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Wennström, Sofie 

Abstract 

Conceptual change is one of the most important influences in modern educational 
research and this theoretical framework can be used for empirical research aimed at 
improving our common knowledge about learning as well as developing new theories 
and practices within the education system. In its very basic meaning, conceptual change 
can be explained as a person who during the course of the learning experience changes 
their initial conception of a phenomenon (such as a object or a concept) from one 
specific point of view to another. The aim of this study is to map out the differences and 
similarities between two seemingly opposite movements within today’s pedagogical 
research community. Within phenomenography a constitutionalist approach to learning 
is used, which means that the conceptions formed by students are considered to be an 
internal representation of the individual’s interpretation of their own knowledge in 
relation to their surroundings. The intentional analytical approach suggests that 
contextualisation is necessary for conceptual change to take place, for the student to be 
able to interpret the assignment or task at hand and then incorporate that in meaningful 
activity that will lead to a successful learning process. Both the intentional and the 
phenomenographic approach agree that it is the meaning of a task that is important in 
the learning situation, but the differences lie in the ways of distinguishing what this 
meaning consists of as well as the means of finding out what the meaning is to an 
individual. 
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Begreppsutveckling ur olika perspektiv 

En jämförande studie om intentionell kontext och situerad fenomenografi 

Wennström, Sofie 

Sammanfattning 

Begreppsutveckling är en av de viktigaste influenserna inom det pedagogiska 
forskningsområdet. Denna teoretiska inriktning innebär att man genom empirisk 
forskning studerar lärande och dess kontext. Detta kan sedan bidra till vår kunskap om 
vad som påverkar lärprocessen samt hur denna skulle kunna användas i utvecklingen av 
nya didaktiska metoder och verktyg. Begreppsutveckling kan förstås som teorier om hur 
en individ, genom övning och reflektion ändrar en grundläggande uppfattning om ett 
fenomen eller objekt från en specifik uppfattning till en annan. I den här 
litteraturstudien, kommer jag att försöka kartlägga två skilda sätt att anta utmaningen att 
undersöka hur lärande genom begreppsutveckling kan förstås och tolkas, nämligen 
fenomenografi och intentionell analys. Fenomenografi är utvecklat med en 
konstitutionell ansats till lärandet, där man menar att de koncept som individen 
använder formas genom interna representationer av den egna tolkningen av 
omgivningen samt hur det egna konceptet relaterar till omgivningen. Intentionell analys 
å andra sidan menar att begreppsutveckling uppstår när individen kontextualiserar 
uppgiften genom meningsskapande processer i relation till omgivningen och att detta 
beskriver lärprocessen. Den gemensamma nämnaren för båda dessa perspektiv är att det 
är meningsskapandet för individen som är nyckeln till lärandet. Skillnaden mellan dem 
märks i synen på lärandet i de meningsskapande processerna där man närmar sig 
betydelsen av denna process som den ter sig för den lärande individen. 

Nyckelord 

Begreppsutveckling, fenomenografi, intentionell analys, lärande, meningsskapande, 
kontextualisering, konstruktivism 
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Introduction 

The focus of this study is trying to distinguish two different perspectives on learning 
from each other. We were presented with so many different theories and perspectives it 
made my head spin. With this study I therefore aim to look more closely into two of the 
research approaches related to the field of study called ‘conceptual change’, namely the 
perspectives of the phenomenographic approach and the intentional analysis. I aim to 
clarify the similarities and the differences between the two, as well as explain why some 
scholars claim that it should be possible to combine the two perspectives into one, while 
others say that this is absolutely impossible. 

In order for a study to be relevant, it needs to be related to a problem or a challenge in 
real life and open possibilities for further research and offer solutions. Conceptual 
change is one of the most important influences in modern educational research. This 
research field can be useful in empirical research aimed at improving our common 
knowledge about learning as well as developing new theories and practices within the 
education system.  

So why is this type of research relevant? Well, it seems like pedagogy and the education 
system itself are subject areas that many people have an opinion about. Most adults in 
our modern western world have been attending school for ten years or more in this day 
and age, and they are therefore likely to have experienced a vast variety of different 
teachers and teaching methods during that time. Some of these methods helped students 
learn how to read while others perhaps helped teachers teach their students algebra, 
geometry or social science. The methods are sometimes successful, and sometimes not. 
For example, upon the revelation that I study pedagogy, I get to hear stories from people 
I meet about their experiences of the educational system. It seems as a few people go 
through school untouched by the system or by the challenges it incurs, often times with 
implications for their entire lives. If the researchers within education/pedagogy were 
more successful reaching the policy makers and teachers with their latest research, we 
could possibly see some further changes, perhaps even conceptual changes regarding 
the school system and learning happening slowly but surely. The pedagogues currently 
working in this system are the reason why we keep trying to dig deeper into the 
knowledge about learning to be able to better understand their students. Finding a way 
to further explain the concept of conceptual change could help these professionals to 
keep developing the school systems into a healthy and dynamic learning environment. 
A place where there is room for more than one type of learning and less of the one size 
fits all type of curriculum. This dissertation will only cover a small part of the vast 
knowledge base available, but one has to start somewhere. 
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Background 

Traditionally, there has been a divide in the educational field of study between the 
didactically oriented researchers and those who concentrate their studies on theories 
about learning in general. The first category is practically oriented and teacher centred, 
focused on figuring out effective classroom strategies and how to best teach a certain 
topic or reach a large group of students. The latter category is the social-psychological 
approach, in this case the intentional analysis approach, where we have a rather student 
oriented stance which is concentrated on the learning processes from an individual level 
and how the individual make meaning of their learning. The current trend in most 
research disciplines is moving towards a consolidation of theories and approaches to 
form a more unified front and to reach a higher level of understanding in general. The 
same movement has been adopted for educational research, where departments have 
been merged and students are encouraged to apply for courses from other institutions to 
broaden their scope, but there are still some obstacles to be conquered before we could 
reach a mutual understanding.  

