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This paper explores issues associated with the phenomenographic methodology used in a study to investigate the qualitatively different ways that students approach their learning in the context of first and second year fashion design courses.

The central aim of the study is to explore the variation in fashion design students’ approaches to learning. The focus on variation suggests that these approaches are best explored with a phenomenographic study.  Fashion design students in four fashion design departments in UK universities were chosen as the subjects of the study. The phenomenographic method used commenced with semi-structured interviews focusing on student approaches to learning in the context of a fashion design project in the first or second year of study . The sample of 17 was deliberately selected to maximise the variation. The focus of analysis is to define the qualitatively different ways (but not the similar ways) in which fashion design students approach their learning. 
The aim of this paper is to focus on issues that arose from using a phenomenographic approach in this context. The papers’ authors reflect on the experience of learning to conduct a phenomenographic study in individual and collaborative situations.

Several connected themes emerge from this reflection on phenomenography as a distinct qualitative research method. First, the non-dualist approach where the individual and the phenomena are, inseparably, the experience to be studied, means that the study has to clearly focus on a specific task or phenomenon to elicit that experience. The context explored in this study required the interviewers to focus on one fashion design project, this often proved to be easily diverted by interviewer or interviewee digression from the focus. The second relates to the second-order nature of the research approach which required the interviewers to focus on talking to students about how they experience their learning (that is, to describe the experience of their interviewees, rather than to describe their own experience, which is a first –order approach). Third, the focus on variation, or on experiences which are different, required a distinct approach to the analysis of the interview transcripts to disregard those elements that were similar across that range, and to highlight that there were internal relations. The construction of an outcome space which describes those internal relations in structural and referential terms also enabled the construction of the hierarchy of the structural component of the study. A fourth consideration is an intention to achieve an empathy with the student through the interview experience as highlighted by Ashworth and Lucas (2000).

The reflection described in this paper picks up on these issues and analyses the stages of the study from original conception to implementation, research design and intention. It exposes the need to examine prior knowledge and experience in this and other areas of qualitative research e.g. interviewing skills and focus of the analysis (on similarity, on richness of description or on variation). Finally, it uses this learning from the experience of the interview and analysis to suggest ways that neophyte phenomenographers might successfully embark on their first study.

Research Design
The Experience of the Participants

The three researchers who originated the project had no experience of designing a study using the phenomenographic method, however the lead researcher was sufficiently familiar with educational research and the literature on phenomenography to put forward a proposal for a phenomenographic study.  The second researcher, although new to educational research, was familiar with the literature on phenomenography, the third less so.  As the study evolved, five further researchers working in the London College of Fashion joined the team and, although some were experienced in conducting research into aspects of student learning, they, too, had limited knowledge of the phenomenographic method to be used.

Phenomenography is the empirical study of the limited number of qualitatively different ways in which we experience, conceptualise, understand, etc, various phenomena in and aspects of the world around us. These differing experiences, understandings etc are characterised in terms of categories of description, logically related to each other, and forming hierarchies in relation to given criteria. Such an ordered set of categories of description is called the outcome space of the phenomenon in question. Participants in the study are encouraged to reflect on previously unthematised aspects of the phenomenon in question. The analysis is carried out in an iterative manner on those reflections. Distinctly different ways of experiencing the phenomenon discussed by participants are the units of analysis and not the single individuals. The categories of description corresponding to those differing understandings and the logical relations that can be established between them constitute the main results of a phenomenographic study (Marton, 1992). 

This research approach has been articulated more fully by Marton and Booth (1997).
The Original Design

In the original design of the research, there was a desire to build on empirical work into student conceptions and approaches to learning of an international character and to apply research tools in the situated context of Art and Design such as the Study Process Questionnaire (SPQ) developed by Biggs (Biggs, 1987) or the Approaches to Study Inventory (ASI) developed by Entwistle and Ramsden (Entwistle and Ramsden,1983).  It was understood that these tools would need to be adapted to reflect the specific approaches and language of learning encompassed within the Art and Design disciplines.  The intention was for the original researchers to complete a pilot study in the three institutions using three different sub-disciplines, Fine Art: Painting, Fashion Design and Graphic Design.  The findings would be published and the study then extended across further sub-disciplines with the findings of the pilot incorporated into any new research design.  The timescale had been left ‘loose’ but there was a notion that completion of the pilot study would be achieved within six to seven months.  Communication between the researchers would be conducted primarily by e-mail with meetings as required to discuss methods and to conduct the analysis.  

