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ABSTRACT 

Conceptions of learning are the fundamental beliefs and ideas people hold about their own 

learning. To a large extent, these understandings determine the way in which learning 

tasks are tackled and, ultimately, the outcome ofleaming experiences. 

Using a phenomenographic aoproach, this study explored the conceptions of teaming held 

by six students in the lower, middle and upper grades of primary school. Data collected 

from a series of individual in-depth interviews resulted in the identification of six 

distinctly different conceptions of learning. 

At the most basic level, the students articulated their understanding of learning in a very 

general sense. This level is a unique finding of this study and has been termed Generic 

Learning. At the next level, students associated leaming with being physically involved 

and Doing Things. As they progressed to more advanced understandings, the importance 

of Knowing More Things and Knowing Harder Things about their world was evident. Making 

sense of material was characteristic of the two final and most sophisticated conceptions 

which were labeled Searching for Meaning and Constructing New Understandings. 

These six categories show that primary school students perceive leaming in a variety of 

ways. Therefore, teachers must not assume that all students perceive learning 

homogeneously, but rather endeavour to understand the differences and the implications 

these differences are likely to have on the way students approach their own learning. 

This kn.owledge will enable teachers to develop improved teaching methodf. that will 

facilitate learning, whatever their students' conceptions oflemning may be. 
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DElFINITION OlF OPERATIONAL TERMS 

Learning 

Leaming is a cognitive process that occurs when the meaning an individual has given to a 

particular phenomenon changes. This change in meaning can be interpreted as the 

achievement of a qualitatively higher level of understanding (Pramling, I 983, p. 34; 

Woolfolk, 1990, p. 160; Candy, 1991, p. 249). 

Conceptions of Learning 

Conceptions of learning refer to the personal beliefs and assumptions people have about 

their own learning. These beliefs are thought to influence the way in which people 

approach their learning (Candy, 1990, p. 36). 

Approaches to Learning 

Approaches tc learning are derived from a com~ination of the intentions learners have in 

relation to a learning task and the strategies they adopt to complete it. Biggs (1987) has 

identified three main approaches to learning. 

A surface approach involves the use of rote rehearsal strategies, with little 

emphasis placed on strategies that will enable the learner to understand the 

material. The intention of the surface Ieamer is to expend the minimum amoant 

of time and effort that is needed to complete the task. 

An achieving approach involves the use of systematic organisational strategies. 

The intention of the achieving learner is to attain high grades and maintain top 

academic positions in the class. 
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A deep approach involves the use of high-level cognitive strategies. The intention 

of the deep learner is to search for the meaning inherent in the learning material. 

This motive reflects a genuine interest in learning. 

Metacognition 

Metacognition is considered to invrylve two separate but interrelated phenomena, (a) 

awareness about cognition, and (b) regulation of cognitive behaviour (Brown, Bransford, 

Ferrara & Campione, 1983). In this study, the term 'metacognition' is mostly used in 

relation to the first phenomenon. In this context, it is described as a student's awareness of 

the skills, strategies and resources needed to perfom1 learning tasks effectively. 

Knowledge 

In the context of this study, knowledge refers to the mental construction of meaningful 

schemata which have been stored by an individual. There are times, however, when the 

term has been used to represent isolated facts and pieces of information. This occurs 

mainly in relation to the participating students' personal descripdons of the term. 
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Chapter One 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Introduction 

Chapter One outlines the background factors that are integral to this investigation into the 

conceptions of learning held by students in primary school. The nature and fundamental 

importance of conceptions of learning are described, followed by the significance and 

purpose of this study. The chapter concludes with the presentation of the research 

questions which guided the study. 

1.2 Background to Study 

Learning is a central part of our lives. It is embedded in our daily existence to such an 

extent that its meaning is often taken for granted and assumed to be the same for everyone. 

Svensson (1979), however, contends that the phenomenon of learning has not one, but 

several meanings depending on the interrelationship that occurs between indhidua!s, 

contexts and cultures (cited in Pramling, 1983, p. 12). In other words, an individual's 

perception of the term 'learning' is dependent upon the context and the culture within 

which he or she experiences it. In light of the fact that individuals, contexts and cultures 

vary considerably, one can only assume that the meaning people assign to the 

phenomenon of learning will vary too. 

Researchers have begun to recognise the different ways in which people understand 

learning (Perry, 1970; Stiljo, 1979; Pramling, 1983; Marton, Dall' Alba & Beaty, 1993; 

Purdie, 1994). In the field of teaching and leaming, these variations in meaning are termed 

'conceptions of learning'. More concisely, conceptions of learning represent the 
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fundamental beliefs individuals hold about their own leaming (Candy, 1990, p. 36). They 

are subjective statements which incorporate the assumptions, rules and conventions that 

influence the way individuals perceive knowledge, as well as the way they approach 

leaming tasks (van Rossum & Schenk, 1984). 

The relationship between individuals' conceptions of learning, and how they approach 

learning tasks, highlights the importance of identifYing conceptions of learning. The 

significance of this relationship is discussed further in Section 1.4. 

Existing literature relating to conceptions of learning has predominantly focused on the 

conceptions of learning held by adult university students (Perry, 1970; SaljO, 1979; 

Marton et a!., 1993). Conceptions of learning held by secondary school students (Purdie, 

1994), and preschool students (Pramling, 19P:3) have also been identified. To date, no 

research has been carried out in relation to primary school students' conceptions of 

learning. Consequently, the focus of this study has been on the conceptions of learning 

held by this group of students. 

1.3 Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to identify the conceptions of learning held by students in 

the lower (aged 5 years), middle (aged 8 years) and upper (aged 11 years) grades of 

primary school. As the aim was to describe the phenomenon of learning from the 

perspective of the students, two children from each year level ·.vere interviewed twice 

about their learnir.g. The categories of conceptions of learning identified in the interview 

data constituted the study's results. 
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1.4 .Significance of the Study 

As previously mentioned, researchers have identified a range of ways in which the 

phenomenon of learning is construed and de,cribed by students (Peny, 1970; Saljo, 1979; 

Pramling, 1983; Marton eta!., 1993; Purdie, 1994). A common theme throughout these 

studies is the varying conceptions of learning held by students are thought to form 

different levels of sophistication ranging from a basic understanding of learning to a more 

advanced viewpoint. Some of thf;se results have been placed in a hierarchy in which each 

level of conception of learning encompasses all of the preceding lower level conceptions 

of learning (Saljo, 1979; Pramling, 1983; Marton et a!., 1993). This means that students 

who hold higher level conceptions of learning are also aware of the lower levels. 

Conversely, students who hold low-level conceptions of learning are unaware of the 

higher levels. 

The notion that conceptions of learning represent different levels of sophistication 

reinforces the need to further explore this area, particularly in light of van Rossum and 

Schenk's (1984) ide~1tification of a relationship between conceptions of learning, 

approaches to learning and learning outcomes. Their findings have suggested that an 

individual's conception of learning will influence his or her approach to various learning 

tasks, which in tum will affect the qv1lity of the learning outcome. To fully appreciate the 

implications of this relationship, it is necessary to britfly explain what is meant by 

approaches to learning. 

An approach to learning is a combination of a student's motive for tackling a learning task 

and the strategy he or she adopts to complete it (Biggs, 1987). Three main approaches to 

learning have been identified; surface, achieving and deep. The surface approach is 
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adopted by students whose intention is to complete the task and avoid failnre. Surface 

learners typically use strategies thai. require little time and effort such as rote rehearsal. 

The achieving approach is adopted by students whose intention is to receive high grades 

and public recognition. They adopt any number of strategies that will enable them to 

achieve their goal but are typically noted for their highly organised learning methods. The 

deep approach is adopted by students whose intention is to extract meaning from learning 

tasks. They employ high-level cognitive strategies that facilitate understanding. 

If, as van Rossum and Schenk (1984) suggest, the type of approach a student uses is 

influenced by the conception of learning he or she holds, then a low-level conception of 

learning will lead tu a surface approach to learning, an.:! a high-level conception of 

learning will lead to a deep approach to learning. To compiete this relationship, van 

Rossum and Schenk assert that surface approaches lerd to less effective teaming outcomes 

compared to deep approaches which lead to high-level, quality learning outcomes. 

The relationship between conceptions of learning, approaches to learning and le:uning 

outcomes holds implications for teachers. Because students' conceptions of learning 

influence the way in which they approach learning tasks, it is imperative that teachers are 

aware of their students' understanding of learning. In order to facilitate meaningful 

learning by their students, and encourage students to achieve higher level learning 

outcomes, teachers must first seek to understand learning from the perspective of their 

students. 

It is also important for teachers to be aware that within one apparently homogeneous class, 

it is quite likely that students will hold a range of conceptions of learning. As no two 
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people are exactly alike, it should come as no smprise that many students hold different 

conceptions of learning, not only from each other, but also from their teachers (Morgan, 

1993, p. 55). Teachers' conceptions of learning are also influenced by the context and 

culture within which they endeavour to teach their students. Consequt:ntly, teachers will 

hold their ovm conceptions ahout the nature and meaning of learning. 

For each main conception of learning that has been identified, there is a complementary 

conception of teaching (Biggs & Moore, 1993, p. 24) and, as Chalmers and Fuller note, 

teachers' conceptions of teaching will affect the way in which they actively teach their 

students (1995, p. 9). For example, depending on their conception, teachers may teach to 

facilitate meaningful student learning. or they may focus on the accumulation of 

knowledge in the belief that the more their students know the better their learning 

outcome. 

Whilst teachers' r,onceptions of teaching and learning are not the focus of this study, it is 

important to recognise the impl:cations of a mismatch between teachers' .and students' 

conceptions of learning. Because conceptions of learning relate to approaches to learning, 

a mismatch between students' and teachers' conceptions of learning may lead to 

discrepancies m the students' understanding of the goals of lessons and the way in which 

they believe tasks should be approached. This will result in learning outcomes not 

intended by the teacher. 

Finally, previous research in the area of conceptions of learning has predominantly 

focused on adult and secondary school students' conceptions ef learning (Perry, 1970; 

Stiljo, 1979; Marton et al., !993; Purdie, 1994). Pramling's (1983) investigation into the 
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conceptions of learning held by Swedish preschool students is the only known research 

that has 9een carried out with young le111·=· ;s, This study, therefore, intended to extend 

Pramling's work to consider the conccpuons of learning held by 5, 8 and 11 year old 

primary school students. It also added an Australian perspective to the existing body of 

knowledge in this area that has mostly come from Europe, Asia and the USA (Perry, 1970; 

Siiljo, 1979; Pram1ing, 1983; Marton, et al., 1993; Purdie, 1994). 

