manner which permits informed scrutiny;

* Categories of description should be fully described and adequately illustrated with
guotes (pp. 8-9).
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The reliability of phenomenographic research often refers to the extent to which some
research findings and results made in a certain study can be produced again in other research
works (Booth, 1992). Thus the notion of ‘interjudge reliability’ was invented to measure “the
communicability of categories and thus gives the researcher information that someone else
can see the same differences in the material as he or she has done” (Sdj6, 1988, p. 45).
Nonetheless Sandberg (1997) criticizes it for its positivistic and objectivist trace and
ignorance of research procedures. The solution he proposed is the interpretative awareness,
which means “to acknowledge and explicitly deal with our subjectivity throughout the
research process instead of overlooking it” (ibid. p.209). As Cope (2004) explains, “[a]
researcher is required to be aware of their interpretations during the research process and
demonstrate how the interpretation processes have been controlled and checked” (p. 10).

Generalizability, or the external validity (Miyata & Kai, 2009) examines “the extent to which
one can expand the account of a specific population to other persons, times, or settings’
(Maxwell, 1992, p. 293). It is a controversial issue in phenomenography. On the one hand,
some authors (Kinnunen & Simon, 2012; Osborne, 2011) have been suspicious of the
introduction of this notion, for example, Akerlind (2005a) claims that “phenomenographic
research outcomes have been described as not enabling generalization from the sample group
to the population represented by the group, because the sample is not representative of the
population in the usual sense of the term” (p. 12). On the other hand, it is very common that
some findings made from one phenomenographic study may also be obtained by other
researchers (Marton & Booth, 1997). According to Mertens and McLaughlin (2004) and
Miyata and Kai (2009), generalizability or the external validity could be improved, and it is
up to the researcher to “provide sufficient detail to enable the reader to make ... a
judgement ... to determine the degree of similarity between the study site and the receiving
context” (Mertens & McLaughlin, 2004, p. 107).

4. Findings

In total, five conceptions have been found, namely: learning as acquisition of knowledge and
skills, application, understanding, seeing something in a different way, and continuous and
informal education phenomena.

4.1 Conception A: Learning as Acquisition of Knowledge and ills

Only a small number of students held this low-level conception, which ssmply saw learning
as something very general and vague. It seemed that they did not intend to explore the
definition of learning; instead, they took it for granted. In other words, for them learning
could explain learning, per se. Indeed, | was sometimes surprised by their answers to the
guestion: ‘What do you mean by learning?, because it appeared that they had never given
any thought to such a question. In practice, however, students highly valued the quantum
increase of knowledge, and they believed that it could be achieved through various methods
like reading or taking notes. Their aim, and what they did, was to gather as much knowledge
as possible without thinking about either the underlying meanings or relations thereof. In
their perspective, therefore, knowledge was rather fragmented and unrel ated.
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Learning is a process of information acquisition by means of teachers instruction,
reading from either textbooks and/or by using modern gadgets like cell phones. S3
Learning is acquiring knowledge. There are many approaches to learning and so is the
content for learning. 5

Learning is a continuous process to keep updating yourself by absorbing new knowledge
and truths. S16

Other subjects pointed out that skill acquisition too was important and was one of the key
aims for pursuing university study.

| think the scope of learning is broad; you can learn the skills you have not grasped from
life and books. | think it ismore important to learn skills.  S7

I think it is more about learning skills in universities, that is, how to survive and work.
8

Thefirst is the knowledge of trade, and some business negotiation skills.  S11

4.2 Conception B: Learning as Application

This conception is very complex due to the key word ‘application’, which refers to applying
what has been learnt to various circumstances such as exercises, exams, and red life as a
whole. Pillay and Boulton-Lewis (2000), contend that the complexity makes learning as an
application an intriguing conception, in that “it was perceived in terms of being able to either
perform a physical task or consider application as a means of contextualizing concepts’ (p.
171).

The student-participants always talked about the positive interaction between application and
knowledge. The aim lies not only in understanding the subject matter, but also in securing
personal future benefits, probably on the career front. Some students initially only related
application to their subject matters and personal research.

| feel 1’ve come across this issue and | can apply it to my dissertation. ... The most
important thing is [to apply it to]* dissertation and making slides... 4

Second, | can apply it to my research. If | succeeded, it would mean | have learnt it.
S17

The university introduced software to learners, with the help of which students could apply
what they had learnt to a series of tasks to better understand the subject matter, or the key
concepts obtained. Many concepts might seem confusing without the application of the
software.