Having acquired copies of the ASI and the version of it revised by Tait, Entwistle and McCune: the Approaches and Study Skills Inventory for Students (ASSIST) (Tait, Entwistle and McCune, 1998), discussions took place on how it might be adapted.  Using student focus groups offered way forward.  However, at this time all three researchers were involved in preparations for the QAA Subject Reviews in their respective universities.  Whilst this delayed progress greatly, it also allowed time for intermittent exchanges of further literature relevant to the study.  Consequently, it became apparent that the project was over-ambitious in its nature for three reasons.  Firstly, it was un-funded and therefore its progress was dependent on how much time the researchers could take away from their other responsibilities.  Secondly, the size of the sample required to render the findings from a questionnaire or inventory valid and reliable - and the administration involved - required resources that were not readily available.  Thirdly, the data generated would require quantitative analysis using a computer software package such as SPSS – of which the researchers had no experience.   Six months on from the initiation of the project, it was agreed that a new approach was required, and that a pilot study taking a qualitative approach would accord more with the researchers’ skills and experience, and with the resources they had available to them. 

The New Design

A practical way forward was to move to a method of data generation that the researchers felt more able to manage – the interview - and to increase the amounts of data generated by involving more researchers in the study.  Two of the original researchers met with a further five researchers belonging to the Fashion Education Research Group at the London College of Fashion to present the project, outline a proposal for how it would be conducted, and to seek their collaboration.  

The new design for the pilot study was modelled on a brief focused on finding out about approaches to learning, conceptions of learning, and contextual factors that had influenced approaches.  Usefully, it also gave a framework on how to conduct the interviews and on how to present the data.  It seemed to the researchers that this process would be a good means of piloting the study and that conducting three interviews each was a manageable proposition. 

Agreement was reached that the phenomenon to be used as a focus for eliciting the students’ experiences of learning for this study would be the taught design project, which equates with the assignment or essay used to facilitate learning in text-based disciplines.  Since all of the researchers taught or had access to fashion students, it was a pragmatic decision to select these students for the sample.  The timing was such that first year students were likely to be more available than second or third year students and so it was agreed to keep to this level for all the interviews.  Additionally, assessment being a key factor that affects approach, students would be asked to describe a project that had been completed and assessed.  The students would be selected on a random basis.

The ethics of being ‘inside researchers’ was considered.  The researchers were aware that students they had taught, or were still teaching, might feel compelled to provide an ‘ideal’ account of their approaches.  To deal with this, researchers would arrange to interview fashion students they had not taught, although the researchers who did teach them would contact the students who would be asked to participate.  

The aims of the project were re-written and circulated together with guidelines for how students would be approached to take part in the study, questions that could be used as prompts as the interviewer probed the students’ descriptions of their approaches, (modelled on those in the brief described above) and a schedule for the study.  Feedback was received from the group, and from an experienced phenomenographer.

The aims were further refined and it was decided that the study would not concern itself with contextual factors affecting approaches at the pilot stage.  This process, conducted by e-mail, took approximately six weeks.  It was planned that all interviews would be completed in the following four weeks (by the end of the Summer term) with preliminary analysis conducted by all researchers in the pending summer vacation.  The project was now into its sixth month.  The aim was to complete within a further six months. 

Research question

The defining features of approaches to learning, the terms deep and surface approach to learning (Marton and Saljo, 1976), and the description of those defining features (further elaborated and summarised by Entwistle, 1997) were understood by the researchers not to fit neatly with their experience of design education. With this as the main underpinning feature of the aim of the enquiry, to redefine the features of approaches to learning in the context of design, the research question can be framed as:

What is the qualitative variation in approaches to learning adopted by design students, and how does that range of approaches relate to research results in other disciplines?

This study embarked on in this paper contributes toward the further articulation of approaches to learning in design by testing the research question within the context of first year fashion design.