In 3urnmary, the significance of this study is evident in the implications that come from 

the relationship existing between conceptions of learning, approaches to learning and 

learning outcomes (van Rossum & Schenk, 1984). The need to explore students' 

conceptions of learning is also emphasised by the potential problems that can occur when 

the conceptions of learning held by teachers and students do not match. Finally, the 

significance of this study is apparent in view of the fact that no other research of this type 

has been performed with Austn.lian primary school students. 

1.5 Research Questions 

The principal research question addressed by this study was: 

What are the c·~ceptions of learning held by students in the lower, middle and 
upper grades of primary school, ages 5, 8 and 11 respectively? 

The following subsidiary questions were also explored as part of the overall investigation: 

l. What differences exist in the conceptions of learning held by 5, 8 and 11 year old 
students? 

2. What similarities and/or differences exist between the conceptions of learning held 
by the students in this study and those identified by Pram1ing (1983)? 
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3. What similatities and/or diffeten..:es exist between the conceptions of learning held 
by the students in this study and those relating to adult learners? 

1.6 Chapter Review 

The stated research questions guided the focus of this study, the purpose and significancl: 

of which were discussed in this chapter. Further emphasis on the significance of the study 

is provided in the next chapter as it is discussed in relation to related research and to the 

study of learning in general. 
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Chapter Two 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

2.1 Introduction 

The research which exists in the area of conceptions of learning has focused mainly on 

adult students' and, to a lesser extent, secondary and preschool students' conceptions of 

learning. The findings of these studies are presented in this chapter. The cultural 

differences in conceptions of learning are examined in light ofPramling's assertion that 

culture and context are important detenninants in how children perceive leaming (1983, p. 

13). In view of the fact that conceptions of learning have developed from research based 

on the phenomenographic approach (Marton, 1981), a review of literature related to 

phenomenography is firstly discussed. 

2.2 ~ 

Phenomenography is a m~thod of research that has generated the majority of information 

existing today in the area of conceptions of learning. This approach has developed from 

Marton's (1981) belief that a phenomenon can be described as "tlte sum of all the 

qualitatively different ways in which it is seen, experienced and understood" (cited in 

Bruce & Gerber, 1995). In other words, people's understanding of phenomena is subject to 

their own personal experiences, and as no two people are exactly alike or share exactly the 

same experiences, it is to be expected that phenomena will be understood in a number of 

qualitatively different ways. Therefore, the purpose of phenomenography is to 

systematically describe people's qualitatively different conceptions of the world around 

them. 
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The notion of 'subjectivity' of conceptions of learning was first made apparent in 

phenomenographic research carried out by Siiljo (1979) and later Marton et a!. (1993), 

who described the qualitatively different ways in which adult learners experienced 

learnjng. The outcomes of these and other phenomenographic studies (Pramling, 1983; 

Larsson, 1986; Ramsden et al., 1993) have had significant impact on the way educators 

and researchers view learning and teaching. These studies have emphvsised the notion of 

learning from the student's perspective. 

Traditionally, research into student learning has been oriented towards the teacher's 

perspective of teaching and learning, as interpreted by the researcher (SaljO, 1979). Whilst 

useful infonnation has been gained through these studies, phenomenographic research 

contends that meaningful interpretation of iearning must take into accoWlt the beliefs, 

assumptions and idiosyncrasit:s that inforn1 students' perceptions of learning and the 

learning environment within which they find themselves (Marton, 1981 ). After all, it is the 

student's perspective that "influences the value that is placed on various aspects of any 

giwn subject, dictates how new information and insights are integrated into existing 

frames of reference and directs the learner's approach and strategy in any given learning 

context" (Candy, 1990, p. 57). 

Although phenomenography was not formally known as such until the early 1980's 

(Marton, 1981 ), its fundamental principle of exploring the phenomenon of learning from 

the learner's perspective has been practised since 1970. Perry (1970) and Saljo (1979) led 

the exploration into adult students' conceptions of learning and paved the way for other 

research. The most influential studies from this area of research are outlined in the 

following sections. 
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2.3 Adult Students' Conceptions of Learning 

Perry (1970) provided the first insights into adults' conceptions of learning when he 

conducted a longitudinal study into lliliversity students' intellectual development. In this 

study, Perry concluded that students' conc~ptions of learning progressed through nine 

distinct levels during their university careers. He categorised this gradual shift in 

understanding into the following three qualitatively different stages. 

1. Learning as quantitative accretions of discrete rightness: 

At the lowest stage, learning is described as the ability to provide th.e right 

answers to questions that have been given to the Ieamer by a knowledgeable 

source (eg, the teacher). 

2. Learning as 'figuring out' the right answers: 

At the next stage, learning is described as the ability to p:ovide the right answers, 

but the learner plays a more active role in finding them. 

3. Learning as being subject to context and perspective: 

At the highest stage, learning is described as being subject to a learner's own 

experience, perspective and personal commitment. The teacher is no longer seen 

as being responsible for learning. 

(Perry, 1977, p. 140) 

Perry's research has been criticised for his use of a homogeneous sample consisting solely 

of middle-class males (Belenky, cited in Morgan, 1993, p. 65). Despite this limitation, a 

major implication arising from Perry's work, and one which further emphasises the need to 
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explore student conceptions of learning, is that, "learning difficulties encountf;red by 

students at university may not be due to insufficiencies in 'processing capacities' or 

'motivation', but rather conceptions of knowledge that are at variance with those held by 

the faculty" (Saljo, 1987, p. 104). 

When teachers assume that their own conceptions of lerur:ng are shared by their students, 

they stand to become frustrated and confused. Conceptions of learning vary not only from 

teacher to student, but from student to student, and because conceptions affect the 

approaches to learning which are adopted, students often a;Jproach tasks in ways not 

expected by the teacher. This further highlights the significance of mismatching teacher 

and student conceptions of learning as previously discussed. 

Building on Perry's work, S&ljO ( 1979) identified five distinct conceptions of learning as a 

result of questioning Swedish university students about their personal understanding of 

learning. Siilj6 tOund that the students' conceptions of learning varied in complexity and 

so described them as a hierarchy ranging from basic, low~level understandings, where 

learning is seen as something that happens to individuals, to more sophisticated views 

where learning is seen as the result of an active effort on the part of the Ieamer to abstract 

meaning from material. The five qualitatively different conceptions from lowest to highest 

are: 

1. l ':'aming as increasing one's knowledge: 

The lowest level conception of learning is described as an activity by which 

additions are made to previous knowledge, but no further specifications are given 

as to the nature of knowledge or the characteristics of the activity ofleaming. 
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2. Learning as memorising and reproducing: 

The second level conception of learning is described as an activity that is devoted 

to the memorisation and reproduction of pieces of knowledge. 

3. Learning as applying: 

The third level conception of learning is described as the accumulation of pieces of 

information that will be used by the learner as required. 

4. Learning as uudcrstanding: 

The fourth level conception of learning is described as a process of abstracting 

meaning. The notion that learning is only concerned with reproducing information 

is replaced by a conception which emphasises that leaming is a constructive 

activity. 

5. Learning as seeing something in a different way: 

The tiith level conception of learning is described as being subject to the learner's 

own interpretation of the learning task. The notion that learning is searching for 

meaning is extended to include the idea that content which is learned should help 

the learner interpret reality. 

(Saljo, 1979) 

Levels 1, 2 and 3 essentially define learning as the quantitative increase of knowledge, 

whereas Levels 4 and 5 define learning as the construction of meaning. 

These five conceptions of learning have been identified in subsequent research (Giorgi, 

1986, cited in Marton eta!. 1993; Martin & Ramsden, 1987; van Rossum & Schenk, 
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1984; Purdie, 1994), In a recent study with open university students, Marton, Dall' Alba & 

Beaty (1993) also identified five conceptions of learning similar to those found by SaljO 

(1979), as well as an additional sixth level. 

6. Learning as changing as a person: 

The sixth and highest level conception of learning is described as the process 

whereby the learner grows and changes within him or herselfllS a result of an 

experience leading to new understandings and appreciations. 

Marton eta!. (1993) 

The results from Marton et al.'s research support SaljO's (1979) findings that the 

conceptions of learning constitute a hierarchy through which students move as they 

progress towards more sophisricated understandings of learning. The additional sixth 

conception of learning has been identified as the most sophisticated level as it implies tbat 

learning is a lifelong process whereby the learner is constantly evolving and changing as 

he or she constructs new understandings. 

The six adult conceptions of learning identified by Marton C( a!. (1993) are also evident in 

a study carried out by Purdie (1994) with secondary school students. 

2.4 Secondacy School Students' Conceptions of Learning 

A recent cross~cultural comparison of Australian and Japanese secondary school students 

identified nine levels of conceptions of learning (Purdie, 1994). The first six levels were 

simi!ar to those identified by Marton eta!. (1993), although Purdie's interpretations varied 
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slightly. Some of the characteristics Marton et al used to defme particular levels of 

conceptions of learning were not evident in Purdie's data, even though the overall 

meaning of the conceptions were essentially the same. For example, the visual metaphor 

of 'having a view of things' was a prominent feature of Marton et al. 's interpretation of the 

'Learning as Understanding'. The students in Purdie's study, however, rarely used this 

metaphor when describing learning as 'Understanding'. 

In some instances, Purdie (1994) extended the meaning of the conceptions of learning 

identified by Marton eta!. (1993). For example, both Purdie and Marton eta!. described 

the conception 'Learning as seeing something in a different way' as a change in the 

student's way of thinking. However, Purdie found that some students described this 

conception of learning in relation to their sense of social/moral growth that came with the 

development of new insights and ways of thinking. This characteristic was not evident in 

the findings of Marton eta!. 

Purdie's (1994) research was based on the assumption that the hierarchical structure fotmd 

by Marton et a!. (1993) was correct and so ranked the six similar conceptions of learning 

identified in her study in the same order. The three additional categories of conceptions of 

learning found by Purdie are: 

I. Learning as a duty: 

Learning is described as a duty and a responsibility borne out of an obligation to 

the individual, the community and society at large. 
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2. Learning as a pwcet:s not bound by time or context: 

Learning is described as having no contextual parameters and extends to all facets 

of everyday life. Regardless of whether one is at school or at home, learning can 

occur and "continues throughout life [and is] a gradual, continuous process" 

(Purdie, 1994, p. 16). 

3. Learning as developing social competence: 

Learning is described as relating to social compet:!nce and the ability to interact 

intellectually with other members of society. 

(Purdie, 1994) 

These three categories were described almost exclusively by Japanese students. Purdie 

suggeste~ that this was possibly a consequence of Japanese cultural traditions. 

2.4.1 Cultural Differences in Conceptions of Learning 

Purdie's (1994) study highlights a common misconception that there is only one universal 

set of conceptions of learning. The results of her study, and others (Pramling, 1981, cited 

in Pramling, 1983; Watkins & Regmi, 1992), suggest that conceptions of learning vary 

across cultures. This may explain why Purdie's interpretation of the first six conceptions 

of learning differs from those identified by Marton ct al (1993), given that the cultural 

backgrounds of the Australian and Jar:mese students used in her study differ from those of 

the Swedish students used by Marton et a!. 