Attempts to explain the differences and compare the perspectives discussed in this 
dissertation have been made on several occasions. Booth, Wistedt et al (Paths of 
Learning - The Joint Constitution of Insights, 1999) did for example wrote a chapter on 
this in a book about learning mathematics using an empirical study as a mediating 
factor. I will analyse this chapter more in depth later in this text, but it is a good 
example of how the approaches can come together and examine the same empirical 
material to be able to draw conclusions on possible collaboration between the 
perspectives.  

Ference Marton from Göteborg University first created the phenomenological methods 
and theories. His theories were developed as an empirical younger sibling of the 
philosophical method phenomenology. It should however be pointed out that 
phenomenography and phenomenology are by no means the same thing. The only 
ground they de facto share is that they both study the object of human experience, but 
beyond that there are very few actual similarities between phenomenography and 
phenomenology. Meanwhile, at Stockholm University, Ola Halldén and his colleagues 
started to build theories about meaning making and the intent of the learner, following a 
constructivist tradition with influences from Jean Piaget and Georg Henrik von Wright. 
Halldén and his colleagues called this the intentional perspective, referring to the 
learner’s ability to form a meaning of a learning task based on the current context of the 
situation. 

The theories related to conceptual change have been developed since first introduced in 
the late 1970s, and keep developing with each publication of an article or a book where 
this idea is further discussed and scrutinised. Constructive criticism does however often 
lead to development of the perspectives and the ones under investigation here are no 
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exceptions. The intentional perspective has been questioned in terms of their somewhat 
negative focus of research, where it has for example been called a “negative 
rationalism” (Halldén, O.; Scheja, M.; Haglund, L., 2008). This came from an argument 
that the intentionalists put too much focus on the shortcomings of students and the 
reasons why they do not learn as much as they should. There has also been criticism 
from the sociocultural realm, where it is considered a constraint on development of the 
theories, whereas they only conduct research on the lack of abilities among learners 
rather than the opportunities of viewing the world of the learners from different angles. 
The sociocultural approach is a third perspective of learning, building on the writings of 
Vygotskij and Dewey, where the cultural context of the learning situation. The 
sociocultural approach would argue that the learning process is not only taking place 
within the individual, but also in the social context of the learner (Säljö, 2010). While 
neither the intentional perspective nor the phenomenographic perspectives are 
disregarding from the sociocultural context, they understand the learning process from a 
more individual perspective. One of the criticisms towards the phenomenographic 
perspective has revolved around the empirical methods used, where the there may 
sometimes be a discrepancy between the student’s understanding of a phenomenon in 
comparison with what the researcher includes in their interpretation (Säljö, Talk as data 
and practice - a critical look at the phenomenographic inquiry and the appeal to 
experience, 1997). This challenge comes from the researcher’s interpretation of the 
‘world’ in the human-world relationship that is considered to be the foundation of a 
phenomenographic approach. It is in general, when considering both perspectives, 
important to study the methodology used in empirical research, since it involves a 
certain amount of interpretation, which can be a source of debate. 

In this thesis, I will be concentrating my studies using two texts from the International 
Handbook of Research on Conceptual Change, namely ‘The contextuality of 
knowledge: An intentional approach to meaning making and conceptual change’ 
(Halldén, O.; Scheja, M.; Haglund, L., 2008) and ’The idea of phenomenography and 
the pedagogy of conceptual change’ (Marton, F.; Pang, M. F., 2008), adding some 
further sources such as the academic thesis’ by Max Scheja (1998), Gunnar Jonsson 
(2007) and Elsie Anderberg (1999). In addition, I’ve included a basic textbook on 
phenomenology, namely Learning and Awareness (Marton & Booth, 1997) to form a 
solid understanding of the field of research. Another important source of knowledge is a 
chapter from the book Learning Mathematics. From Hierarchies to Networks, edited by 
Leone Burton, (Booth, Wistedt, Halldén, Martinsson, & Marton, 1999). The chapter 
considers a similar question as this project, but from a practitioner’s perspective, while 
using empirical research to state examples. I hope to be able to further describe in this 
study why phenomenography and the intentional perspective can be considered similar 
but also very different. While somewhat limited due to the constraints of the page extent 
of a bachelor’s thesis, this paper will endeavour to draw at least some brief conclusions 
on the diversities and explain how come we see similar challenges in the learning 
process meanwhile they are considered to be essentially different.  
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Aims & Purpose 

The aim of this study is to map out the difference and similarities between the 
intentional analysis and the phenomenographic approach as described in current 
literature. Furthermore, I aim to distinguish between the different views of the 
approaches concerning the concept of learning. The questions this dissertation will 
attempt to answer are: Which are the main reasons why the phenomenological and the 
intentional analysis approaches diverge?  What parts of the learning process can be seen 
as similar between a phenomenographic and intentional approach? Is there a possibility 
that these two approaches could be combined into a “super theory”? Or, if it isn’t 
possible to combine the approaches, why is that so? How is this relevant to the research 
community and educational institutions today? 
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Methodological approach 

Setting out to better understand and put a perspective on theories of conceptual change, 
with a descriptive type of analysis, I aspire to come closer to a response to my research 
queries by deconstructing the different arguments and then putting them together again 
with a better understanding of what they mean and how they can be compared with each 
other. 

While designing a study of literature, it is important to consider the total amount of 
study material. Not only is it nearly impossible to read all published material within 
such a large subject, but it would also not fit in the format of a bachelor’s thesis. The 
data sources have therefore been limited to certain texts, without the aim of being 
inclusive. The lack of empirical material is sometimes considered as a major 
shortcoming in educational research projects, but the philosophical and theoretical 
element is equally as important when it comes to developing the bases for further 
studies. The method I’m using here could also be somewhat problematic, since a study 
of current literature within the scope of a candidate thesis can by any means claim to 
cover all bases. The majority of the findings and applications of theories of conceptual 
change has been published as scientific journal articles and presented at conferences 
within many different sublevels of educational research. It is also a field of research 
where there is a lot of output in the form of journal articles and books. A search in the 
free scholarly search tool ‘Google Scholar’ shows about 55,300 results in just a few 
seconds when using the search term “conceptual change”. These search hits are very 
likely to somewhat contribute to the list of further reading. Another search in the index 
called ‘Web of Science’, where only journals or other scientific sources approved by a 
committee, to be considered as trusted sources of scholarly literature, is listed. A search 
in this index resulted in 1,315 records of articles in English (other languages were 
omitted here for the sake of clarity and to avoid calculating translated sources of the 
same article) when entering the subject topic “conceptual change”. This is by all means 
not a complete search for sources to further reading, but would still give you an idea of 
the limits of the arguments I will be able to present within the scope of this thesis based 
on the literature chosen for the study. 