For example, in the trade practice, they gave you a kind of software ... and you operated
through it. They then gave you some money to help you set up your identity ... We had a
theoretical course in the past, so we understood it when we used this operation. The first
year was the theoretical course; the second year was practice/operation. Sl

! The bracketed words were added by me in the analytical process so that the participants meaning could be
fully and clearly presented.

48 http://ire.macrothink.org



ISSN 2327-5499

\ Macrothi“k Inter national Research in Education
A InStitute " 2015, Vol. 3, No. 2

Nonetheless, a majority of participants discussed the application of knowledge in
combination with real-life situations. They were thus able to contextualize the concepts, facts,
theories, principles, models, procedures, and mathematical knowledge. As Marton and Booth
(1997) claim, this conception “has application in focus in addition to getting the knowledge
and storing it”, and “the constraint that learning is confined to study situations has weakened,
as the learner becomes prepared to consider the new acquisitions in other, as yet unspecified,
contexts’ (p. 37).

For example, the appreciation of the RMB, results in the increase of import, but why?
Thisisvery normal, but you have to use theory and numeric theory [to explainit]. Sl
For example, if an international occurred; then we can consider the political and
economic outcome of it in the light of what we've learnt. S3

You are able to solve some practical issues by applying your knowledge. Thisisthe basic
grasp. b

... you are asked to use certain theory to explain something; for example, an
international trade theory. You are required to discuss its influence on your country, and
other regions, in combination with reality. S15

4.3 Conception C: Learning as understanding

Learning, according to this conception, is viewed “in terms of the learner grasping, or
understanding an idea, a meaning; developing a conception of something” (Marton et al.,
1993, p. 290). In other words, the focus of those who were holding this conception was based
on the underlying meanings behind the knowledge. For example: How did an equation come
about? What was the logic inside the theory? What was the mechanism between A and B?, etc.
Students with this conception usualy had strong motive to explore the rationales and
principles within the knowledge system. In addition, they also intended to further internalize
what they had learnt, as Marton and Booth (1997) contend, it “involves putting their newly
gained knowledge not only into a context of the demands being made by the educational
system of which they are a part, but also integrating it into their own worlds through
comparing and contrasting” (p. 37). Participants with this conception played a very active
role in their learning. It is also necessary to notice that this conception is “delimited to the
study situation” (Marton et al., 1993, p. 291).

For example, each chapter is related to another, ... the teacher should connect them all
together, that is, telling us why it was designed that way; why put one in the first chapter
and another in the second chapter, so that we can better understand the meanings. ...
Because they are interrelated and thereis some logic applied. S13

For example, if you refer to a certain theory, | can think about its origin and implication,
its relationship with others, how it comes about, what the mechanism is, how to evaluate
it, what the pros and cons are ...Finally, you can understand it at a deeper level and
internalize it as your own, or you can understand it to the extent that rote learning is
unnecessary. S15

Understanding is to understand the logic; for example, the economic logic or the
financial logic. You understand them and so, that is understanding. S16
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For example, | come across it while reading a paper and then | can understand it and its
logic, even discover what the problemis, then | think | have learnt it. S17

Understanding could be demonstrated by explaining something to others (Byrne & Flood,
2004). Some participants mentioned that they were often asked to explain theories and
concepts to others for clarification, and they could do it. They believed that this was an
effective way of showing that they were clear about the fundamental meanings.

Maybe [the knowledge] will not be applied, but you are able to explain it to others, that
is, you can make an answer when asked by somebody. This is to say that you've learnt.
S10

Others for example may ask you a question. Once you are able to answer, you
understandit. S14

In this conception, the meaning-making process can aso be reached by “integrating
knowledge and understanding across subject areas and over time” (Byrne & Flood, 2004, p.
33). Indeed, subjects sayings also demonstrated that an even deeper understanding of
learning was obtained with the connections formed within different aspects of a subject, and
even among distinctive academic domains. Several participants expressed this and they
frequently used a Chinese idiom (rong hui guan tong) to name it; the English meaning of
which is: to bring knowledge of different courses or even academic domains (disciplines)
together is to understand the subject matters thoroughly.