Data Generation

The Sample

Having been decided to select students on a random basis, procedures had been drawn up for how this would be done.  However, the team were advised that, since the aim of the project was to discover if fashion students showed qualitative variation in their approaches to learning, the best chance of finding variation would be to select students who differ most in their approach.  Consequently, the researchers selected two students who differed most from each other in their approach, and a third who might differ again.  At this stage, eight researchers were engaged with the study and the hope was to produce twenty-four transcripts.  One of the researchers had moved to another university during this time, thus the researchers were now drawn from four institutions, and the sample was to be drawn from five courses across these four universities.  However, this proved not to be the case.  Some researchers were unable to continue their involvement with the study, some had difficulties in finding time to conduct the interviews, and others with having tapes transcribed.  The final number of transcripts is seventeen, with a further three that have been submitted subsequent to the initial analysis stage.

The Interview

The interviews were semi-structured insofar as there were questions that would open and close the interview, and those that would be used to help students elaborate on their approaches and the intentions behind those approaches.  These were drawn from the brief and were: 


The initial questions


Can you tell me about how you undertook this task / project / 
assignment?


What did you expect to learn from doing the project?



Probing on process/approach


Can you tell me any more about that?


When you are doing that, what are you thinking about?


When you say ... what exactly do you mean?


Can you give me an example of that?


Probing for conscious decisions about approach


Did anything make you change your mind about how to do this / that?


Was there anything you found difficult?  What did you do then?


Probing for intentions and conceptions


When you use the word learning there, what exactly do you mean?


When you say you want to get more knowledge about this subject what do you mean?


What counts as understanding?



Is all learning the same?

The interviews lasted between twenty and thirty minutes and were tape-recorded and transcribed verbatim. One researcher did her own transcribing and, although it was time-consuming, she found it helped to engage with the students’ experiences of undertaking the design projects.  With those tapes that were professionally transcribed, a lack of familiarity with subject-specific terminology could lead to gaps in the transcripts.   

Keeping the Interview Focused on the Learning of Design

The relational, non-dualist nature of the research required that the interviewers should focus solely on the experience deriving from the student’s involvement with the project being described, and within that context, to elicit descriptions of approaches taken to that particular activity.  As Bowden observes;

The phenomenographic interview has a focus – the way in which interviewees understand the chosen concept – and this focus is maintained throughout the interview. (Bowden, 2000, p9) 

This consistency of focus is a key factor to the phenomenographic methodology.  However, not only did it prove to be far harder to maintain the focus than had been anticipated, but also at the outset, it would be fair to say that almost all the researchers did not have sufficient grasp of this fundamental principle.  The focus, then, proved to be easily diverted either by the interviewers’ digressions, or by those of the interviewees that went unchecked. The focus, in a lot of the earlier interviews, tended to be on design itself rather than on the learning of design. The later interviews managed to achieve the learning of design focus.

This example shows how the interviewer shifted the emphasis from the project with an invitation to the student to describe what she was doing following currently.

I:  
What did it mean to you, doing the project?

S:  
It meant I could do something different from everyone one else in the class and do, like, think my own way, instead of just doing - like the one before that, the project, it was all dresses you see, and this way I could do my dresses, do my trousers, and you pick menswear, womenswear, or kids, just picking what I think I'm the strongest at.

I:  
And how do you feel about that?

S:  
I liked it 'cause I enjoy, like, menswear, but I don't think it's my strongest thing.

I:  
And so what are you doing right now?

S:  
This week?

I:  
Yes.

S:  
Oh, I've learnt so much this week, it's been brilliant!

Retaining a Focus on the Student Experience
Ashworth and Lucas (2000) point to the need for researchers conducting phenomenographic research into student learning to achieve ‘empathy and engagement’ with the ‘student’s lived experience’.  They argue that this can be achieved if the researcher is aware of the need;

To set aside his or her own assumptions, so far as is possible, in order to register the student’s own point of view’ (Ashworth, 1999 in Ashworth and Lucas, 2000, p297).  

The researchers’ experience of conducting interviews proved that this was not easy, particularly when the researchers were familiar with the students and the nature of design projects.  There was a tendency to adopt the teacher’s role as it would be in a one-to-one tutorial and this diagnostic, and sometimes conversational, approach to the dialogue prevented the researchers from maintaining a focus on what the students saying about their experience.  Here we can see that not only is the focus no longer on the learning of design (the design project), but also where the interviewer’s own interest in the subject of fashion threatens to turn the interview into a discussion until she realises the digression.

