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Abstract:

The purpose of this paper is to chart the effects of developments in phenomenography (including those affecting its raison d’etre and underlying assumptions) on the inter-relationship of its methods and research outcomes. Three issues:

· the inconsistencies in the research outcomes of replication studies

· the persistence of early explanations/outcomes

· the methodological ‘turn’ resulting from new phenomenography

are used to argue that there is an absence of methodological orthodoxy at the heart of phenomenography, which is perfectly consistent with its nature and purpose as a research approach and which is highly resistant to critiques informed by other perspectives.

While recent research studies are included and described in the paper, reference is also made to studies conducted and encountered through nearly thirty years’ experience as a student and user of phenomenography. In every case the implications of the outcome-driven nature of the approach are considered. 

Inconsistencies in outcomes from replication studies

The attraction of phenomenography, as a research approach for exploring the qualitatively different ways in which the discipline-generated phenomena encountered in classrooms are experienced or understood, is established and illustrated from early studies quoted in the literature. It is argued, by reference to replication studies of the earliest phenomenographic categorisation of the different ways of experiencing demand and supply analysis in economics, that the expectations of researchers influence the kinds of questions asked, the methods used to analyse responses and the outcomes of that analysis. Nevertheless the outcomes, in the form of categorisations, have proved over time to be sufficiently powerful to justify the use of phenomenography for the purpose of illuminating and improving curriculum policy and curriculum design, as is illustrated from recent studies.  

Persistence of early explanations/outcomes

The persistence of early explanations of qualitatively different ways of experiencing classroom phenomena is noted and examined. It suggests that the validity of discipline-specific outcomes is not affected by the degree to which methods used may be regarded as reliable or by the existence of alternative categorisations from replication studies. This is not surprising since there is considerable evidence available in the literature to support the contention that the main purpose of the early studies was to provide insight into institutionalised and discipline-based learning, including research.   

The turn

The original categorisation of learning emanating from the earliest studies has been elaborated in one further phenomenographic study. A substantial and extensive literature on deep and surface learning has also been generated where, increasingly, attention has been directed at characteristics located in the learner, alone. In contrast, the emphasis in phenomenographic research has shifted towards charting the nature, sources and effects of variation in the ways in which phenomena are constituted by teachers and learners. This ‘turn’ provides further confirmation of the uniquely synchronous relationship between method and outcome in phenomonographic research.