Furthennore, Purdie's (1994) findings indicate a difference in the conceptions of learning 

held by Japanese secondary school students compared to those held by Australian 
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secondMy school students. Contrary to the popular Western belief that all Asian students 

are rote learners (Watkins & Ismail, 1994), Purdie found the Japanese students in her 

study were less inclined than their Australian counterparts to view learning as the 

memorisation and reproduction of facts. Although the Japanese students indicated the use 

of rehearsal strategies in their learning, they did so with the intention of understanding the 

material, and not simply to absorb meaningless fragments of information. 

Overall, the Japanese students held a broader vtew of learning than the Australian 

students. The Japanese students asscdated learning more often with social responsibility 

as well as the persoual fulfilment that comes with understanding. In contrast, the 

Australian students confined !heir views of learning to classroom based activities where 

increasing their knowledge, memorising facts and understanding content were common 

conceptions. 

The view that conceptions of learning vary across cultures is further supported by 

Pramling (1981) in her comparison of Indian & Swedish preschool students' conceptions 

of learning (cited in Pram ling, 1983). The Indian students, whose experience of preschool 

was oriented around the development of knowledge and skills, held a fOrmal, structured 

view of learning. This differed :!Torn the Swedish students whose socially-oriented 

preschool experience was reflected in their conception that learning was associated with 

less fonnal play activities (Pramling, 1983, p. 13). 

In summary, it is evident that the cultural background of a student is an important factor in 

the development of his or her conception ofleaming. Whilst it was not the intention of this 

study to provide rigorous comparison between cultural differences in conceptions of 
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learning, by its nature, it provided an Australian perspective on primary school students' 

conceptions of learning. 

2.5 Preschool Students' Conceptions of Learning 

An extensive literature re·1iew identified Pramling to be the only researcher of young 

children's conceptions oflearning. Using a phenomenographic approach, Pramling (1983) 

investigated the ways in which 3 to 8 year old Swedish preschool students perceived 

learning. The motivation behind Pramling's study was to trace the development of 

children's consciousness of their own learning. Based on the findings from a series of six 

interview investigations, she identified tluee main conceptiu11S of learning. 

1. Learning as doing: 

The lowest level conception of learning is described as the process whereby 

children believe they can learn by doing something. 

2. Learning as knowing: 

The second level conception of learning is described as the process whereby 

children believe they have learned when they have come to know something (eg, 

facts, rules). 

3. Learning as understanding: 

The highest level conception of learning is described as the process whereby 

children believe they have leamed when they have come to understand the 

meaning inherent in an activity or piece of information. 

(Pramling, 1983) 
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Pramling (1983) acknowledged the difficulties that the yonng children in her study would 

have when discussing learning in a general sense. She found it necessary, therefore, to 

structure her questions around specific, concrete learning situations. In discussing these 

specific examples, Pramling found that the majority of students interviewed perceived 

learning as Do;ng. Only on rare occasions did the older students in the study describe 

learning as Knowing or Understanding. 

The fact that the older students expressed a larger variety of conceptions of learning 

supports Pramling's assertion that the three levels of conceptions of learning identified in 

her study fonn a hierarchy (1983, p. 136). Even though some of the 8 year old students 

described learning as Understanding, they also described it as Doing and Knowing. The 

acquisition of a more advanced conception of learning did not mean that the earlier levels 

were lost. The conception that learning is Understanding did not replace the students' 

conceptions that learning is Doing or Knowing, but instend was added to their repertoires. 

Pramling's latter two conceptions of Learning as Knowing and Learning as Understanding 

are essentially a basic variation of the lower level conceptions of learning previously 

di.scussed in the sections describing adults' and secondary school students' conceptions of 

learning. It is interesting to note, however, that the conception of Learning as Doing is not 

evident in these studies with older students. This may be a result of the different focus 

placed on learning i11 the preschool, or it may be a result of developmental progression as 

students increase in age and learning experience. The following section discusses this 

further. 
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2.6 Discussion of Literature Reyjew 

Similarities can he found between the findings of Perry, (1970), Siiljii (1979), Pramling 

(1983) and Marton et al. ( 1993). Each of these studies suggest that there is evidence of 

developmental progression in conceptions of learning. It is apparent that as students 

increase in age and mL-turity, their conceptions of learning progress !o more sophisticated 

levels. However, this progression is no~ automatic and likely to be influenced by learning 

experience rather than age. It is quite possible for an adult student to hold a low-level 

conception of learning while an adolescent student cou!d have a more sophisticated 

understanding. 

The hierarchical structure of conceptions of learning is also evident in each of the studies 

reviewed. Perry (1970), Saljii (1979) Pramling (I'J83) an:! Marton ct al. (1993) suggest 

that the d~vclopment of more sophis~icatcd conceptions of learning docs not mean the 

preceding levels are relinquished. When an indi•.'idual shows evidence of holding a 

particular -:onception of leaming. it can be assumed that he or she also holds the 

cr-nceptiors of learning that fall below this lc\'ei. In other words, students who hold ~ 

high-level conception of learning also have access to the preceding lower levels. 

Conversely, students who bold low-lcvd conceptions of learning do not hav.:." access, at 

this point in their learning, to higher level conceptions oflcaming. 

Pramling has suggested that access to a wide repertoire of conceptions of learning 

enhances learning etTectivcness (1983, p. 136). Because learning tasks vary in their 

complexity, some may require students to usc high-level cognitive strategies to extract 

meaning, while others will simply require students to recall basic tbcts. Those s~udents 

who hold high-level conceptions of learning will have greater flexibility to adopt high or 
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low-level cognitive strategies needed to facilitate the type of learning that is required. 

However, students who hold low-level conceptions of learning will be restricted to low­

level cognitive strategies irrespective of the demands made by the learning task. 

The idea that high-level conceptions of learning lead to high-level cognitive strategies and 

low-level conceptions of leaming lead to low-level cognitive strategies is indicative of the 

relationship between conceptions of learning and approaches to learning identified by van 

Rossum and Schenk (1984). This relationship, whereby the type of approach used by an 

individual is largely determined by the level of conception he or she holds, is evident in 

the studies reviewed. Perry (1970), Saljo (1979) and Marton et al. (1993) associated low­

level conceptions of leaming with surface approaches to learning, and the higher levels 

with deep approaches to learning. 

Pramling (1983) was one of the first researchers to make this relationship between 

conceptions of learning and ar?roaches to learning explicit by describing her results in 

tenns of what the children understood learning to mean and how they perceived it to have 

come about. The what component can be interpreted as an individual's conception of 

learning, and the haw component an indication of how he or she approaches a task. In their 

attempt to provide a more precise characterisation of SaljO's (1979) categories, Marton et 

al. (1993) also separated their descriptions of conceptions of learning into what and how 

definitions. 

The breakdown of the descriptions of conceptions of learning into what and how 

components has not only provided greater insight into an individual's way of thinking, but 

has also facilitated th~.- close examination of the relationship between conceptions of 

20 



learning and approaches to learning. Beyond simply acknowledging that each what 

component of a conception of learning will have a related how componem, one has to 

question why this relationship exists. Why do conceptions of learning influence 

approaches to learning? 

One answer might be found in the assumption that conceptions of learning reflect 

metacognitive knowledge, and any increase in the level of conception of learning held by 

an individual will also be accompanied by an increase in his or her metacognitive ability 

(Pramling, 1983; Candy, 1990). In view of the fact that metacognitive ability incorporates 

a student's awareness of the skills, strategies and resources needed to perform a learning 

task effectively (Mafro, Mulcahy, Peat, Andrews & Cho, 1991, p. 76), it seems only 

logical that this knowledge would affect how the student approaches a task. 

The notion that conceptions of learning provide windows into individuals' metacognitive 

abilities has been raised in Pramling's (1983) study with preschool children. She has 

suggested that conceptions of learning reflect the degree of awareness of the skills and 

strategies individuals need to perfonn a task. This is a powerful concept in the light of 

Biggs' assertion that metacognition is the :..:ey to effective Ieaming (1988, p. 134). In 

effect, the more sophisticated an individual's understanding of learning is, the more 

advanced his or her metacognitive ability will be, which in tum leads to more effective 

approaches to learning. 
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2. 7 Chapter Review 

This chapter described the findings of four major studies which have investigated adult, 

secondary school and preschool students' conceptions of learning. The research method of 

phenomenography, which was utilised in most of these studies, was also discussed. The 

results of these studies suggest it is feasible to expect to find different conceptions about 

the meaning of learning among any group of learners. The implications of this finding 

suggests that the structure of teaching <md learning in schools needs to give due 

recognition to differences in individuals' conceptions of learning if teachers are to enhance 

their students' learning experiences. 
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Chapter Three 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter outlines the theoretical framework on which the study is grounded. The basic 

premise is that individuals construct their own understanding of the world. This 

perspective is the principle underlying phenomenography (Section 2.2) in that individuals' 

perceptions of phenomena are determined by their past experiences and existing 

understandings. Conceptions of learning form part of these existing understandings and, as 

such, influence the way in which infonnation is perceived. This premise is further 

developed, as are the theoretical and philosophical assumptions inherent to this 

perspective. The conceptual framework, which outlines the factors that influence the 

development of conceptions of learning, is also described. While it was not the intention 

of this study to discuss all of these factors in detail, it is necessary to identify them as a 

link to a number of assumptions made throughout the thesis. 

3.2 Overview of the Theoretical Framework 

The following section outlines the cognitive perspective of co:tstructivism, which is 

discussed in relation to conceptions of learning. People's understandings of the nature of 

knowledge are presented as an introduction to the fundamental meaning of constructivism. 

The link between constructivism and conceptions of learning is discussed in tenns of the 

notion that people's perceptions of knowledge influence the way in which they interpret or 

construct personally meaningful understandings of infonnation. This link is explored 

further by examining the relationship between conceptions of learning, metacognition and 

approaches to learning. Piaget (1963) and Vygotsky (1978) are presented as two 
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prominent constructivist"' whose theories have influenced this study. The section 

concludes with a sw.1mary of the relationship between constructivism and conceptions of 

learning and the implications it has on teaching and learning. 

3.2.1 Theoretical Framework 

Commensurate with the development of increasingly sophisticated conceptions of learning 

is the development of a richer understanding about the nature of knowledge. This is 

evident in SaljO's (1979) five categories of conceptions where the first three levels are 

based on an individual's perception that knowledge exists independently to the learner. In 

contrast, the last two categories stress that knowledge is perceived, not as an external 

entity, but as something that is actively constructed by the learner in :m effort to 

understand its meaning (Candy, 1991, p. 251 ). 