S:
I often try and think when you look at designers’ collections whether a designer can truly do a great collection just by thinking of something really simple that he doesn’t really know much about.  Say like he chooses you know the sun.  It’s not a simple thing but it’s a collection full of yellow clothes, blah blah blah.  Now could a designer do that unbelievable collection by choosing such a simple topic like that or does that kind of limit them in a way?  So if he chooses something that he’s been researching for years and years then is there a difference in outcome?

I:
Yes, I know what you’re saying.  I think that’s a debate that we can have and I think you can see that.  Personally I think you can see the shallow and you can see the deep, personally.  I think that that’s what’s wrong with a lot of English fashion designers.  Some of them.  It is that, yes.  There’s nothing there, it’s just a frock, it’s an evening gown.  That’s another issue.  Well in a way it isn’t another issue because we’re talking about how you’re learning what you’re learning and I’m wondering if you’ve learned……. 

A further difficulty came with the interviewer’s unconscious introduction of a concept to explain or clarify what the student was describing.  The excerpt below demonstrates how the student has picked up on the interviewer’s earlier introduction of the word ‘experimenting’ when affirming her understanding of what the student had been describing.  It was not a word the student herself had used, but within a very short time she reiterated it without being able to elaborate it. 

S: 
It is.   A lot of the stuff, in relation to this project, a lot of the bits that I did earlier on, I didn't really know what I was doing but I was just playing around, experimenting really and finding out what doesn't go right which is more important - and what does go right.  Making mistakes and finding out how to go about trying to change them or leaving them as they are.  Experimenting.

I: 
Experimenting?

S: 
Yes.

This assertion by the student is then not further probed because the interviewer feels that the term has been understood, she then passes on to ask questions about other strategies used in the project without checking understanding. This renders an element of the transcript to be invalid for the purposes of analysis.
Probing for the Intention

In discussion of his experience of conducting a phenomenographic study with first year physics students, Prosser states;

In the interviews it was relatively easy to get the students to describe the what, but much more difficult to get them to discuss the why. (Prosser, 2000, p36).  

This accords with the researchers’ experiences.  However, in this case, the lack of reference to intention found in the interview transcripts was brought about to some extent by a lack of awareness, on some of the interviewers’ parts, that there was a need to elicit more than just the descriptions of the approaches.  And there were instances of simply missing an opportunity to probe further.  Here we can see where the interviewer reverts to the ‘what’ (the process of drawing) when it would have been appropriate to continue to seek further clarification on the ‘why’.

I: 
When you say ‘thinking about’ what does that involve, ‘thinking about pockets’?

S: 
Just drawing a few different examples of pockets and maybe having a look at some real trousers and having a look at real pockets, then going back to sort of the paper and just drawing out some ideas of different pocket shapes and things like that.

I: 
Why would you be doing that?

S: 
Because you have to have physical proof!    
I: 
And do you feel that the drawing is a useful part of the process?

Evaluation of Pilot Interviews

Once the researchers met, with an experienced phenomenographer present, to consider the initial transcripts and conduct a preliminary analysis of the data, it became clear that a problem derived from the collective lack of experience in carrying out phenomenographic interviews, and, indeed, in really understanding that the analysis would involve identifying both the referential and structural (strategy and intention) dimensions of the students’ approaches.  Much of the data was flawed by the many instances of the interviews losing focus.  Also, there had been some confusion over whether the interviews were concerned with approaches and conceptions, or only with approaches.  The group of researchers were directed to examples of transcripts in Prosser & Trigwell (1999), which aided reflection on the transcripts to hand.   In light of this, and since more transcripts were needed, there being only nine completed at that point, it was agreed it would be wise to conduct one further interview, each in an attempt to apply the improved understandings resulting from the session.  These interviews would concentrate on approaches only.  This resulted in six further transcripts: five from one researcher who was building on the study for separate purposes, and who felt that her first three were largely unusable; and one from another researcher whose first three transcripts had demonstrated her better awareness of the phenomenographic methodology. A wider reading of the literature around phenomenographic method and it’s distinctive relational, non-dualist, second order approach was also suggested (Trigwell, 1999). 