Research Procedure 

Identifying the most important texts to analyse is the first critical step in developing a 
comprehensive understanding of a specific topic. This is often not an easy task, 
especially if you are aiming to cover a large area of expertise. When using a certain type 
of methodology for your study, in this case the text analysis, it is essential to acquire a 
fundamental understanding for how to utilize it. Bergström and Boréus (2000) have 
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pointed out that the researcher needs to be aware of the relationship between the study 
material and the people who wrote it. Each text is related to another text or other people. 
The texts created by human beings in general, and by researchers in particular, is a 
communicative tool that should be considered in relation to the circumstances in which 
they were written. Another aspect of the study of text is that the writer most likely had a 
recipient in mind when writing it, and therefore another aspect to consider in the 
investigation. The text will also mirror different concepts within both the writer and 
their surroundings, both on a conscious as well as unconscious level. The text analysis 
should also include an element of systematic study of texts, with a focus on the research 
questions at hand. 

In order to figure out which literature to use, I consulted reading lists for a few of my 
courses at the Department of Education, and consulted with the programme supervisor 
in order to find guidance as to where I could find comparable texts to use for analysis of 
conceptual change. The first suggestion was “International Handbook of Research of 
Conceptual Change” by Stella Vosniadou (Ed.) (2008), which provided an overview of 
the different approaches to this concept as well as potential further reading. I had been 
curious to find out more about a perspective developed at Stockholm University. It is 
called the intentional analysis, and while looking at the table of content I found the 
chapter co-written by the professor who developed this concept, Ola Halldén, called 
‘The contextuality of knowledge: An intentional approach to meaning making and 
conceptual change’ (Halldén, O.; Scheja, M.; Haglund, L., 2008). Using this chapter as 
a starting point I continued to explore the contents of the entire book. The next chapter 
was written by another highly influential Swedish Professor, namely Ference Marton 
from Göteborg University (Marton, F.; Pang, M. F., 2008). This chapter called ‘The 
idea of phenomenography and the pedagogy of conceptual change’ interested me with 
its constitutional approach to learning. These two texts were chosen as the main point of 
discussion not only because they gave a good overview of current research in the field, 
but also because the format was similar and by that easier to compare. In addition, they 
had both touched upon some recent critique towards their theories and included a 
response to that critique in these papers. Both of which are useful to someone aiming to 
study texts in depth, as it gives an idea of what other researchers have argued against 
them. These features made the two texts approachable and suitable for my research 
project. During the autumn semester of 2012, I was invited to participate in a research 
seminar at the Department of Education at Stockholm University, called ‘Research on 
Conceptual Change’ (RCD), lead by Lecturer Gunilla Petersson. This seminar has a 
long tradition at the department, and it is a venue where their researchers currently 
conducting studies within conceptual change can present papers (empirical or 
theoretical) for debate and analysis. These seminar discussions focus on the intentional 
perspective. The reading list from this seminar, together with recommendations from 
participants lead me to a text published in a book about mathematics learning (Burton 
(Ed.), 1999), where a chapter called ‘Paths of Learning - The Joint Constitution of 
Insights’ (Booth, Wistedt, Halldén, Martinsson, & Marton, 1999) has significantly 
contributed to my understanding of the nature of the topic. With this text as a starting 
point, I ventured out to find the points of comparison in the two other text sources that I 
had found. Bearing in mind that these texts had been written by scholars at an advanced 
level, there were instances where I had to search for explanations of the base rules of 
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each methodology in other sources. To create the necessary structure for the text 
analysis, I focused my reading based on the following key concepts; mental 
representation, alternative framework, context, cognition, individual, experience and 
meaning making. By recognising these words in the text, I was able to discern certain 
patterns and points of reference for further research. I was also able to conduct a search 
in the Open Access database for publications called ‘DiVA’ as well as the Stockholm 
University Library catalogue, where I found several doctoral theses on the topic of 
conceptual change that had been published in the past 15 years. Some of these included 
a similar type of comparison between different research methods that I was interested in 
making, and that helped me to a great extent to reach a higher level of understanding for 
the subject area as a whole and the ongoing conversations by academics in this field. 
Looking at the reference lists of the chapters and articles while reading, and examining 
the cross references between key articles in each methodology gave me helpful insight 
in how the perspectives relate to each other. The three main texts included in this study 
has been read several times, and scrutinised to find the common foundation of 
discussion. The language used in the chapters has been very different, but I could still 
find paragons in the descriptions, which will be discussed in detail in the analysis 
section below. 

Reflections on the Method of Analysis 

Since text analysis, or content analysis, is not as stringent as many other methods, it 
leaves quite a lot of freedom for the researcher to find patterns or common ground in the 
texts they are studying (Bergström & Boréus, 2000). I’ve therefore tried to balance the 
types of texts analysed as well as the sources included in this study. The sources of 
literature should include the same amount of information on phenomenography as the 
intentional perspective 

Considering the aim and scope of an undergraduate thesis, I realised early on in the 
process that I had to decide about exactly how much text I should include in my 
analysis, and what type of coverage I would need to be able to find arguments for my 
findings. The texts included in the list of references of this dissertation includes all the 
literature I have read to when preparing, and it is by no means enough to cover this vast 
area of research. The literature chosen for inclusion in the bibliography here has been 
carefully selected with the help of the participants at the ‘RCD’ seminar in Stockholm. I 
could have added literature about the sociocultural perspective which is a third 
comparable influence on recent research, but that would have resulted in too much text 
to analyse within the time frame for such a dissertation of this kind. The number of 
sources of information for each perspective was also considered when I made the choice 
of literature to be incorporated, and the literature list should be equally divided between 
the two perspectives. 