Initially, while learning something in a current course, students were able to recall some
knowledge gained from other courses in the past, in that they needed it in order to understand
the current issues. Because of the comprehensive nature of the program investigated;
lecturers teaching, for example; people from the accounting and finance departments were
often invited to deliver knowledge to these students. Thus the internal connection among
different parts of a subject was built up.

...mm, the knowledge I've learnt, for example economics, microeconomics,

macroeconomics, finance and international economic;, | didn’t think they were useful at
first. But we had to make a presentation in the international investment course and
analyze a phenomenon, and it required us to just apply this knowledge. If you saw the
phenomenon and associated it with that knowledge, it demonstratesyou've learnt it. Sl

| believe that all the courses are interconnected. ... All the courses are deepened by
interrelation, repetition, and refining. ... The courses in the third year of study depend on
those covered during the first and second years of study. If you didn’t learn them well in
the first two years ... you may find them difficult to learn later. | think a course like say,

economics, is interconnected to the other courses. S7

We had Management in the last semester and Organizational Behavior Sudies in this
semester. ... The two were different in terms of content ... but they were interconnected in
many aspects. I’'mtaking an ACC course, which combines the knowledge of Management,
Accounting, Macroeconomics, and Microeconomics. ... If you've learnt these courses ...
it becomes easier, but if you haven't, you cannot understand it.  S12
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Furthermore, there might be a connection between, and even among, various domains. One
participant was looking for the link between IET knowledge, and some sociological and
political theories. The student placed a great deal of value on the connection as she felt it
might help broaden her horizon and thus, prove beneficial to her in future. It is certain that
this learner would not attempt to explore this kind of external connection among different
academic domains unless she obtained a deeper understanding and knowledge of 1ET.

\ Macrothi“k Inter national Research in Education

Take finance and economics for example. Although they are applied disciplines, | think
they should be connected to sociology. | think we should be taught about some concepts
of how to understand the whole society, as well as some principles, including democracy
and the operational law of the society. Not just the economical aspect, but even sociology
and ethics ought to beincluded. S16

4.4 Conception D: Learning as Seeing Something in a Different Way

In this conception, “it is the change that is emphasized: the learner is changing his or her way
of thinking about something, changing the conception of something” (Marton et al., 1993, p.
290). Students attitudes towards learning could be depicted as more personal and
reality-oriented (less subject-matter oriented), and with active learning approaching the
central position, it implied that learners were becoming more critical and autonomous (Van
Rossum et a., 1985). A definite transformation from reproductive learning to constrictive
learning was observed to be underway. In addition, in this conception, “learning (or rather, its
effect), is located in the world (beyond the study situation)” (Marton et al., 1993, p. 291). In
the first place, many felt that their ways of thinking were changing, i.e., they were able to
consider something from a different perspective.

We're undergraduates and the most predominant feature is changing the way of our
thinking. That is, when thinking about some issues, you consider yourself a professional
or a person who has already done some studies and grasped some knowledge. This is
terribly important.... | have personally changed my perception. 2

| think it's a change in the way you view things. While learning, you find something you
did not previously see it as you are doing now. Maybe somebody taught you this. ... You
analyze things by means of what you’ve learned, and [discover] your viewpoint now is
different from that of the past and it's wider and deeper. ... | think that is the point of
attending universities, from a learning standpoint... 6

Therefore, they developed what was referred to as the ‘economic model of thought’,
‘economic perspective’, ‘economic sensitivity’, or even ‘economic accomplishment’. All of
these would not have been fostered if they had pursued a totally different academic domain
(e.g., law, or literature).

| think it may be a thinking model, a habit. Because I’ m studying economics, | am more
aware of what I’'m viewing, say, while watching the economic news. You feel you have
learnt nothing, ... but when you look at those news and events, ... you think about the
impact it will bring about, ... | discover that this may be my way of looking at it from an
economic standpoint. ... | think this is the economic sensitivity | have gained... Because
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I’m impacted by the economic theories and teaching, | view something from this angle
chronically... S5

That is, thinking about some issues from an economic perspective. You do not view it in a
simple manner; you discover the underlying economic law behind it.  S7

| have the economic accomplishment that others perhaps would never have if they
learned different subjects. [ By economic accomplishment, | mean] thinking about issues
in an economic way. Wth some basic economic knowledge, my brain works when | read
economics-related material. If my major was law or literature, | would not have been
able to understand economics. S10

Some students said that they further formed an opinion after they observed and analyzed
some phenomena around them. It helped them to explain things independently, and thus, they
became independent thinkers. As one said, a person lives to have hisher own viewpoint. But
it was a process built up on the basis of existing knowledge and others’ wisdom.