The latter representation of knowledge indicates a deeper understanding of what it means 

to learn and is at the heart of the cognitive perspective of constructivism. The fundarnental 

principle underlying this perspective is that people do not simply absorb information from 

the environment but rather they construct personally meaningful understanding~; by 

relating new information to what they already know. Existing knowledge then, becomes 

an important factor in the process of learning, as it determines to a large extent what will 

be learned (Resnick, 1981 ; Shuell, 1986). 

Conceptions of learning form part of these existing knowledge structures, and because 

conceptions of learning reflect an individual's understanding of the nature of knowledge 

(S!iljii, 1979), it can be assumed that the way in which tasks are approached and learned 

will be affected. For instance, an individual who perceives knowledge to exist as an 
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external entity will be likely to use strategies that enable him or her to absorb and 

reproduce information in its original state. On the other hand, an individual who perceives 

knowledge to be the mental construction of meaning will be likely to use strategies that 

enable him or her to actively work with information in order to achieve deep~level 

understandings. 

The assumption that conceptions of learning reflect an individual's understanding about 

the nature of knowledge and his or her approach to learning, is related to Pramling's 

(1983) and Candy's (1990) assertion that conceptions of learning reflect metacognitive 

knowledge. Pramling and Candy contend that conceptions of learning are windows into 

individuals' metacognitive ability, that is, their knowledge and awareness of the skills, 

strategies and resources needed to perfonn a task effectively. 

The interrelationship between conceptions of learning, metacognitive ability and 

approaches to learning gives substance to the constructivist's viewpoint that unless 

information is internally constructed by the Ieamer, it is not actually learned (Candy, 1991, 

p. 270). Students who hold low-level conceptions of learning may be aware of strategies 

that will facilitate the memorisation and reproduction of infonnation, but this does not 

necessarily mean that learning has occurred. In order for something to be genuinely 

learned, it must be understood. To understand a task, the student must be aware of 

strategies that will enable him or her to mentally construct the information in such a way 

that the information becomes personally meaningful. 

While constructivism incorporates a number of theorists who subscribe to its general 

perspective (eg, Piaget, 1963; Vygotsky, 1978; Gagne, 1985; Shuell, 1986; Wittrock, 
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1991), this study draws mainly from the developmental theories of Piaget and Vygotsky. 

This is reflected in the importance placed on the participating students' ability to verbally 

communicate their internal thoughts (Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky contends that language 

is the primary means through which children become aware of their own thoughts and, 

used either socially or privately, it will facilitate their construction of knowledge (Berk, 

1991, p. 247). Therefore, in order to interpret the students' conceptions of learning, 

credence has been placed in their language as the main source of data collection. 

Piaget's theory that individuals construct their own understandings of reality (Wood, 

1988, p. 38) is the fundamental principle underlying constructivism, and indeed this study. 

In order to understand the qualitatively different ways in which children construct 

understandings of the world around them, Piaget developed his theory of stage 

development (Woolfolk, 1990, p. 46). While the characteristics defining Piaget's specific 

stages were not relevant to this study, the principles underlying their fonnation are. 

For example, the six conceptions of learning identified in this study are hierarchically 

related in the same way that Piaget':. stagt:s of cognitive development are hierarchically 

related. As with Piaget's stages, it is assumed that the order in which conceptions of 

k~rning are achieved will be the same for everyone (Smith & Cowie, 1988, p. 280). That 

is, individuals will follow the same pattern of progression through the qualitatively 

different levels of conceptions of learning, although the ages at which this occurs will vary 

from person to person. It is not possible to skip levels, and unless an individual has passed 

through the lower levels, he or she will not have the cognitive capacity to function at the 

higher levels. 
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An important feature of the hierarchical structure of Piag,~t's stages of cognitive 

development, as well as the ~ix conceptions of learning identified in this study, is that 

early levels are not lost or forgotten as individuals progress towards higher levels of 

unUerstanding. Instead, earlier levels are subsumed and integrated into the more 

sophisticated levels. This explains why it is possible for students to express more than one 

conception of learning. 

In summary, fundamental to constructivism is the assumption that knowledge is actively 

constructed by individuals as they interpret and ascribe meaning to their experiences. 

Isolated fragments of information become knowledge only when they have been 

understood and rendered personally meaningful to the learner. As conceptions of learning 

provide insight into an individual's construction of the nature of knowledge and learning, 

teachers should seek to understand learning experiences from their student<:' point of view 

and become aware of their conceptions of learning (Candy, 1991, p. 260). To assist 

students in moving towards high-level conceptions of learning as well as deep approaches 

to learning, instruction should not only move from the familiar to the unfamiliar !Jut also 

facilitate the development of mctacognitive skills in a way that students will be able to 

effectively build upon existing knowledge. 

3.3 Conceptual Framework 

According to Good ( 1973 ), a conceptual framework identifies all the possible variables 

that impact upon the topic under study. Since the purpose of this study is to describe 

conceptions of learning held by students and not to explain the factors affecting their 

fommtion, the need to present a conceptual framework is not essential. Nevertheless, t'l 

further emphasise the significant role uf culture and context in the development of J. 
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student's conception of learning, a simplified model of the conceptual framewcrk is 

presented. 

The literature relating to conceptions of learning rarely examines the factors which might 

influence their fonnation. However, Pramling (1983) has acknowli:!dged some variables 

even though her review is not extensive. In her study with preschool children, she has 

suggested that possibly the most significant influence on children's conceptions of 

learning is the school context. The organised setting of the classroom offers students 

structured learning experiences during which their conceptions of learning become 

actualised (Pramling, 1983, p.l3). 

These learning experiences are structured in part by the teaching context which includes 

factors such as the teacher's conceptions of learning and teaching, instructional methods, 

assessment methods, curricu:um content and rules of behavioural and learning conduct 

(Biggs & Moore. 1993, p. 451 ). In view of the fact that students are continuously 

confronted by the demands made by the teaching context throughout their school lives, it 

can be expected to have a significant impact upon their conceptions of learning. 

However, while the teaching context is likely to influence conceptions of learning, the 

cultural traditions of the society within which the school operates also have an effect. ~This 

point is emphasised in Pramling's (1981) study with Indian and Swedish preschool 

students (cited in Pramling, 1983, p. 13). The Indian students' conception of learning 

reflected their society's belief that preschools are places of knowledge acquisition. The 

Swedish students' conceptions oflearning, however, reflected a less fonnal view and were 
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influenced by their society's belief that preschools should focus on social behaviour with 

less emphasis on knowledge acquisition and skills such as reading and counting. 

The cultural beliefs in schools are also reinforced in the home environment. The beliefs 

held by family members play a significant role in terms of how various phenomena in the 

world, including learning, are viewed. Although Prarnling (1981) found that the home 

environment was not as influential than the school context, she argued that home factors 

do play an important part in the fom1ation of students' conceptions of learning (cited in 

Prarnling, 1983, p 13).lt seems likely that the conceptions ofleaming held by parents and 

other significant family members would be conveyed to children or siblings. In fact, one 

would imagine the hume context to be the first major influence on children's conceptions 

of learning before r.:~1mmencing school. 

The extent to which the school context, cultural traditions and home context are influential 

in the development of a student's conception of learning depends on a number of factors 

specific to the individual make-up of the student. Age, cognitive development, motivation, 

and even self-concept, are likely to effect an individual's conception of learning. There are 

possibly more variables that impact upon a student's conception of learning and the fact 

that we know little about them identifies a need for further research. However, since the 

purpose of this study is to describe students' conceptions of learning within the context of 

a primary school, only those factors within the educational perspective are included in the 

conceptual framework. A simplified model of the conceptual framework is presented in 

Figure 1. 
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Cul!urnl Background Teaching Qmf!:xt 

• Society's expectations • Teachers' 
and beliefs conceptions of 

learning and 
teaching 

• School culture 
• Instructional 

method 
• Assessment method 

• Rules 
• Curriculum 

CONCEPTIONS 
OF LEARNING 

Individual Characteristics Home Context 

• Age • Familial cultural 

• Cognitive development beliefs 

• Motivation • Familial conceptions 

• Self-concept 
of learning 

Fi!Wfe 1. Conceptual Framework 

3.4 Theoretjcal and Philosophical Assumptions 

Based on the findings of the literature review and the theoretical and conceptual 

framework, this study is founded upon the following assumptions. 

I. People use language and actions to express themselves 0fygotsky, 1978). It is 

through language that people construct personally meaningful understandings 

about phenomena in their lives. 
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2. Knowledge is constructed and does not exist independently oflearners (Candy, 

1991, p. 251 ). Therefore, learning is something that individuals mnst actively 

pursue; it does not simply happen to them. This assumption is discussed further in 

Chapter 4. 

3. The degree ofmetacognitive awareness is evident in an individual's conception of 

learning (Pramling, 1983; Candy, 1990). The deeper an individual's understanding 

of learning, the more advanced his or her metacognitive ability will be. Figure 2 

shows the relationship between learning conceptions and metacognitive awareness. 

Figure 2. 
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As conceptions of learning and levels of 
metacognitive awareness are linked, 

development in one accompanies development 
in the other. 

Relationship between conceptions of learning and metacognitive 
awareness. 

4. Conceptions of learning are not fixed. Due to the hierarchical nature of 

conceptions of learning, people can hold a range of conceptions at any one time. 

As people grow and change as learners, so too will their conceptions of 

learning grow and change. 
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5. The context within which learning takes place will influence an individual's 

conception ofleaming. The development of a curriculum that links together 

content and process, and emphasises the importance of understanding over the 

acquisition of facts, can encolU1lge students to develop more sophisticated 

conceptions of learning. 

3.5 Chapter Review 

This chapter identified the theoretical foundations underpinning this study. The theoretical 

premise of constructivism contends that facts and isolated fragments of infonnation 

become knowledge only when they have been assigned meaning by the Ieamer. This 

construction of meaning occurs when new information is linked to existing 

understandings. Conceptions of learning are influential in the way that information is 

constructed as they form part of the existing knowledge structures. This perspective 

assumes that people are active participants in the learning process as they endeavour to 

construct personally meaningful understandings about events and their surroundings. This 

belief was fundamental to the methodology and design of this study. The conceptual 

framework was also described, outlining factors that are influential in the development of 

conceptions of learning. 
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Chapter Four 

METHOD OF INVESTIGATION 

4.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to outline the method of research used in this study and to 

describe the procedures of data collection and analysis. A brief description of the 

philosophical assumptions which were fundamental in determining the methodology 

and tools of data collection and analysis arc also discussed. These issues are reviewed in 

relation to relevant literature. The chapter concludes with a summary of potential 

problems associated with the methodology and the actions taken to mitigate them. 