Analysis

The transcripts were analysed by all three researchers individually for a preliminary attempt at highlighting significant phrases in relation to how students approached their learning. The project format tended to encourage a similar pattern of actions described across the interviews, beginning with ‘research’, developing this in some way, making and or drawing and producing finished products, designs or garments. Thus the structural and referential components emerged from the students’ process of describing how they had approached the project. Although the transcripts differed in the projects and actions described, they could be said to conform to similar activities, even though the interviewee may not have used the same terminology in describing it. 

Difficulties in meeting up led to a split in the continuation of the analysis. Two researchers met to begin the formal construction of categories by sorting the components of the structural and referential parts of the significant descriptions. This was done by moving through the transcripts one by one and indicating what each of us had found to be relevant on each page. Whilst doing this rough groupings began to emerge within the activity and the intent. That is, similarities in what students said they were doing were given working names for the components and an initial framework for differences within the components was set up. For example, the components labelled ‘working with others’, ‘talking about it’ and ‘dialogue’ were not different enough to be separate and were conflated as one overarching strategy, ‘working with others’. Within this strategy the phrases were grouped by intent. Whilst the phrases were about interaction with others, the underlying intent was seen to be either to seek instruction through the tutor; to see the tutor as an aid to self knowledge; to recognise the value of peer evaluation as an aid to one’s own learning; or to increase one’s understanding of one’s own performance.

The more experienced researcher then met with the other member of the team to discuss and review the meanings and components again, thus carrying out a further iteration. This development of the ‘pool of meanings’ did not follow the early methodology described by Marton and Saljo (1976) in which the phrases were selected and grouped in piles of differences. It conformed to the later descriptions of a ‘metaphorical pool’, where the selected comments were left in situ to allow a more contextual analysis to remain when the process of iteration continued (Marton 1992 cited in Bowden, 2000 p 12). The whole transcripts were not used as the basis of classification as some phenomenographic researchers advocate.  In the initial sorting of the student’s approaches into strategies and intentions, it became clear that within the range of transcripts we had a large number of different combinations and that to label the transcript would be to over-simplify and possibly ignore many of the relationships within the student experience. 

The process of sorting the statements into components and looking for relational hierarchies was the classic iterative one of questioning, evaluating and reaching agreement. No discussion of categories had been undertaken before the study, so no transcripts were read initially with any particular framework in mind, except for previous knowledge gained through the literature of learning and teaching. Thus it was through dialogue that the categories emerged and were refined. Confirmation of components was assisted by the classification of different intent within them. By looking for the underlying conceptions in an interviewee’s account the patterns became more apparent. It felt like an archaeological process of uncovering what relationships lay within the transcripts, and to push the analogy further, of carting away large amounts of superfluous dirt!

Findings

In this study of seventeen university students of fashion design we have identified four different approaches to learning. These approaches are constituted in terms of the students’ strategies and intentions in the context of one of their first year fashion design projects.

The approaches to learning in fashion design, as constituted at this stage of the analysis, are briefly described below:

Approach A

A product focused strategy with the intention to demonstrate technical competence

Students focus on making a technically competent artefact (garment, drawing, pattern etc.) Information is collected with the intention to reproduce elements in the making of the artefact. The visual aspects of the design process are focused solely on remembering procedures and techniques.

Approach B

A product focused strategy with the intention to develop the design process

Like Approach A, students adopting this approach also have the intention to develop technical competence, but they aim to do so through strategies focused on experimenting with design processes. Part of their development occurs in interaction with a tutor, technician or peers. Students collect and review information in order to develop the process of design in the making of an artefact. Practice and repetition of design and making skills are an important part of the learning process.

Approach C

A process focused strategy with the intention to develop the design process

Students focus on the process of visualisation through experimental design and making. Students make connections and relate ideas in the process of visual research. The design process is interactive with tutor, technician or peers in order to further develop ideas. Experimentation in this approach is a strategy used for discovery and development of design processes rather than as a means to making an artefact more competently.

Approach D

A concept focused strategy with the intention to develop own conceptions

Students focus on the process of visualisation of concepts through experimental design processes and making. Visual concepts are developed through relating ideas in the research process. The development of visual concepts is considered to be fundamental in this approach and therefore is more important than the final execution of the product. The design process is interactive with tutor, technician or peers in order to develop critical abilities and conceptual thinking skills.