You would not just follow others and may be even be able to see what is behind the
things. ... Learning should primarily be based on other people’s knowledge and wisdom,
followed by your own personal views and understanding. They might be similar to those
of others, but at least they areyours... S7

| think people are living to have their own views. ... | don't like to be told about
something ... [I like] independent thinking, that is, you should have your own view
towards the world. Otherwise you' re wasting your life. Sl1

... Maybe | can explain it in my own way instead of recalling something [from textbook]
word for word. ... | thinkif | can understand and solve it in my own way; that should be a
good method. It's better than memorizing so much things. S12

One participant said that she had developed a sort of capacity to discern valuable viewpoints
when faced with massive information. She was thus able to recognize whether others' sayings
were valuable or worthless.

[My] understanding is different today from that in the past. At leat, | think | now have
my personal thinking geared towards some economic issues. | can differentiate between
professional views and those that have no value, on the Internet. | think it's a kind of
discernment. S7

4.5 Conception E: Learning as Continuous and Informal Education Phenomena

In the final category, it is found that subjects conception of learning went beyond the
classroom, and even their ingtitution. They viewed learning as a genera education
phenomenon, which took place everywhere, and at any time, even during the entire course of
their lives. They could be educated by practicing, participating in some activities — both in
their university, and in real life situations. In addition, they highlighted the importance of
interpersonal communication, which might include getting along with roommates, student
colleagues, and strangers. As a result, their experiences were enriched, and their horizon,
expanded. The value of this conception not only lay in the expanded circumstances for
learning and enriched knowledge from every aspect of one’slife, but also in the awareness of
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learning, at any time and in any place. Participants felt they would evolve into successful
learnersif they held on to this very holistic conception.

It became obvious that two students had expanded their definition of learning. Learning, for
them, was a very extensive education phenomenon, and they believed it could happen all over
the place.
I think the definition of learning is extensive. You can learn the skills you don't have,
through life, course learning, and through reading books. S7
If you want to learn the society, for example, then you have to do an internship, engage
in social work, or participate in a variety of activities as well as competitions. All of
thesearelearning. S16

Their understanding of learning in this conception, however, went beyond the subject matter
situation, and extended to interpersonal relationships, i.e., learning from other people’s way
of thinking, ways to deal with different situations and life styles. Several participants had
highlighted the informa education phenomenon of learning from others, which occurred
during their communication with others. In addition, some of them believed that this sort of
learning could be a continuous process throughout one's life.

| think learning is a broad concept. Learning at the university is learning, but ... thereis
another one which is more important — what you have learnt from others. ... It is said
that learning can continue throughout life. But it depends on how you define learning. It
may not be possible if you only focus on textbook learning. But if you can learn from
other people’s behaviors, their way of talking, and how they led their lives, then it can go
through the whole life. Now | truly feel that | have learnt something from others. &2
Additionally, | think it very important to learn from others. ... It's more about learning
interpersonal communication. Now when | gradually enter the society, | can feel and
perceive something which | had never felt before. | think | can touch some interpersonal
issues and find both profound social relationship, and contradiction. S7

... actually what you learn is how to learn skills, how to communicate with others, how to
work ... finally you realize what you should do. For example, you should know where to
find the knowledge, ... and address questions to professionals regarding practical issues.
3

... then you deal with some things, you learn from the process, and from other people
around you. That is the way he/she deals with something. Then you think that it is not so
bad, and you can learn fromit. 9

In the past, | think it was the reading and course learning that | called as learning. But
now | discover that communicating with others and thinking about something is learning
as well. ... At first, when you talk with somebody you can get some knowledge, not
knowledge, but some information, [the way] they speak and the way deal with their
affairs. Or, their affairs would provide you a new view towards others and towards
yourself. Sl1
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5. Discussion

Clearly these qualitatively distinct ways of experiencing, oriented towards one common
phenomenon of learning. Consequently, it could be inferred that the conceptions are relational,
or more precisely, in a hierarchical manner (AKerlind, 2005b). Theoretically, the ways of
experiencing obtained from phenomenographic study are able to represent a full range of
opinions held by a group of people for a particular phenomenon at a specific time (ibid.).
Phenomenographers are expected to figure out the hierarchical relationships among these
ways of experiencing (Trigwell, 2006). The final product is caled the ‘outcome space
(Marton, 1986), which is shown below (Figure 1).