Most scientific disciplines are the fruit of ongoing conversations between scholars over 
a significant period of time. These conversations often take place in the public realm, in 
scientific publications such as books or journal articles or at conferences. The ongoing 
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conversations in pedagogy have been taking place in all these arenas, but also 
sometimes within the scope of an article. There have already been several attempts 
made to compare these perspectives, so I do not aim to find anything entirely new by 
making this comparison. However, to methodically study the recent literature within a 
certain topic or subject is the foundation of the advance of research, so this paper can be 
seen as a first attempt to clarify certain base rules of comparison as a basis for further 
investigation. 

Ethical Considerations 

When conducting a study of texts or literature there are a few things to keep in mind 
while writing about research. First and foremost it is the intrinsic right for all authors of 
scientific work (or any other writings for that matter) to be cited accurately and to be 
acknowledged for the work they have done. Most copyright agreements allow you to 
freely quote up to about 200 words from one source in direct citation, but you can of 
course refer to larger parts of text than that if you refer to the work rather than copy the 
text word by word. However, the list of references should still be correct and it is 
important to clearly state where the ideas originate. This is especially important if the 
plan is to upload the final essay to the university repository, DiVA, where the text 
becomes an open source for further research. When referring to unpublished writings 
you also need to ask for permission from the original author to refer to that work to 
ensure that you are using the latest version of the work. 

The second ethical consideration, or at least consideration of scientific accuracy, is to 
make sure that the literature search you carried out has covered all grounds. The 
researcher should ensure that no major workings of an important theorist have been left 
unexplored. This is especially important for a limited study like the candidate thesis, 
where the time frame also sets the boundaries for what could possibly be included or 
researched. 
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Theoretical Framework 

The first thing to do when approaching a field of interest is to begin with the theoretical 
framework. How do we define the different parts of this subject area we would like to 
look closer into? First and foremost, I would like to elaborate a little bit about the term 
conceptual change itself. 

The idea of how we change our concepts of knowledge and how we make meaning of 
things is an important a part of the learning process. Perhaps even the most important 
one. In this thesis, I will look closer into the field of conceptual change and while doing 
this try to understand this on the basis of the different perspectives used to further 
develop the concept. The main goal of this paper is to map out the different perspectives 
through a text analysis and aspiring to reach deeper understanding of the subject by 
comparing the research approaches, and figuring out how they can be understood in 
relation to each other. 

What is Conceptual Change? 

In its very basic meaning, this expression can be explained as a person who during the 
course of the learning experience changes their initial conception of a phenomenon 
(such as a thing or a concept) from one specific point of view to another. Let’s say that a 
student’s original idea is that the earth is flat (see Figure 1), but the student is taught in 
school that the earth is in fact a spherical body with a north and a south pole that 
revolves around its own axis. Then the process of changing the original idea to the one 
accepted in school would be the process of conceptual change, and the idea about the 
earth as a globe would be the goal of the process of change. 

The original idea about a flat earth in our example (Figure 1) would in conceptual 
change terminology be called an alternative framework, as developed by Driver & 
Easley (1978), where we learn to understand the framework in which each student 
understands the task or theory at hand at the start of their learning process. The 
alternative framework includes prior knowledge about subject specific things, but also 
about the world in general or how to acquire new knowledge. Driver & Easley does not 
mean that the knowledge in the alternative framework necessarily needs to be a 
scientific fact or something taught, but rather the knowledge as experienced by the 
student at that point in time. The alternative framework theory builds on the 
constructivist tradition, whereby knowledge is created when the individual interacts 
with their surroundings.  
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Figure 1. From alternative framework to new knowledge.  
 

The theories of conceptual change describes how concepts, be it everyday things or 
scientific facts, are formed and restructured to create an understanding of said concept 
and sometimes to come up with a correct response or answer. I’m sure that most 
teachers have encountered the problem of the students’ interpretation of certain tasks, 
where the outcome of the assignment is not what the teacher first expected. In 
conceptual change theory, learning is considered to take place when a student has 
replaced their alternative framework with the scientifically correct solution provided. 
While this all sound very straight forward and simple, I would like to dig a little further 
into the world of research on conceptual change, and describe two of the 
methodological approaches, namely Phenomenography and Intentional Analysis aiming 
to map the change of concepts in students. You will notice that the explanations of 
knowledge and how it is formed can be quite diverse, but at the same time bear some 
resemblance to each other. 

What is Phenomenography? 

Phenomenography is basically the idea the experience of something is a relation 
between two entities, experiences and objects, as well as how these two are related to 
each other. The theories suggest for example that ‘thing A’ could not be the same 
without the notion of ‘thing B’. It is a sort of internal relationship between the two, 
where we human beings alternate between experiences in the attempt to understand the 
object, or phenomenon in question. (Marton & Booth, 1997) The first aim of 
phenomenographic research is to describe the different concepts of the surrounding 
world with a qualitative approach. It can be described as a way of experiencing 
something within a context through identifying, formulating and tackling research 
questions from an individual perspective. Building on the ‘Husslerlian’ 
phenomenological tradition, it’s implied that we need to understand the phenomenon 
itself to be able to understand the object itself and then to be able to incorporate this into 
the ‘real world’ as we understand it. The variations of the individual experiences are 
seen as originating from the fact that the interpretation of the whole, or the ‘real world’ 
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may vary due to inability to capture all the facts at the same time as keeping focus of the 
situation. Meaning that individuals have different prerequisites depending on their 
earlier understanding of the situation. 