4.2 Ontological and Epistemological Assumptions 

The ontological and epistemological assumptions which have shaped the design of the 

study as a whole are essentially extensions of the principles underlying 

phenomenography and constructivism. Although these assumptions have been 

addressed previously (Sections 2.2 und 3.2.1 ). their signiticance in binding this study 

together is so great that they demand an explicit statement. 

People are thinking. feeling creatures who use language and actions to exptc-::ss 

themselves (Vygotsky, 1978). These actions arc deliberate in that people do not simply 

react to events, but reflect on them and act accordingly. During these moments of 

reflection, people construct personally meaningful understandings about their own lives. 

This premise is in keeping with the assumptions outlined previously that knowledge 

does not exist as a separate entity, but rather is constructed when individuals endeavour 

to make sense of phenomena and experiences. 
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Therefore, conceptions of learning are personal construr:.tions about the phenomenon of 

learning and, because people experience things in a unique way (according to past 

experiences and existing understandings), it follows th&t there should exist a set of 

qualitatively different conceptions of leaming, rather than one uniform perception. 

Furthermore, people's subjective experiences of events and phenomena are manifested 

in what they say and do. Therefore, credence must be given to their language and 

actions in an effort to interpret their descriptions of these events (Vygotsky, 1978). 

4.3 Literature on Methodolo~y 

The stated ontological and epistemological assumptions are in line with Brookfield's 

assertion that something as complex as understanding another individual's interpretation 

of reality can only be accomplished through observing their actions and talking with 

them at length (1990, p. 331). Accordingly, this study adopted a form of naturalistic 

inquiry where the author entered into the world of the participants in an effort to 

understand their interpretations of the phenomenon of learning. 

Naturalistic inquiry subsumes a number of schools of research under its broad umbrella. 

Researchers need to consider the qualities of these perspectives wl!en designing a study 

that will effectively allow them to investigate the problem at hand. Consequently, the 

method adopted for this study incorporated many qualities of phenomenographic 

research as the aim was to reveal students' conceptions of learning from the perspective 

of the students themselves. 

Marton (1981, p. 178) has labeled this type of investigation a second order perspective. 

He has argued that, "In the first and by far the most commonly adopted perspective we 
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orient ourselves towards the world and make statements about it. In the second order 

perspective we orient ourselves towards people's ideas about the world (or their 

experiences of it)". This second order perspective is in keeping with the intentions of 

this study where conceptions of learning, as they are conceptualised by the students, are 

paramount. SaljO (1979) pioneered the use of phenomenography in his exploration of 

adult students' conceptions of learning. His study has been replicated by researchers 

such as Giorgi, (cited in Marton et al., 1993), Marton et al., (1993) and Pramling, (1983) 

with similar findings suppmting the use of this research method. 

The phenomenographic inquiry method used in this study involved a case study 

technique where a combination of non-participant observation and interview sessions 

were used to gather data. It is accepted that valuable insights can be gained about a 

particular phenomenon through case studies of individuals or groUJ."S (Yin, 1989, p. 23). 

Yin defines the case study as, "an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real life context" (1989, p. 23). This makes sense as meaningful 

interpretations of human experience can only come from a researcher who has 

thoroughly immersed him or herself in the phenomenon he or she wishes to interpret 

and understand. 

One of the fundamental principles of phenomenography, and one that was integral to 

this study, is that people's conceptions of events can be revealed in what they say during 

interviews. As a proponent of phenomenography, Pramling has identified the interview 

technique as the only valid way to understand children's thoughts. She has suggested 

that through the exploration of one's own thoughts, "one also explores one's 

conceptions of various phenomenon about the surrounding world" (1983, p. 43). The 
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data obtained from interviews constitute empirical material for analysis, and categories 

of qualitatively different conceptions constitute the results. 

Brookfield has argued against structured interview schedules where each participant is 

subject to the same rigid set of questions (1990, p. 334). While it is agreed that there 

must be flexibility in questions, a wholly open-ended interview schedule may lead to 

ambiguity and confusion for both the researcher and participant. Therefore, the 

interview schedule adopted for this study was semi-structured, allowing the author to 

follow a pre-determined set of questions modified to suit each student's learning 

experiences. 

Although observation was not directly used as a means of collecting empirical data, it 

nevertheless provided insight into the students' learning contexts, prior to the data 

collection phase of the study. Many of the questions in the intetviews were fanned and 

adapted as a result of non-participant observation of the students as they worked in 

class. These observation sessions also provided the opportunity for students to become 

familiar with the author and the equipment. 

4.4 Research Design 

Since this study was concerned with exploring and describing students' conceptions of 

learning, the design is descriptive in character. In keeping with Gay's contention that, 

"The descriptive researcher has no control over what is" (1992, p. 218), there has been 

no attempt to control or manipulate variables. The main thrust of the study was not to 

investigate the relationship among variables but to define the meaning that students 

ascribe to the phenomenon of leaming. 
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4.5 fullllllis 

The study was conducted in a Western Australian govenunent primary school which 

draws from a predominantly Anglo-Australian middle to upper socio-economic 

community. The decision to use this particular school was based on reasons of 

accessibility in terms of the willingness of the school principal to allow the students to 

participate in the study. 

The study focused on children in the lower, middle and upper grades of primary school 

(Year Levels l, 4 and 7). Since the data collection stage of the study took place at the 

beginning of the school year, this equated to an age range of students of 5, 8 and 11 

respectively. 

The total sample consisted of three males and three females. Table l provides 

information relating to the sample composition. Each classroom teacher was asked to 

identify one male and one female student on the basis of verbal ability. As interviews 

were the sole data collection technique, a crucial aspect of the study was the ability of 

the participating children to articulate their thoughts. 

Table I 
Sample Composition 

Gender Yearl Year4 Year7 Total Number 
(Lower) (Middle) (Upper) of Sll.bjcc!' 

Male AgeS Age 8 Age II 

Female AgeS Age 8 Age II 

Total Students 2 2 2 6 
per class 
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4.6 Ethical Considerations 

Prior to the data collection phase, the parents of the participating students received 

letters outlining the purpose of the study, and the role their children would play in its 

implementation. The parents also received an Informed Consent Form requesting 

authorisation for their children's participation. Samples of the Letter to Parents and 

Informed Consent Fonn are presented in Appendices A and B respectively. 

At the beginning of each interview, the participating students were asked pennission to 

audio tape-record the session. It was also made clear to them that they could choose not 

to answer questions and stop the interview at any stage, if they so wished. 

To protect the identity of the students and their teachers, pseudonyms have been used in 

all records as well as this thesis. 

4.7 Data Collection 

4.7.1 PilotStudy 

A pilot study was performed prior to the commencement of formal recordings to 

provide the author with opportunities to practise and refine interviewing skills. 

Questions adapted from Pramling's (1983) study were trialed on three children 

representing each of the three relevant age groups. This activity was useful in 

identifying ambigL.ities and points of confusion in the questions which were 

subsequently modified to ensure clarity. 
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4.7.2 Procedure 

The six students in the research sample were each observed for a half-day on t\vo 

separate occasions in the natural setting of their own classrooms. The two participating 

students in each year level were the focus of observation. Field notes included 

information on learning activities and any overt behaviour displayed by the participating 

students. A sample of the field notes gathered during the two observation sessions for 

the Year 1 students is presented in Appendix C. 

Immediately following the periods of observation, each student was individually 

interviewed. Table 2 outlines the time frame for observation and interview sessions. 

Table 2 
Schedule of Observation and Interview Sessions 

Informal Informal Formal Formal 
J)ay Year Observation Interview Observation Interview 

Session session ("' 30 Session session (ll:l 30 
(l/2 day) mins) (l/2 day) mins) 

I I 24/2/95 24/2/95 

2 I 28/2/95 28/2/95 

3 4 3/3/95 3/3/95 

4 4 9/3/95 9/3/95 

5 7 I 0/3/95 I 0/3/95 

6 7 17/3/95 17/3/95 

The first interview session was informal as the purpose was to establish rapport between 

the author and student, and to encourage the student to consciously think about and 
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articulate his or her understanding of learning. The data for analysis were mainly 

gathered from the second interview, although the first interview provided rich, 

complementary iofonnation. 

Interviews commenced with informal greetings, which gradually Jed into discussions 

about the students' lives at school. This, along with information gathered during 

observation sessions, provided the basis upon which formal what and how questions 

about learning were formulated. What GUestions were always in relation to specific 

learning situations experienced by the students and were generally followed by 

corresponding how questions. Direct questions asking "What is learning?" and "How 

does one learn?" carne towards the end of the second interview sessions when the author 

was satisfied that the students were sufficiently wanned to the topic. This abstract 

question was made less complex by adopting Pramling's (1983) practice of giving the 

students a meaningful audience to whom their thoughts could be directed. This audience 

was a puppet (named Annie) who feigned uncertainty about the meaning of learning. 

The students, especially the 5 year old children, were eager to help the puppet 

understand, and in doing so provided rich data related to their own ideas about learning. 

Interview schedules were semi-structured as they were designed to obtain specific 

information on the students' understanding of learning but contain sufficient flexibility 

to probe and follow ideas as far as possible. The principal interview schedule, upon 

which the others were based, is presented in Appendix D. All six interviews were audio 

tape- recorded and fully transcribed. These transcripts were later checked for accuracy 

by an independent pcrso:1. A sample of these transcripts is presented in Appendix E. 
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4.8 Data Analysis 

Analysis of interview transcripts was primarily an inductive process where patterns in 

the data led to the development of categories of conceptions of learning. To gain an 

appreciation of the true meanings attached to the participants' responses, and to develop 

a sense of their coherence as a whole, all 12 interview transcripts were repeatedly read 

by the author whilst simultaneously listening to the taped versions. Infonnation not 

relevant to the study (ie, personal details), was deleted from all transcripts to refine the 

focus. In addition, and as previously stated, data gathered during observation sessions 

supplemented the data gathered during interviews, but was not used for formal analysis. 

As indicated by Tesch (cited in Creswell, 1994, p. 153), the process of data analysis in 

naturalistic research is eclectic and there is no 'right way' to proceed. Nevertheless, this 

does not mean that there are no guidelines to follow, and indeed, the credibility of a 

study is strengthened if the researcher applies consistent and rigorous steps of analysis. 

As such, the data for this study were explored using a systematic process of segmenting 

the data into units of meaning and then grouping the units into larger clusters to form 

categories. This coding process was carried out over three integrated stages using the 

"constant comparative' method proposed by Glaser and Strauss (cited in Lincoln and 

Guba, 1985, p. 340). 

The constant comparative method is typically used in studies where the aim IS to 

develop a theory. Although this was not a grounded theory study, the constant 

comparative method was used as it is a process that ensures rigour in data analysis, the 

steps of which can be explicitly described. 
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To make the data more manageable, and to enable the au.thor to focus on more specific 

patterns, coding was carried out in three batches, that is, interview transcripts were 

separated into three groups according to age. Furthermore, statements reflecting the 

what and how aspects of learning were highlighted in contrasting colours for ease of 

management. 