High A
E. Continuous & informal education phenomena

> ) L .

-§ D. Seeing something in a different way

@

Py C. Understanding

2

B. Application of knowledge
A.Knowledge & skill acquisition

Low

v

Reproductive Transformative

Figure 1. Outcome space for the research

While comparing the results of this study to that of Marton, Dall’ Alba and Beaty’s (1993)
very influential research, one may discover two differences. The absence of viewing learning
as memorization and reproduction is a significant one. Indeed, no participant in this
investigation ever deliberately claimed that he/she understood learning as merely
remembering pieces of knowledge. The other difference lay in the vacancy of change as a
person. An offshoot, and perhaps an even more advanced conception drawn from this study
was that learning is a series of continuous and informal education phenomena. The
participants conceptualization went beyond their institutional context, and they seemed to
stay with the awareness of the process of learning all the time during their daily activities and
in their lives. In this sense, the two conceptions — change as a person and continuous and
informal education phenomena — share some commonalities. The remaining conceptions
could be found in both studies.

The comparison made between the present study and the existing literature has generated
theoretical implications. On the one hand, it proves that some of the conceptions are universal
between research studies conducted in distinct contexts. On the other hand, it might be
problematic to generalize some findings, since participants in a different world may view the
same phenomenon differently.
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A and B are ‘reproductive’ conceptions, emphasizing what has been learnt. They regard
learning as a process in which knowledge would be accumulated and reproduced (Duarte,
2007). By contrast, C, D, and E, are regarded as ‘transformative’, stressing the how aspect of
learning and emphasizing understanding and interpreting the meanings (McLean, 2001). It is
the ‘meaning’ (represented by the dotted line) that separates the two groups (Marton et al.,
1993). The transformative categories seem to be more important than the reproductive ones,
since they may influence students’ personal life and career development (McLean, 2001).
These conceptions stress the “*what’ or content aspects of learning and the ‘how’ aspect of
learning which focus on process (how someone learns) and evidence (how someone knows
they have learned)” (Peterson et al., 2010, p. 168). In line with Table 4, the set of categories
are showing an increasingly inclusive nature, with more advanced categories containing some
factors that less advanced ones do not involve.

\\ Macrothi“k Inter national Research in Education

A brief statistical analysis has also been made according to every conception’s frequency. It
has to be pointed out that each student may have probably expressed more than one
conception; hence the percentage is not rounded. According to Table 4, only seven students
have viewed learning as acquiring knowledge and skills, the simplest conceptions in this
study. By contrast, understanding has been expressed by 14 participants, the highest
percentage among all the conceptions.

Therefore, the practical significance of the study is embodied in Table 4, which indicates that
most students were holding transformative conceptions and had better and deeper
understanding towards the phenomenon of learning. This might positively influence their
learning as awhole.

Table 4. Frequencies of conceptions

Conceptions Frequency & Percentage
Acquisition of knowledge and skills 7 (41%)
Application 11 (65%)
Understanding 14 (82%)
Seeing something in a different way 8 (47%)
Continuous and informal education phenomena 9 (53%)

6. Conclusion

While one may discover some similarity in findings made in this study and other research, it
cannot be denied that Chinese students ways of conceptualizing learning are somewhat
different. The research verifies that conceptions of learning are contextualy dependent;
especidly in those with distinct social, cultural, and historical traditions. It may be very
problematic to blindly generalize findings made from one context to another. Likewise,
researchers could not underestimate the value of cross-cultural research done in different
contexts.
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The major limitation for the present study is that the sample could not fully represent all the
undergraduates in Chinese higher education. Thus more empirical works are needed, and the
disciplinary context should be more diverse. In addition, there is a significant drawback for
the research approach adopted. In phenomenographic studies, researchers are not allowed to
explore the reasons for certain conceptions held by participants (Lucas, 1998). Therefore,
other studies may be encouraged to fill in the gap.