Within the originating field of philosophical thinking, the phenomenology, there is 
always a first person perspective where the researcher or philosopher focuses on her or 
his acts in relation to the rest of the world – a reflexive stance. However, the 
phenomenological ‘attitude’, as Marton calls it, is an act of consciousness, whereby the 
researcher focuses on a specific phenomenon and their own interpretation of it. 
Phenomenography is based on this thesis, but adds the concept of the empirical focus, 
where the way of thinking has been developed into something that is looking at other 
people’s acts in relation to things and beings. This is a second order perspective, which 
can be seen as the empirical incarnation of phenomenology. This perspective is a key 
feature of the phenomenographic thinking, whereby the underlying assumptions about 
the world and the objects in the world as seen by the individual can be described. It is a 
rather non-conscious process in which the individual forms an opinion about the 
phenomenon or object under investigation. When the researchers take the second order 
perspective, they try to interpret these assumptions within individuals in relation to the 
world. 

The ‘world’ as seen through the lens of phenomenography might need some further 
explanation as to how the phenomenon is related to the situation in which it appears. I 
will try to explain this with the following quote from Learning and Awareness: 

“We have to be clear about one important distinction, that a situation is always 
experienced with a sociospatiotemporal location – a context, a time, and a place – 
whereas a phenomenon is experienced as abstracted from or transcending such 
anchorage […] We refer to the wholeness of what we experience to be 
simultaneously present as a situation, whereas we call entities that transcend the 
situation, which link it with other situations and lend meaning to it, phenomena.” 
(Marton & Booth, 1997, ss. 82-83) (Italicised by the authors) 

This is where the phenomenographic perspective becomes situated in the world and 
how individuals think we should interpret the term context. Moreover, the idea that 
there is a strict distinction between the situation and the phenomenon is not considered 
to be an option here. The way Marton and Booth sees it, there is no possibility that the 
individual could make a distinction between their own understanding of the situation 
and the phenomenon as separate entities. It is this occurrence that brings meaning to the 
situation, by which the individual then can make sense of the phenomenon. 

Learning and Situations 

The phenomenographers use a constitutionalist approach to learning, which means that 
the conceptions formed by students are considered to be an internal representation of the 
individual’s interpretation of their own knowledge in relation to their surroundings 
(Anderberg, 1999). These conceptions are in turn essential for the individual to be able 
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to understand the world or an object as a whole. Phenomenography includes an 
individual perspective on learning, where each individual is thought to have their 
specific way of understanding the world and the things they perceive as a phenomenon. 
It is also essential to point out that learning in this approach takes place through 
experience. However for this process to be enabled, the learner needs to distinguish the 
object from the context it is included in. It is not until then that the learner can 
differentiate between the object itself and the situation it is perceived in. However, in 
order for the learners to be able to make this differentiation, they need to experience the 
object in all its variations. After that, they are likely to fully understand the object and 
all its characteristics (Jonsson, 2007). In other words, to create a good learning 
environment from a phenomenographic perspective, the teacher should aim to display 
as many aspects of the objects as possible, to create a better understanding of the 
situation as well as the object. This is their fundamental explanation of the process of 
creating awareness of a certain object of learning as well as mapping out the land in 
which it may appear. 

How About the Intentional Analysis? 

The intentional perspective builds on an individual constructivist tradition, originating 
from the writings of Piaget about a child’s conception of the world. This 
methodological approach aims to incorporate the students’ meaning making process in 
the learning situation, and to further explore it through empirical research. To illustrate 
the intentionality, many researchers use a practical syllogism to highlight their field of 
interest. Such a syllogism could look like this: 

 
Sarah would like to finalise her school assignment. 

She thinks it is absolutely necessary to read certain literature to complete the task. 

Ergo, she finds that literature and reads it before she starts the assignment. 

 
In this example we can argue that the intention, or the meaning, of the task is to finalise 
the assignment but that the literature search, the action Sarah takes, is the way in which 
she chooses to respond to it. The interesting field of research from an intentional 
perspective would therefore be to explore what the assignment means to Sarah, or in 
what way she creates meaning in the action of literature search. With this said, it is 
important to note that the intention itself is not what an intentionalist considers to be the 
cause of action, but rather the explanation of the action coming from within the learner. 
Furthermore, it is noted that it is not considered that a causal connection exists between 
the intention and the action; it is more of a concept or the means of analysis for the 
researcher to use while exploring behaviour in a learning situation (Scheja, 1998). The 
intention and the action presuppose each other. While trying to figure out the intentions 
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of the students, we can find ways of explaining why certain students learn a task while 
others don’t, and how they create meaning in the tasks to be able to complete them. 

The conceptual change, as described in an article from the late 1980s by Ola Halldén 
(1988), can be understood as the concept of a task and the interpretation of this task 
from an intentional perspective. Here, he explains the change of a concept as a student 
who interprets the task at hand based on their own alternative framework and the 
expectations from the teacher as well as the classroom culture. For example, if the 
student believes that learning the task require knowledge of facts by heart that is what 
they will start taking care of when they approach the task, regardless of the given 
instructions 

Through the spectacles of the intentional perspective, we can conclude that the research 
revolves around the mental images within the student and what that means to their 
interpretation of a task as well as the result. With this, we also need to consider the 
world around the student, what is the context in which each problem or question can be 
understood? To make it possible to investigate in these approaches, there is a need to 
make a distinction between what, from an intentional perspective, can be considered to 
be a problem (to solve) and an assignment. This can be explained with the term 
contextualisation. Whereby the assignment can be seen as the description of the task at 
hand that the students need to decipher to find their approach and solution. To do this, 
they need to contextualise the description of the task to make meaning of it and when 
that is done take action to complete it.  The context here is the way in which the student 
organises their thoughts in order to find their meaning, a sort of cognitive process. The 
intentions of the students, which are the means of action, can then be seen as the 
‘problem’ of the assignment as the contextualisation of an assignment on an individual 
level (Scheja, 1998). Thus, the intentional perspective takes into consideration both the 
cognitive aspects as well as the sociocultural aspects of learning within the same 
framework of theory and method. 