Using the Non-numerical Unstructured Data Indexing Searching and Theorising 

(NUD•IST) program as a sophisticated organising tool, statements were segmented into 

units of meaning based on the first stage of the constant comparative method by 

comparing and contrasting responses with other responses in the same and different 

groups. The classification of these units of meaning was based on a combination of 

ideas that came from the data, related literature and the conceptual and theoretical 

frameworks. These initial categories were tentative and were used as flexible working 

tools for making sense of the numerous pages of data. 

The constant companson of groups allowed the author to note the emerging 

characteristics of the categories as well as their similarities and differences which is in 

keeping with Lincoln and Guba's statement that "the process of constant comparison 

stimulates thought that leads to both descriptive and explanatory categories" (1985, p. 

342). It is not the author's intention to make this process sound any less complicated 

than it actually was, as rarely did units of meaning meet all the criteria of the categories. 

Moments of confusion were usually overcome by writing anecdotal notes. These memos 

enabled the author to uncover the properties of the emerging categories. Lincoln and 

Guba have recognised this as a very significant stage in coding, not only in the 
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identification of a category's attributes, but also in the identification of rules by which 

assignment of segments occur (1985, p. 342). Thus, the initial and somewhat intuitive 

process of classification was replaced by a more concrete, rule-governed judgment 

system. 

The literature was constantly referred to during data analysis and it was clearly evident 

that some of the emerging categories constituted results identified in related research. 

The acknowledgment of pre-existing categories did not force the data into an a priori 

framework but simply enabled the author to explore the data in greater detail. 

Schumacher and McMillan contend that this would still be considered inductive analysis 

as "Any starting point begins an inductive, generative, and constructive process because 

the final set of categories are not totally predetermined, but are carved out of the data 

according to their meaning" (1993, p. 487). 

The second stage of the constant comparative method of analysis involved the 

c0mparison of participant responses to the characteristics that describe the categories. 

This differed from stage one where the responses were compared and contrasted. Such a 

test examines not only the appropriateness of the topics within categories but the 

characteristics of the categories themselves. The benefits of this analysis are clearly 

stated by Lincoln and Guba, "It is this dynamic working back and forth that gives the 

analyst confidence that he or she is converging on some stable and meaningful category 

set. The test is two-edged, exposing both incident and category to searching criticism" 

(1985, p. 342). 
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As a result, categories were redefined and merged or extended into sub-categories. This 

rigorous testing rolled into the third stage of constant comparati.ve analysis known as 

'delimiting the theory' (Glaser and Strauss, cited in Lincoln and Guba, 1985, p. 343) 

where the categories became so well defined that student expn~ssions were smoothly 

assigned and understanding of the conceptions extended. A sar1~ple of the Generic 

Learning category at this stage of the coding process is included in Appendix F. 

Although it is not the author's intention to discuss the results in this section, it is 

necessary to include an overview of the preliminary findings to explain the final stages 

of data analysis. These preliminary findings are presented in Figure 3 and are in the 

form of two separate yet related frameworks of conceptions, a what framework of 

conceptions and a how framework of conceptions. 

Considering that the majority of what questions were followed by a corresponding how 

question, it can be inferred that each conception in the how framework is in fact an 

extension and part of its corresponding what conception. For example, 

Q: What have you learned that a little Year One hasn't? (A2) 
A: How to do multiplication, division, tables ... how to read harder things. (A2) 
Q: How did you learn multiplication? (A2) 
A: Well when I was in Year Three we did our 2's, 3's, 5's and IO's ... and you had to say the 

tables to the teacher. (A2) 

In their analysis of adult conceptions of leaming, Marton et al. also found that student 

responses focused on the what and how aspect of learning, but in effect these 

"expressions often represent[ed] different fragments of the same conception" (1993, p. 

282). Following the same principle adopted by Marton eta!. where "The whole is made 
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up of its fragments" (1993, p. 282), the what and how frameworks for this study were 

merged, resulting in six qualitatively different conceptions of learning. 

Wlla~ is Learning? 

Generic Learning --=========--=: To gel a good education for future employment 

To behave appropriately 

To Do How to do things 

More things 
To Know 

Harder things 

-~ 
To grasp the meaning of things 

To Understand ~ To synthesise ::md construct own meanings 

To see other perspecttves 

How does one Learn? 

By Learning By attending school, listening to the teacher and behaving 

-======: 
By just doing 

By Doing By perceiving then imitating 

By practising 

~ By just knowing 

By perceiving from an external source 
By Knowing 
~ Bymomoci,iog 

By doing activities that build on eJiistlng knowledge 

Searching for the overall meaning behind a concept 
By Understanding 

By listening to numerous perspectives 

Figure 3. Two related frameworks of conceptions- What and How. 
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4.9 Methodological Cautions 

While the validity and reliability of all research must be established, it is important to 

note that these tenns are more suited to studies that fall within the positivist paradigm. 

To maximis~ the authenticity of descriptive claims such as those within this study, Guba 

(1977, p. 62) has proposed four alternative constructs that more aptly reflect the 

philosophical assumptions of qualitative research. Intrinsic adequacy, impartiality, 

replicability and extrinsic adequacy all influence the credibility of naturalistic inquiries 

and therefore, have been considered in relation to this study to establish confidence in 

its findings. 

4.9.1 Intrinsic Adequacy and Impartiality 

According to Guba, intrinsic adequacy refers to the extent to which mutual meanings 

exist between the researcher's interpretations and the participants' perceptions of the 

phenomenon under study (1977, p. 62). Because the focus of this study was the 

description of the phenomenon of learning from the student's perspective, ensuring 

intrinsic adequacy is paramount. Therct0rc, strategies were adopted during the data 

collection and data analysis phase to specifically address this. 

For example, contrast questions (Speizman, cited in Guba, 1977, p. 62) were asked 

dming interviews whenever students were unclear about the meaning of a question or 

when insufficient information was provided in their responses. The author also 

paraphrased responses to provide students with an opportunity to comment on their 

accuracy. In addition, review of the author's interpretations by an experienced 

researcher served as an added validation. 
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It is accepted that attempts to be totally impartial will never be completely successful as, 

.. no-one can be totally objective as we all are influenced to some degree by our past 

experiences which in tum affect how we see the world and the people within it" 

(Fraenkal & Wallen, 1990, p. 373). By practising 'disciplined subjecti•1ity', as proposed 

by LeCompte (cited in Schumacher & McMillan, 1993, p. 392), the author has 

attempted to minimise this threat as much as possible. All phases of the research process 

were rigorously questioned with apparent biases recorded in a journal t.!1d continuously 

referred to during data analysis. 

Unless researchers and their equipment arc totally concc:'\lcd, their presence will have an 

effect on the behaviour of the participants. In the case of this study, it was 

acknowledged that the presence of an unfamiliar person and equipment might arouse the 

students' curiosity causing poor attention to task, thus distorting the data. To combat 

such a limitation, Guba has suggested researchers spend time in the field of observation 

prior to recording to ensure participants hccoml! accustomed to their pre:>ence (1977, p. 

62). Therefore. each classroom was not only given prior notice of the author's visit but 

observed twice with sessions lasting at least half a day. In addition to gaining insight 

into the students' lcaming context. the purpose of the first session was to familiarise 

students with the author such that any potentially abnomml behaviour would not skew 

formal recordings which took place in the second session. 

It was expected that this study presented the students with their first opportunity to 

consciously think about and articulate their understanding of the phenomenon of 

learning. It was thought unlikely they would be able to organise their thoughts during 

one i11terview only, so each participant was interviewed twice. The first interview served 
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not only to orient the participants to the topic, but also to establish rapport with the 

author. 

4.9.2 Replicability 

Replicability refers to the extent to which independent researchers obtain consistent 

results when investigating phenomena within similar contexts. Ensuring the replicability 

of a naturalistic inquiry can be problematic however, due to the 'individualistic' nature 

of the qualitative process, as no two researchers observe, interview, record or analyse in 

exactly the same way (Schumacher & McMillan, 1993, p. 386). 

Replication issues, however, can be effectively addressed, as they have in this study, 

through the comprehensive description of methodology, where reliability is built into 

the study as a fundamental part of its design. Goetz and LeCompte have summarised 

this point by saying: 

The resesn , ,· must clearly identify and fully discuss data analysis processes and 
provide retrospective accounts of how data were examined and synthesised. Because 
reliability depends on the potential for subsequent researchers to ;:-.:construct original 
analysis strategies, only those ... accounts that specify these in sufficient detail are 
replicable (1984, p. 217). 

Therefore, all phases of data collection and analysis have been fully documented. Even 

the social relationship between the author and subjects has been explicitly stated, in 

light of LeCompte and Goetz's observation that the status of the researcher in the field 

will affect access to the data ( 1982, p. 37). 

Based on these careful records, replicability of this study has been confirmed by an 

independent rl!searcher who coded the transcripts twice and found similar results. This 
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person is experienced in research processes and highly familiar with the topic area. 

Following the same data analysis procedure as stated in Section 4.7, an inter-rater 

agreement of 96% was reached in relation to the categories identified in the what and 

how frameworks. Using the method described by Pramling (1983, p. 87) whereby the 

transcripts are repeatedly read, an inter-rater agreemen~ of 99% was reached, once again 

in relation to the categories identified in the what and how frameworks. Thus confidence 

can be placed in the study's findings. 

4.9.3 Extrinsic Adequacy 

Wolcott (1973) described the issue of extrinsic adequacy, otherwise known as 

generalisability, as one of demonstrating the "typicality of a phenomenon, or the extent 

to which it compares and contrasts along relevant dimensions with other phenomena" 

(cited in LeCompte & Goetz, 1982, p. 51). In other words, the author does not aim at 

generalisation of results as in quantitative research but toward the extension of 

understandings to pennit others to understand similar situations and extend these 

understandings m subsequent research. Therefore, threats to extrinsic adequacy of 

qualitative studies are those that limit its usefulness. 

Bec:mse of the rigorous and c.Jmprehensive description of both the theoretical and 

methodological frameworks, as well as the data coding methods, it is argued that this 

study permits readers to use the findings in similar contexts. 
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4.10 ChapterReyjew 

The focus of this chapter was on the research method, describing the subjects, data 

collection, data analysis and the measures taken to ensure the credibility of the results. 

The presentation of the philosophical assumptions central to this study inte.grated the 

theoretical framework, the methodology and ultimately the findings which are reported 

in the following chapter. 
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Chapter Fjve 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter will be presented in three sections; the findings of this study, discussion of 

these findings and finally the educational implications. The findings section presents 

data which address the main research question and presents and discusses the six 

com:eptions of learning that emerged from the data. In keeping with Pramling's (1983) 

and Candy's (1990) assumption that implicit in conceptions of learning are varying 

degrees of metacognition, metacognitive awareness has been traced in each finding and 

thi~ issue is addressed as the conceptions are defined. This section concludes with a 

summary of the six conceptions of learning in terms of their general orientations to 

learning. 