\ Macrothi“k Inter national Research in Education

References

Akerlind, G S. (2005a). Academic growth and development-How do university academics
experience it?. Higher Education, 50(1), 1-32.

AKerlind, G S. (2005b). Learning about phenomenography: Interviewing, data analysis and
the qualitative research paradigm. In J. Bowden & P. Green (eds). Doing developmental
phenomenography, Melbourne. RMIT University Press.

AKerlind, G, Bowden, J. A., & Green, P. (2005). Learning to do phenomenography: A
reflective discussion. In J. Bowden & P Green (eds). Doing developmental
phenomenography, Melbourne. RMIT University Press.

Asikainen, H., Virtanen, V., Parpala, A., & Lindblom-Ylanne, S. (2013). Understanding the
variation in bioscience students conceptions of learning in the 21st century. International
Journal of Educational Research, 62, 36-42. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2013.06.010

Barnard, A., McCosker, H., & Gerber, R. (1999). Phenomenography: a qualitative research
approach for exploring understanding in health care. Qualitative Health Research, 9(2),
212-226.

Beaty, E., Dall’Alba, G, & Marton, F. (1997). The persona experience of learning in higher
education: changing views and enduring perspectives. In P. Sutherland (ed). Adult Learning:
A Reader. Kogan Page Ltd., 22883 Quicksilver Drive, Sterling, VA 20166.

Biggs, J. (1996). Western misconceptions of the Confucian-heritage learning culture. In D.
Watkins & J. B. Biggs (eds), The Chinese learner: Cultural, psychological, and contextual
influences. Hong Kong: CERC & ACER.

Booth, S. A. (1992). Learning to program: A phenomenographic perspective. Goteborg: Acta
Universitatis Gothoburgensis.

Byrne, M., & Flood, B. (2004). Exploring the conceptions of learning of accounting students.
Accounting Education, 13, 25-37. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0963928042000310779

Cope, C. (2004). Ensuring validity and reliability in phenomenographic research using the
analytical framework of astructure of awareness. Qualitative Research Journal, 4(2), 5-18.

Dahlgren, L. O., & Fallsberg, M. (1991). Phenomenography as a qualitative approach in
socia pharmacy research. Journal of Social and Administration Pharmacy, 8, 150-156.

Duarte, A. M. (2007). Conceptions of learning and approaches to learning in Portuguese
students. Higher Education, 54, 781-794. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10734-006-9023-7

56 http://ire.macrothink.org



- ISSN 2327-5499
Institute™ 2015, Vol. 3, No. 2

Edmunds, R., & Richardson, J. T. (2009). Conceptions of learning, approaches to studying
and persona development in UK higher education. British Journal of Educational
Psychology, 79(2), 295-309. http://dx.doi.org/10.1348/000709908X 368866

\ Macrothi“k Inter national Research in Education

Ellis, R. A., Goodyear, P, Cavo, R. A., & Prosser, M. (2008). Engineering students
conceptions of and approaches to learning through discussions in face-to-face and online
contexts. Learning and Instruction, 18(3), 267-282.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2007.06.001

Gibbs, G (1995). Changing lecturers’ conceptions of learning through action research. In A.
Brew (Ed.), Directions in staff development. Buckingham, England: Society for Research in
Higher Education and Open University Press.

Khan, S. H. (2014). Phenomenography: a qualitative research methodology in Bangladesh.
International Journal on New Trends in Education & their Implications (IJONTE), 5(2),
34-43.

Kinnunen, P, & Simon, B. (2012). Phenomenography and grounded theory as research
methods in computing education research field. Computer Science Education, 22(2), 199-218.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/08993408.2012.692928

Lucas, U. (1998). Perceptions of Learning and Teaching Accounting: A Phenomenographic
Sudy. Unpublished Doctoral Thesis, Sheffield Hallam University.

Marton, F. (1986). Phenomenography—a research approach to investigating different
understandings of reality. Journal of thought, 28-49.

Marton, F. (1994). Phenomenography. In T. Husen & N. Postlethwaite (Eds.), International
Encyclopedia of Education. Oxford: Pergamon.

Marton, F., & Booth, S. (1997). Learning and awareness. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates.

Marton, F., & Dahlgren, L. O. (1976). On non-verbatim learning: The outcome space of some
basic concepts in economics. Scandinavian Journal of Psychology, 17, 49-55.