Learning and Contextualisation 

When reasoning about learning from an intentional perspective, it is important to 
distinguish between the different types of contexts that can influence the process of 
contextualisation for the individual student. There are three major contexts that should 
be considered here, as described by Scheja (1998); 1) the cognitive context, which is the 
ideas about the world that the individual uses to ‘lay the land’ in the meaning-making 
process; 2) the situational context, in which the student considers the current learning 
environment as a parameter in the course of action and; 3) the cultural context, which 
means the possible ways of understanding the world within each subject specific 
environment. This is the description of one of the most central notions of the intentional 
analysis, the contextualisation, whereby the student interprets and makes meaning of the 
learning situation. The intentionalist thinks that this contextualisation is necessary for 
conceptual change to take place, for the student to be able to interpret the assignment or 
task at hand and then incorporate that in meaningful activity that will lead to a 
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successful learning process. When interpreting empirical material gathered for an 
intentional analysis, it is important for the researcher to figure out this meaning-making 
process from the student’s point of view. It is the student’s interpretation of the task that 
will contribute to the means of the solution to the problem. It is not the normative 
interpretation of a solution that should be investigated, but rather the way in which the 
student figures out how to follow the instructions given. Moreover, it is of the utmost 
importance to distinguish the difference between what an intentionalist would call a task 
and a problem in the given situation. A task would be something that is teacher-given, 
something that the student needs to complete before moving on to the next assignment. 
A problem, however, would be the formulation of a solution to the assignment as the 
student interprets it in the situated context. 

We can thus understand the intentional perspective as being multi-faceted in the sense 
that it considers reasoning from several other perspectives such as the sociocultural 
strand of thought within the subject area of pedagogy, as well as the psychological 
theories about individual development and mental models. 
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Analysis of the Literature 

The texts I have chosen to focus on for this dissertation are published as chapters within 
the same book (Vosniadou (Ed.), 2008), and even under the same section of the book. 
They do however describe diverse perspectives on conceptual change, and the approach 
used in each chapter is very different. Halldén et al (The contextuality of knowledge: 
An intentional approach to meaning making and conceptual change, 2008) have chosen 
to take a theoretical approach, and to respond to raised criticism about the intentional 
research method as well as aiming to further develop some of their theories. Marton and 
Pang on the other hand (The idea of phenomenography and the pedagogy of conceptual 
change, 2008), chose an example from their empirical research material to further 
illuminate the operational nature of their approach. They do not take a defensive stance 
but rather an explanatory position. Both chapters do however contribute to further 
understanding of each interpretation of the conceptual change process, although they do 
require some previous insight in the topic from the reader. In the next section I will try 
to map out the differences and similarities between the two perspectives, with a slight 
focus on the texts I have chosen to explore in detail. 

Fundamental Differences 

The first note on the differences between phenomenographic and intentional analysis is 
methodological, and perhaps the most important one, is that the phenomenographic 
research tradition describes the human awareness and the experiences made in a 
structured way, while the intentionalist view rather describes the complexity of human 
activity and the cultural embeddedness of the material studied (Booth, Wistedt, Halldén, 
Martinsson, & Marton, 1999). In order to explain this further, I would like to refer to the 
definition of experience and experiencing something with the help of Marton & Booth 
(1997), where the “way of experiencing something” is explained as entangled together 
with the structure of the “something”. The individual experiences something as 
something and by distinguishing this something from something else, puts it into a 
context. It is the meaning of an object (or a phenomenon) that distinguishes that object 
from the aspects or pattern in focus at the moment, and that constitutes the structure of 
awareness for a particular individual. As a comparison, one of the main goals of the 
intentional analysis is to study individuals’ abilities to map out the way in which they 
contextualise the task and then how they eventually reach a conclusion. The context 
here refers to the interpretation of the task made by the individual, which includes the 
setting of the task, the content of it as well as the culture in which it is embedded. The 
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phenomenographic researcher would on the contrary try to interpret their empirical data 
by studying variations of the individual experience across groups of individuals, and 
thereby be able to draw conclusions on human behaviour and learning. This does not 
necessarily mean that the perspectives are each other’s direct opposites, but it is 
apparent that they were originally created to study different things. 

Another one of the most apparent differences between the two perspectives, or perhaps 
we should rather call them methodological approaches, is that the phenomenographic 
approach suggests that the world as it appears to the learner is an ‘outside-in’ 
relationship. By this I mean that the outside world is a part of the individual in the sense 
that the world we live in becomes a part of the individual as they interpret the world. 
The individual could not understand the world without the outside perspective, or 
context. Perhaps ‘outside’ is not the correct word here, since the phenomenographer 
concerns this as an intrinsic relationship; that neither the world nor the individual could 
exist without the other. This expression could however be seen as a dichotomy to the 
intentional approach, where the relationship between the learner and the world would 
rather be explained from an ‘inside-out’ point of view, as the world is created within the 
individual as a mental model and that image then becomes the world. Thus the 
intentional approach would be to try to first understand the inside before they can 
explain the outside as it turns out for the individual, which in time can be formed into a 
strategy for conceptual change and motivation. This is essential in a way that I will 
come back to later, but it is apparent that the phenomenographic approach suggests that 
the interpretation is rather seen from a teacher perspective, while the intentional analysis 
comes from a learner’s perspective. Meaning that the field of study is the actual content 
of what is learned, and that is in turn investigated and compared with the ‘world’, 
whereas the intentional approach would rather suggest that the learning takes place 
within the learners themselves or rather how the learning happens as seen within the 
context. 

As mentioned in the beginning of this analysis section, Marton and Pang (2008) claim 
that their approach to the study of the empirical material in the chapter is rather 
operational than theoretical, in order to better control the parameters of the study and to 
figure out how the respondents are trying to understand the ways in which they could 
generalise the results of their study. This passage in the text can be interpreted as the 
way in which they would like us to read all their previous publications on the subject. 
That phenomenography is a strict empirical method, with no ambition to philosophise 
around the subject of investigation. From an intentional perspective, the researcher 
would rather try to contextualise the results from the study. Which means that the 
researchers should at the same time reflect on their own learning while conducting the 
study, or the analysis of the material gathered. Their research questions would rather be 
formed in terms of ‘What are the problems these students face while finding a response 
to the task?’ while the phenomenographers would look at the data from another angle 
and rather ask ‘How did they choose this alternative response to the task?’. This is of 
course a fundamental difference on a philosophical level whereby the two approaches 
seem to be incomparable. 