The strategy and intention dimensions of the categories of approaches to learning fashion courses

Strategy
Intention

Focus of the learning
Develop

technical

competence
Develop

design process
Develop

own

Conceptions

Making an artefact 

(product focus)
A
B


Experimenting with process

(process focus)

C


Visualising of concepts 

(concept focus)


D

Discussion

It was evident that as neophyte phenomenographic researchers we brought our own knowledge and previous awareness with us. This included interests in research and debates in teaching and learning going back several years and a variety of teaching, administrative and staff development work within our various colleges. The uncovering of the categories and their structures was very much effected by this knowledge. The need to ‘bracket’ ones own previous experience was not fully discussed in the first stages of sorting and, perhaps we felt that we did not know what was going to emerge before we started and that this was probably sufficient. However, the processes described by Ashworth and Lucas (2000) might suggest a more rigorous attempt to put aside ones previous learning in order to avoid presupposing the structures might be advisable in future refinements of our methodology.

The aim of phenomenographic research is to arrive at a structure within which the various student conceptualisations of the relevant concept are fitted: a structure of categories of description. However, an anxiety arises that – unless this goal is bracketed during those stages of the research which are concerned to uncover conceptions – it threatens to subvert entry into the student lifeworld. (Ashworth and Lucas, 2000, p 298)

Whereas we may not have spent enough time interrogating the data before we began to analyse and group conceptions, we did however feel that we had a very strong understanding and empathy towards those interviewed, even though they were working on unknown and unseen projects. The way they described their activities was familiar territory. Design education has had a tradition of one to one contact with students through workshops, academic and pastoral tutorials, assessment and critique. All three researchers brought many years of knowledge, both through their own educational experience and through the vicarious one of tutoring. This close empathy with the processes and descriptions was both a hindrance in obtaining data and an advantage in the analysis and recognition of differences. Being used to variable working practices and open ended design activities requires a degree of suspension of expectation and judgement in our working lives. Similar educational experiences perhaps enabled a framework to be constructed relatively quickly through an empathy with the students’ descriptions of their learning activities, whether we approved of the statements they made or not, they were mostly familiar. 

Conclusion 

In attempting to redefine the features of approaches to learning in the context of design, firstly the differences between the original research results and the new context must be evaluated. In examining these earlier, seminal studies, the focus is on learning using a text (even though the term ‘text’ can take on a metaphorical meaning), or of learning in text based study. At the extremes of deep and surface approaches to learning, this study illustrates a resonance between the intention to reproduce, memorise facts and procedures, and the intention to relate ideas to previous knowledge and experience. Text and design can be freely interchanged with these descriptions of the features of approaches to learning. The findings expressed in the outcome space developed for this study indicate a greater area of variation between these two extremes. The process of design as a learning process is neither a strategy for reproduction, nor one of making connections and relations in the learning, but one of experimenting with a process in order to engage with the learning of design. It will be the task of this research team to take these initial findings further and to clarify what these similarities and differences are.

The major problems of conducting the research amongst the continuous pressures of a heavy academic workload meant that the induction to the research methodology was long and arduous. On reflection, the act of analysing transcripts, together with continuous reading about the methodology, and critique and discussion to clarify the processes involved, revealed a greater understanding of phenomenography. It has been an interesting feature of the study that the teachers who wished to embark on research into student learning have faced unforeseen difficulties in doing so.  The focus on educational research in Higher Education in the UK is growing, and, equally, there are a growing number of educators who wish to engage with issues surrounding teaching and learning.  Nevertheless, it has been the experience of this team that to attempt to conduct a study on a ‘voluntary’ basis, and to attempt to build experience in this field is a matter that is seldom mentioned in the literature on pedagogical research.  It is, therefore, worth noting that researchers new to the field should be aware that to engage with and produce research with quality outcomes in any area is not an easy task. It is to be expected that teachers, who are not engaged in this pursuit full time will have to grapple with difficulties, both logistically and conceptually. It takes most people the whole duration of their doctoral study to learn about methods, expressing research questions etc. To expect to grasp these things in one research project is highly ambitious and there will be the need to continue to engage with phenomenography and similar work before a level of confidence can be achieved.
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