Marton, F., Dall’Alba, G, & Beaty, E. (1993). Conceptions of Learning. International
Journal of Educational Research, 19, 277-300.

Marton, F.,, & Pong, W. Y. (2005). On the unit of description in phenomenography. Higher
education research & devel opment, 24(4), 335-348.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/07294360500284706

Marton, F., Watkins, D., & Tang, C. (1997). Discontinuities and continuities in the experience
of learning: An interview study of high-school students in Hong Kong. Learning and
instruction, 7(1), 21-48.

Maxwell, J. A. (1992). Understanding and validity in qualitative research. Harvard
educational review, 62(3), 279-301.

57 http://ire.macrothink.org



H International Research in Education
A\ Mac.rOtthl,:,'k ISSN 2327-5499
Institute 2015, Vol. 3, No. 2

McLean, M. (2001). Can we Relate Conceptions of Learning to Student Academic
Achievement?. Teaching in Higher Education, 6(3), 399-413.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13562510120061241

Mertens, D. M., & McLaughlin, J. A. (2004). Research and evaluation methods in special
education. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.

Miyata, H., & Kai, |. (2009). Reconsidering evaluation criteria for scientific adequacy in
health care research: An integrative framework of quantitative and qualitative criteria.
International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 8(1), 64-66.

Osborne, A. (2011). The value of information literacy: conceptions of BSc Nursing students
at a UK university. Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Huddersfield.

Pang, M. F. (2003). Two faces of variation: On continuity in the phenomenographic
movement. Scandinavian journal of educational research, 47(2), 145-156.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00313830308612

Peterson, E. R,, Brown, G T. L. & Irving, S. E. (2010). Secondary school students
conceptions of learning and their relationship to achievement. Learning and Individual
Differences, 20, 167-176. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2009.12.004

Pillay, H., & Boulton-Lewis, G. (2000). Variations in conceptions of learning in construction
technology: implications for learning. Journal of Education and Work, 13(2), 163-181.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/713676984

Purdie, N. M., & Hattie, J. (2002). Assessing students conceptions of learning. Australian
Journal of Educational and Developmental Psychology, 2, 17-32.

Sdljo, R. (1979). Learning in the learner’s perspective: 1. Some common-sense assumptions
(No.76). Goteborg: University of Goteborg, Institute of Education.

S4lj6, R. (1987). The educational construction of learning. In J. T. E. Richardson, M. W.
Eysenk & D. W. Piper (Eds.), Sudent learning. Milton Keynes. Open University Press.

Sdljo, R. (1988). Learning in Educational Settings: Methods of Inquiry. In P. Ramsden (Ed.),
Improving Learning: New Perspectives. London: Kogan Page.

Sandbergh, J. (1997). Are phenomenographic results reliable?. Higher Education Research &
Development, 16(2), 203-212. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0729436970160207

Sandberg, J. (2000). Understanding human competence at work: an interpretative approach.
Academy of management journal, 43(1), 9-25.

§ostrom, B. & Dahlgren, L. O. (2002). Applying phenomenography in nursing research.
Journal of Advanced Nursing, 40(3), 339-345.

Svensson, L. (1997). Theoretical foundations of phenomenography. Higher Education
Research & Development, 16(2), 159-171. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0729436970160204

Trigwell, K. (2006) Phenomenography: An approach to research into geography education.

58 http://ire.macrothink.org



ISSN 2327-5499
Institute™ 2015, Vol. 3, No. 2

Journal of Geography in Higher Education, 30(2), 367-372.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03098260600717489

\\ Macroth.nk International Research in Education

Van Rossum, E. J., Deijkers, R., & Hammer, R. (1985). Students' learning conceptions and
thelir interpretation of significant educational concepts. Higher Education, 14, 617-641.

Van Rossum, E., & Schenk, S. M. (1984). The relationship between learning conception,
study strategy and learning outcome. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 54(1),
73-83.

Wen, Q. & Marton, F. (1993) Chinese views on the relation between memorization and
understanding. Paper presented at the 5th European Association for Research on Learning
and Instruction Conference in Aix en Provence, August 31-September 5.

Copyright Disclaimer
Copyright reserved by the authors.

This article is an open-access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the
Creative Commons Attribution license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/).

59 http://ire.macrothink.org