When trying to distinguish between different theories, it’s also important to point out 
the diverse use of terminology used in their approaches regarding nearly identical 
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things. The ‘context’ in the intentional perspective includes the individual’s personal 
interpretation of the task as well as the setting of the task and the cultural environment 
in which both exists. The intentional analyses then ascribe meaning to the task by these 
parameters (Booth, Wistedt, Halldén, Martinsson, & Marton, 1999). For 
phenomenographers, the term ‘context’ would rather be used to explain the views of 
other individuals within the same group and then use that information to find variances 
in the views of the individuals and by that try to distinguish patterns. The use of the 
same terminology, let’s say to use within the same article, could lead readers into the 
wrong impression that we are talking about the same kind of context. This is however 
not entirely true, since the meaning of the context plays a different role in the two 
perspectives. 

To further illustrate the disparate views on some essential premises of learning and the 
learning process, I have adapted a table form a doctoral dissertation discussing the 
understanding of the concept of ‘sustainable development’ among teachers’ students 
entitled ‘An Approach Full of Nuances. On Student Teachers’ Understanding of and 
Teaching for Sustainable Development’ (Jonsson, 2007), where the differences of the 
two perspectives were laid out very clearly, see (Table I) below. 

 
Table I: Comparison between Phenomenography and Intentional Analysis. Adapted and 
translated from Jonsson (2007, s. 54) by the author. 

 Phenomenography Intentional Analysis 

Field of Interest How humans acquire 
knowledge through 
experience and its variation 
in relation to the world 

How individuals through 
meaning-making processes 
create context to different 
aspects of the world 

Field of Research The conceptions of humans The actions of humans 

View of the ‘Learner’ Individuals carry certain 
conceptions about 
phenomena or objects with 
which they experience the 
world through variation 

Individuals create meaning 
through their actions 

Interpretation of 
‘Learning’ 

Learning is when a person 
broadens their repertoire of 
conceptions. It could also 
mean a qualitative change 
from one conception to 
another 

The individual acquire 
cognitive structures and 
identifies the context in the 
situation where the 
knowledge is applied 

Learning Mechanisms Discernment, variations 
and simultaneousness 

Elaborates within and in 
between contexts 
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Perhaps this above example could help shed some light into the different approaches 
and their field of study. One of the questions I mentioned when describing the aim of 
this exploration of approaches to conceptual change, was the interpretation of the 
concept and mechanism of learning as a field of study. When looking at the table above 
(Table I), it becomes apparent that we are looking at two disparate ways of looking at 
the relations between a person and the world they live in. While at the same time, I 
cannot help to wonder if we are looking at a few similarities, which I will elaborate in 
the next section. 

Elaborating with Similarities 

While looking at the differences of our two perspectives under the microscope, I have 
noticed a few similarities, which I would like to analyse and discuss further. With the 
attempts to compare the approaches, especially in the text by Booth et al (Paths of 
Learning - The Joint Constitution of Insights, 1999), there seems to be an opening for 
collaboration between researchers with different backgrounds. This sounds like 
something that could be embraced by the research community if it is successful. It is 
however not an easy task to find similar ideas, as it all comes down to interpretation of 
terms used or the empirical material under scrutiny. 

First and foremost, both the intentional and the phenomenographic perspectives are 
attached to their empirical data. The studies of children and students through the 
observations and interviews are the main sources of study material for both approaches. 
They are both interested in interpretation of the context of the learning situation as well 
as the contexts of the interview/study situation. The empirical data is thus the central 
point here, but they do however treat the data quite differently when analysing and 
reporting the results. The interviews would also be structured differently if the 
researcher were looking at analysing it from a phenomenographic or intentional 
perspective. The phenomenographer would rather use a semi-structured interview to try 
to figure out how the interviewee interprets the world. If there were an intentional 
analysis to be made, the researcher would use observations in combination with open 
interviews without too much of a structure, to be able to record and interpret the actions 
of the study object. That being said, they would most likely be able to find each other’s 
material useful regardless of interview method, as in the case of the comparison made 
by Booth et al (1999), but they would still find different parts of the material to be of 
interest. At the same time, both perspectives aim to study and describe the ways in 
which people understand their worlds. The core of the disciplines could be interpreted 
as an endeavour to figure out how people construct their concept of the ‘world’, even if 
the meaning of the word ‘world’ would perhaps mean slightly different things 
depending on the method. The similarity lies in the explanations about what type of 
meanings or experiences the learners actually conceive. The perspectives could share a 
common interpretation of the contextualisation, whereby learners try to find meaning in 
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their task in order to change the basic concept. The key here is not the actual meaning of 
the words used in their interpretations but rather the way of conceptualising this 
meaning with pedagogic theory in each method. 

In the two texts from the International Handbook of Research on Conceptual Change 
there is also an opening for a comparison in one section, where Halldén et al (2008) 
mentions the possible influence of intersubjectivity. This concept originally comes from 
the theoretical framework of phenomenology, and suggests that there is a type of shared 
values between individuals in a society, that an intentionalist would perhaps rather refer 
to as an alternative framework. The phenomenographers would suggest that this is a 
part of the world, and by that a part of the individual (since phenomenographic theory 
says that the individual cannot be separated from the world). Intersubjectivity is a term 
also commonly used within the field of sociology, and would propose that we are 
dealing with the sociocultural part of the two theoretic approaches discussed here, but 
not necessarily in a positive way but rather as something that is biased or following the 
norms of the society. Intersubjectivity could furthermore be understood from an angle 
of social psychology, where it could be interpreted as the knowledge base of students or 
informants as a group. While considering these interpretations, I would like to suggest 
that the mention of intersubjectivity could reflect the sociocultural influence on both the 
perspectives, as the contextuality of the intentional perspective and as a part of the 
initial conception of the individual (or group of individuals) from a phenomenographic 
standpoint. Could it suggest that knowledge can be constructed in a cultural 
environment, and that this should be considered when looking for the cause of action or 
the experience? 