The discussion section emanates from an analysis of the relationship between the 

findings and the study's theoretical framework which is based on the constructivist 

perspective. It also presents and discusses data relating to the subsidiary research 

questions embodied in the main investigation. The conceptual issues of context and 

culture are raised when the findings of this study are compared to the findings of 

Pramling (1983) and Marton et al. (1993). 

Finally, the fundamental meaning of the results in relation to the classroom context is 

examined and presented as educational implications. 
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5.2 Findings 

In response to the main research question "What are the conceptions of learning held by 

children in the lower, middle and upper grades of primary school?", the following six 

conceptions of learning were identified; Generic Learning, Physically Doing, Knowing More 

Things, Knowing Harder Things, Searching for Meaning and Constructing New Understandings. 

These findings are generally in accordance with Pramling's results (1983) showing a 

progression from learning To Do, to learning To Know and then ultimately to learning 

To Understand. A striking difference, however, is the identification of an additional 

conception which precedes Pramling's primary level of learning To Do. The author has 

labeled this the Generic Learning conception due to its amorphous nature. It appears to be 

the most basic level and possibly the one from which all others develop. 

In addition, two knowledge-orientated conceptions of learning emerged in this study as 

opposed to only one identified by Pramling (1983). The two identified in this study both 

associate knowledge with learning, however, a slightly more sophisticated means of 

acquiring infonnation in one has resulted in the creation of a separate, qualitatively 

different conception. Furthermore, the latter four conceptions in this study hold many 

similarities to adult conceptions of learning as identified by Marton et al. (1993). There 

were no such similarities discussed in Pramling's findings. 

As previously discussed in Section 3.2.1, the six conceptions of learning have been 

organised into a hierarchical structure, from simple to complex, based on the same 

principles underlying Piaget's hierarchically structured stages of cognitive development 

(Woolfolk, 1990. p. 46). 

52 



This hierarchical structure reflects the study's theoretical framework and the author's 

personal assumptions about learning but has not been developed as part of the study's 

findings. In fact, it is quite possible that if the participating students were asked to place 

the findings into a hierarchical form, a completely different structure might evolve 

based on their own beliefs and assumptions about learning. A detailed description of the 

six conceptions of learning follows. 

Generic Learning 

The Generic Learning conception is unique to this study as it is not evident in Pramling's 

(1983) findings or in any other investigation into conceptions of learning. There are 

similarities, however, between Generic Learning and Purdie's (1994) third conception 

where students' responses emphasise their desire for successful careers. While this 

employment-related goal in Purdie's conception is attained through the application of 

knowledge and skills, students offer no such explanation in Generic Learning, except to 

say that it will occur as a result of learning. 

This particular conception has been labeled 'generic' by the author due to its vague, ill-

defined nature, as students rarely went beyond the explanation of 'to learn' in their 

attempt to define learning. 

Q: What do you mean 'to learn things'? (LI) 
A: To learn things, like in Queensland they don't have a good education. (Ll) 
Q: What do you think 'learning' means Renae? (R2) 
A: It means ... coming to school and learning things ... Just things that you have to learn in 

school. (R2) 
Q: Do you know what 'learning' something means? (Sl) 
A: I think it's when you go to school and you learn ... you just learn. (S2) 
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In attempting to explain what learning means, students often discussed the purpose of 

learning instead. They were unable to make the distinction between their understanding 

of what learning is and why learning is important. Statements typically made reference 

to learning for the purposes of being educated and gaining employment in their adult 

future. For example, 

Q: Annie's back •.• What does it mean to learn in Year One? (R2) 
A: Urn , , . things like you get to learn things so you are able to get a job, (R2) 
Q: Annie is sad because she doesn't l;now what it means to learn in primary school. Can you 

tell her? (SI) 
A: You need to learn so you can have a job and be good at it. Then you get a wage so you get more 

money. (Sl) 
Q Annie wants to know again what it means to learn in Year One. {S2) 
A: When you are older, and when really old you have got a job and you can get a raise and get 

more money. (S2) 

This aspect of working and earning a living is characteristic of the social orientation of 

this conception where there is a perceived need to conform to socially acceptable 

behaviours. The following statements are examples of behaviours indicative of the 

classroom culture where it appeared that students believed compliance with certain rules 

and expectations is a precondition for learning to occur. 

Q: Can you think of something that you learned in preschool last year? {RI) 
A: Not to run inside the classroom. (R I) 
Q: Can you think of something you've learned in Year One so far? {RI) 
A: No talking in class and only if you raise your hand. (RI) 
Q: Tell me something you learned in preschool last year? (SI) 
A: I learned how to cross your legs and fold your arms ... we also have to do it at school.(Sl) 

This notion of 'preconditions to learning' is useful in isolating the how aspect of this 

conception. As the following statements indicate, learning is seen as something that will 

automatically happen if an individual satisfies the pre-requisites of attending school, 

listening to the teacher and behaving. 
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Q: What's the best way to go about learning this? (MI) 
A: WeU if you go to school you'llleam a Jot. (Ml) 
Q: How arc you going to go about learning (maths and language( in school? (Ml) 
A: Just don't talk when the teacher is talking. (MI) 
Q: What's the besl way to go about learning? (SI) 
A: Go to school ... listen to the teacher and be good. (S I) 
Q: What should she (Annie) do at school to learn? (82) 
A: Do what the teacher tc11s you. (S2) 

There is no evidence to suggest that children who hold this conception of learning are 

aware of their mental learning processes or whether a mental world even exists. 

Students who possess metacognitive ability are cognizant, to some degree, that they 

have control over their own learning. This awareness is not evident in Generic Learning 

where students believe learning will automatically 'happen' as a result of school 

attendance and good behaviour. 

As a final note to this category, it should be stated that answers classified in Generic 

Learning were often in response to 'broad' questions about learning that were not related 

to any particular concrete learning experiences. This may provide one reason as to why 

student responses are vague, given the difficulty young children have in articulating 

their thoughts about learning in a general sense. 

Physically doing 

Students who held this conception associated learning with something they can do or are 

learning to do, and often failed to make any distinctions between learning and doing. 

Q: Whut did you learn with Mrs D this morning? (R2) 
A: We did a story. (R2) 
Q: What do you especially lil•e learning in Year One? (R2) 
A: Doing an 'e' like that [on pictures]. (R2) 
Q: Is there anything else that you've learned really well in class? (S2) 
A: Yes· !like doing those [building sticks]. (S2) 

55 



Learning was seen to involve physical participation in an activity whether it be carrying 

out a manual or intellectual skill. Activities can involve the whole body, 

Q: What do you mean when you say 'you just learn some more'? (S2) 
A: Like you get to shod baskets better. (S2) 

or the manipulation of materials of some kind, 

Q: Renae, tell me some things you've learned really well. (R2) 
A: I'm really good at doing dogs ... cause we can make the paper into dogs. (R2) 

On the surface, the intellectual skills of reading and counting possessed by the 5 year 

old students would appear to be related to internal cognitive processes. In certain 

instances, however, it is apparent that these young children are in fact focusing on their 

ability to do them with little indication that they understand them. Prarnling also 

interpreted these phenomena from the preschoolers' point of view as skills of doing 

( 1983, p. 94). 

Q: Can you tell me something you've learned in Year One so far'! (R2) 
A: We've learned how to say our tables and I+ 1=2. (R2) 
Q: Can you tell me about the times tables? (R2) 
A: I've forgotten about the tables. (R2) 
Q: What's your ABC? (R2) 
A: Well it's ... like singing "ABC D ... z ... Now l know my ABC, won't you come and sing 

with me''. (R2) 

The theme of 'personal involvement' is also evident in the students' explanations of 

how they learn. In many instances, learning was perceived to occur as a consequence of 

'just doing' an action. As Pramling points out in relation to a similar finding, "The 

learning is a consequence of being involved in doing and nothing else" (1983, p. 111 ). 

Q: How did you learn to write? (S2) 
A; I didn't ]cam at all. I just tried ... I just did it. (S2) 
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This notion of learning is extended when students acknowledge that they can learn to do 

an activity by imitating someone whom they perceive as being an expert in the area, 

usually as a consequence of their superior status ( eg, teacher, parent, older student, older 

sibling). For example, 

Q: How did you learn to draw Dowers really well? (RI) 
A: Cause Mummy drew one and I copied and I kept on copying it and I learnt to do it. (R!) 
Q: How did you learn to be such a good reader? (R2) 
A: Cause the teacher did it first and then we copied her. (R2) 
Q: How did you learn (to write 'here is' and 'a'l? (S2) 
A: Well, Mrs D, she just did it and then we just copied. (S2) 

Even though these students are physically involved in the activities, they are regarded as 

passive learners because their own initiative in learning is not apparent. The following 

statement effectively conveys the students' sentiments of dependence on others for 

learning to occur. 

Q: Do you think you could learn how to read and write on your owr..? (R2) 
A: No. I'm not able to do things like that on my own ... someone has to show me how to do them. 

(R2) 

However, when the notion of 'practice' is introduced, so is the notion of metacognition. 

When students discussed the need to do something repeatedly in order to improve, they 

demonstrated their awareness that firstly, learning is a deliberate act on the part of the 

learner and secondly that it can be controlled and regulated. Pramling has suggested that 

this awareness represents a fundamental step in the development of the consciousness of 

learning (1983, p. 112). This is evident in the following statements. 

Q: How do you learn things? (R2) 
A: If you practise it very, very much you will be able to remember it and get it right. (Rl) 
Q: How did you learn to play lbasltetball)? (S2) 
A: I've played it miJlions and trillions of times. (S2) 
Q: How do you think you could become a really good player? (S2) 
A: You just need to practise a lot of times ... do it ... and it doesn't matter if you get a goal or 

win you just still learn some more. (S2) 
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Knowing More Things 

Knowing about things and how to do things is the focus of this conception, as it is for 

Pramling's (1983) To Know conception. It is also similar to Increasing One's 

Knowledge identified by Marton et al. (1993), where learning is perceived to be the 

accumulation of facts that would appear to hold little significance to the students 

personally. 

Q: Have you learned anything in Social Studies so far? (Ll) 
A: There was a red dot on one of the planets and it's really big. (LI) 
Q: Anything else? (LI) 
A: Ah, the first thing to go into space was a dog [and] I've learned that the Venus Fly trap doesn't 

have teeth. (Ll) 

The distinctive characteristic of this conception ts that quantity of learning is 

emphasised over quality and the more one knows, the smarter he or she is perceived to 

be. Hence adults are more intelligent than children because they have had a greater 

opportunity to find things out about their world. 