Additionally, I’ve found yet another resemblance in reasoning where I think some 
readers may find a connection between the two perspectives, which I would like to 
explore. Marton and Booth (1997) describe two different ways of experiencing the 
world, from a first and second order perspective (which I have also described in the 
theoretical framework of this dissertation, on page 9). While the first order perspective 
seems to originate from the philosophical study of phenomenology, second order 
perspective rather refers to the ways of experience the world or a phenomenon becomes 
the object of research rather than the phenomenon itself. This mode of thinking could be 
recognised in the intentional analysis as in their technique of describing the manner in 
which they focus on the intentionality of a task, making it the focal point of the studies. 
I would however, despite the hint of recognition, argue that the approaches are still 
somewhat different. The second order perspective is after all simply a way of describing 
the starting point of a phenomenographic study. Meanwhile, the starting point of the 
intentional analysis would be the mental models within the students rather than the 
world around them. Even if they include the cultural and situational settings while doing 
so, it is still a difference in reasoning rather than the similarity that I first figured. The 
mental models in the intentional analysis, seems to be more of a composition mirroring 
the world around the students rather than an actual product of that world. 
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Discussion 

Looking back at my analysis, the differences between our research approaches 
sometimes seem to be oceans apart and perhaps even coming from different planets (or 
worlds). One of the main reasons the theoretical approaches are different is that they do 
not have the same view of what knowledge is or how it is created within the individual. 
Furthermore, they even disagree on such fundamental understanding of how the subject 
of learning (i.e. the student) really is cognitively constructed. Another significant reason 
for the argument that these approaches would never be possible to combine in one 
single research project would perhaps be the diverse views on what the term ‘learning’ 
actually incorporates. One could argue that this has already been done in a recent 
doctoral thesis about teaching sustainable development (c.f. (Jonsson, 2007)), where 
both approaches were included with the aim to respond to the same research query and 
it seems to have been successful in that particular study. However, in this example of 
the discussion on the best method to analysis an empirical material, the theories were 
used in dissimilar ways in separate parts of the material. The researcher also picks the 
theories in our example apart as he only used parts of the methodology to come to a 
conclusion. He sort of only picked the cherries out of the cake to come to his 
conclusion. From this point of view, it can be argued that it is still be possible to figure 
out how to include two separate worldviews into one interpretation and still come to the 
same conclusion. I’m not suggesting that we should create a ‘super theory’ of some sort 
that would solve all learning problems in the world, but rather that we can agree that the 
existence of a ‘right’ and a ‘wrong’ within science might not be so obvious. There could 
be two rights (and two wrongs) and that would not be a problem. 

While comparing the phenomenographic and intentional approaches, I would not imply 
that these should be merged into one single theory of conceptual change. However, it 
would not be possible to choose one over the other in an attempt to reach a conclusion 
on what learning consists of. The phenomenographers do have a point in talking about 
the human-world relationship, and that one cannot exist without the other. From a 
philosophical point of view it would not be possible to distinguish the world as we see it 
from the definitions we form based on the world. They are indeed intertwined with each 
other and inseparable. However, the mental representations that are intrinsic in the 
learning process as described by the constructivist-oriented theories of the intentional 
perspective cannot be overlooked. It is important to consider the internal mechanisms 
triggered in the learning environment and to make meaning of that to find the key to 
why students learn better when they can make meaning of the task at hand. The 
motivational factors for learning new things are not always coming from the outside in; 
they could as easily come from the inside out. 

What relevance does these arguments of similarities and differences between two 
disparate research approaches have for future research or development of educational 
strategies? Well, theoretical viewpoints do first and foremost not always trickle through 
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to all those who would benefit from them, especially not theoretical discussions with a 
theoretical or philosophical basis, as they are often considered to be too far away from 
the actual problems in the world of teachers and students. However, when looking at the 
educational field of research, it might be suggested that more focus should be directed 
towards reaching their audience. Look at the natural sciences, for example, where the 
pressure is greater to publish in journal articles but their results are in turn marketed and 
released as news items in media and thus gets a lot of attention for their results (even if 
they are not necessarily understandable to the general public). This is something that I 
think educational research should aim at, to claim its place in public debate. I mentioned 
in the beginning of this thesis that the world of learning concerns all human beings, and 
the school world most human beings (although we do hope that it will eventually 
include all human beings), and the research carried out in these academic environments 
should therefore be of interest to the general public. How does that then relate to the 
discussion of similarities and differences between research disciplines within the same 
subject area? By better understanding the differences between the fields of interest, the 
better we can explain to others that there are no easy answers when it comes to learning. 
There are different aspects such as cultural, intentional, psychological, cognitive to be 
considered when planning for example a lesson or a curriculum, and as much as we 
would like a schedule that would work for each and every individual, that is naturally 
not entirely possible. What can be done, however, is to create learning environments 
based on diverse perspectives. In that way we can perhaps educate teachers to better 
understand the motivational factors of students. We can also communicate with more 
influence to legislators and politicians what kind of framework is needed to create a 
good educational system. 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, we have found that it is the meaning of a task that is central to the 
learning situation from both the intentional analysis and the phenomenographic 
approaches. The difference between the approaches can be found in the understanding 
of the meaning of a task and the ways in which individual concepts are formulated. 

Returning to the research questions I had at the beginning of this paper, I have come to 
the conclusion that these approaches will never be able to explore the exact same 
aspects because of the disparate views on what creates meaning for the individual and 
what the object or field of study actually is. It should nevertheless be possible to include 
both perspectives within the same investigation because of their mutual understanding 
of the empirical material as the way to understand and develop learning for the 
individual. By this I mean that the similarities may lead to a consensus about a certain 
sources of information, but at the same time draw different conclusions using the same 
data. Such a joint approach would presumably give a more diverse, and perhaps truer, 
picture of the learning process as well as the relation to its context. Adding a joint but 
still multi-facetted approach could possibly lead to a more varied discussion, where 
there is room for conclusions that does not give one single truth, but that of those 
different perspectives.  

The answer is after all in the hand of the one who asks the questions, isn’t it? 
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