Q' Leaming ;, •.. 
A: Knowing more things, like having to know more things about the world so if a person says 

what's 12+ 12 you would say 24. (Ll) 
A: Knowing things· new facts and more things. (M I) 
Q: Why would being older help you learn? (L2) 
A: Well cause as you get older you are able to know more. (L2) 

Often there is no real description of how information is acquired except to say that the 

learner absorbs what is seen or heard from a more knowledgeable source such as the 

teacher, parents, older siblings, older students, books, television etc. The consumption 

metaphor, used by Marton et al. (1993) to describe the how aspect oflncreasing One's 

Knowledge, also captures the 'picking up, taking in and storing' aspect of this 

conception. 

Q: How did you learn about those things !world events!? (At) 
A: I just watched the news and they said it and then it just sunk in. (A I) 
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In many instances, however, students demonstrated metacognitive control over their 

learning by acknowledging that retention of new knowledge occurs through 

memorisation. Although the emphasis was mainly on stcring facts using basic cognitive 

strategies such as rote rehearsal, these students nevertheless indicated their awareness 

that learning is a conscious decision on the part of the learner. 

Q: Annie wants to know what learning means? (VI) 
A: To be given a piece of information that you never have heard about before and to lodge it up 

here (points to head) and to remember what it is. (VI) 
Q: What is the best way of doing that? (VI) 
A: Doing activities then repeating things over and over again until you know it and have the right 

answer. (VI) 

Knowing Harder Things 

This category is similar to Knowing More Things in that emphasis is placed on expanding 

one's body of knowledge. It is more sophisticated, however, in that knowledge is not 

described as comprising discrete segments of independent information, but rather as a 

knowledge tower where the acquisition of one piece of information forms the 

foundation upon which other related, yet more complex segments of information can be 

built. There is no indication in the data to suggest that understanding the information is 

important. 

Q: Do you have any idea what people learn in Year Four? (M2) 
A: You might learn the same things as in Grade Three except a bit harder. Like in nature study 

we did trees. You could do that but we would probably learn different things. (M2) 
Q: Why do you think it would be difficult to learn other things if you don't know say how long 

it takes to go around Pluto? (M2) 
A: Well because you could do things like that except a bit more complicated. And if you didn't 

know the first step it would be very hard to do the second sort of harder step cause they're 
probably related. (M2) 

The how aspect of this conception is the main factor that distinguishes it from the 

previous category. While knowledge is simply absorbed in Knowing More Things, here it 
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is learned by being linked to similar existing structures. Implicit in this process is the 

metacognitive quality of awareness that knowledge is internally constructed and that 

learning is a continuous process. 

Q: How do you work things out? (AI) 
A: Well, from previous years like you've learned things so you would add to that. You do different 

things- harder things as you go to different grades. In Year Six and Seven you normally revise 
things and you also do harder things. (AI) 

There is no evidence to indicate that Pramling (1983) found this slightly more 

sophisticated knowledge-oriented conception of learning with her preschool students, 

which suggests that older primary school students may view knowledge in a more 

advanced way. 

Searching for Meaning 

In contrast to the previous categories, understanding the overall meaning of information 

is the key to learning in this conception. This is also characteristic of similar 'meaning 

orientated' conceptions as identified by Pramling (1983) and Marton ct al. (1993). 

Learning was seen to involve grasping the meaning of things which was often described 

as a light 'clicking' on or occurring when ideas become 'clear' and sense can be made 

of them. The notion of understanding for these students can be likened to the snapping 

of puzzle pieces into place such that the overall picture becomes more defined. 

Q: Do you really need to understand things to learn them? (AI) 
A: I need to understand things. I get angry with myself if things don't click. (AI) 
Q: What do you mean 'you never got it'? (AI) 
A: I just didn't understand it very much. I just think Mrs P has made it more clearer. (A 1) 
Q: What do you mean by 'understand'? (At) 
A: Something went 'click' in my brain and well I can just do them more easily than I could last 

year.(AI) 
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Pramling suggests that children who hold this conception are aware of their active role 

in the learning process and that learning comes from within (1983, p. 101). This 

advanced metacognitive awm·eness is evident in the adoption of similarly advanced 

metacognitive strategies. For example, the following student regulated the quality of his 

learning by isolating important points. relating ideas together and generally searching 

for meaning. 

Q: How does Mrs P explaining something to you again help you understand it? (V2) 
A: You don't exactly undemand it the first time but the second time you make up the points 

you've missed and it will become clearer. (V2) 

Q: How did doing ain experiment help? (V2) 
A: Well cause I already knew a bit about volcanoes [but by doing an experiment on them, it 

became] a lot clearer and ... it helped to sec what is really happening. You need to see what is 
happening to really understand things. (V2) 

Knowing Harder Things and Searching for Meaning arc similar in the sense that learning 

involves linking new to old information llom.:n~r it is this linking process that 

separates them into two qualitatively different conceptions. Linking infom1ation in 

Knowing Harder Things is an expansion process involving the dcn~lopmcnt of a larger 

body of facts that increase in complexity. The objective of linking new to old 

information in Searching for Meaning is to construct meaning and understanding. 

There is a notable affective dimension related to this conception. The search for the 

overall message in material is olien attached to a personal feeling of satisfaction when 

understanding has been gained. Students interviewed by Entwistle and Entwistle ( 1992) 

described a similar emotional response in relation to the recognition of meaning and 

significance of material. It seems understanding the content is paramount and therefore 

quality learning overrides quantity. 
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Q: How do you know when you have understood something? (Al) 
A: Well you just feel good about it cause it makes sense and you know what it means. (A I) 
Q: How do you know when you have understood something? (V2) 
A: Well, it's like a feeling ... I feel that something is clear and I'm happy about it cause I know 

what it means. (V2) 

However, there is no indication that the students build their own theories about the 

information they attempt to learn. Rather, they are content in their endeavour to make 

sense of pre-existing theori~s. 

A final characteristic of this category is students' awareness that the process of 

understanding a simple or abstract concept does not simply happen, but rather is 

achieved as the result of carrying out activities which students perceive as meaningful 

and relevant to the learning situation and to their lives. 

Q: Why would doing the activity Jas opposed to rcadiilg about it in a book) help you? (AI) 
A: Well you just learn as you are doing it instead of the book tel\ing you what to do. It makes 

more sense when you do it like that. You could actually sec what's happening and what you do 
andwhy.(AI) 

Q: Can you give me an example? (AI) 
A: Yeah, I remember in Year Four we were learning about maps of things so we walked around 

the school to find the positions of things and draw a map of it [the school]. It was loads of fun 
and I learned about maps too. (A I) 

Constructing New Understandings 

The active involvement of the learner is particularly evident in this category where 

thought processes within the student allow him or her to not only grasp meaning 

inherent in the information but to synthesise this infonnation so that a more personal 

theory or understanding is constructed. 

Q: What about the shape of Holland. Say you were looking at it on a map- one day they arc 
going to change the shape of the country. Docs that matter? (VJ) 

A: Nope it doesn't ... because the shape of the land doesn't matter. It's what the quality of the 
land is and how well it's being used. (VI) 

Q: What do you mean? (VI) 
A: It means if you made a boulder that looked really great and in the end it turned out it couldn'i 

be used for anything it would be pretty pathetic and pointless. (VI) 
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Students who possess this conception are open to a multitude of other theories and 

perspectives. Often the Ieamer will change his or her way of thinking ""fter having 

considered other points of view, although this ability to revise one's thinking is not a 

prerequisite for this category. 

Q: Do you help each other in groups to learn the work? (VI) 
A: Yes ... You help each other because everybody has a different view of how it's done and when 

you put them all together you see that it can be done lots of ways even if some are better than 
others. (VI) 

Q: Why does hearing different points of view •.• help you learn? (Vl) 
A: Well ... like, you think that everybody thinks like you but they don't and I always think that 

my way is right but if you stop and listen to what the group says you usually find better ways of 
doing things ... like with the dikes etc. (VI) 

This conception is similar to the fifth category identified by Marton et al. where students 

describe learning as a change in the way they perceive things (1993, p, 290). 

There is a fine line of distinction between the what and how aspect of this conception. 

The what aspect is seeing learning as a change in one's way of thinking, and the how 

aspect is allowing this change to occur by being open to other perspectives. 

Q: How did watching kids in those situations help? (A2) 
A: Well you could see what they were actually going through and what they had to do so if you 

were in that situation you kind of asked yourself what would you do. (A2) 

In summary, six conceptions of learning have emerged from the data. They are Generic 

Learning, Physically Doing, Knowing More Things, Knowing Harder Things, Searching for 

Meaning and Constructing New Understandings. Each level of conception of learning has 

been described in tem1s of its what and how component. The level of metacognitive 

awareness evident in each conception of learning has been identified and this issue has 

been addressed as the six different levels were defined. 
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A more global understanding of the nature of these six conceptions can be gained by 

grouping them into the following four orientations to learning. These orientations are 

comprised of like conceptions and can be used to describe a student's general tendency 

towards learning. Even when a student indicates an awareness of more than one 

conception of learning (and they generally do), it is always possible to ascertain from 

the interview transcripts, their general orientation in tenus of the most frequently stated 

conception. 

Level 1 incorporates the Generic Learning conception and has a social orientation. 

Learning is simply something that one must do in order to survive in the classroom and 

in the adult world. 

Level 2 incorporates the Physically Doing conception and has an action orientation. 

Learning is not so much associated with a mental world as it is with the ability to 

physically do something. 

Level 3 incorporates the conceptions of Knowing More Things and Knowing Harder Things 

and has a knowledge orientation. Both these conceptions emphasise learning as the need 

to know and build upon existing knowledge. Although the conception Knowing Harder 

Things shows a greater sophistication in the way this knowledge is learned, it is still 

essentially quantitative in nature. 

Level 4 incorporates the conceptions of Searching for Meaning and Constructing New 

Understandings and has a meaning orientation. Learning is synonymous with extracting 
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the overall meaning of a concept even to the extent that one's existing understanding is 

altered. 

At times, these four levels will be referred to in the discussion as a general orientation of 

the conceptions of learning held by the different age groups. 

5.3 Overview of the Discussion 

The discussion section provides answers to the following subsidiary research questions: 

1. What differences exist in the conceptions of learning held by 5, 8 and 11 year old 
students? 

2. What similarities and/or differences exist between the conceptions of learning held 
by the students in this study and those identified by Pramling (1983)? 

3. What similarities and/or differences exist between the conceptions of learning held 
by the students in ibis study and those relating to adult learners? 

These questions are discussed in relation to the study's theoretical framework which is 

based on constructivism. While this perspective acknowledges that certain 

characteristics of the lower-level conceptions are fundamental to learning, it is more in 

line with the two highest conceptions of learning that are meaning-orientated. The 

subsidiary research questions are also discussed in relation to the study's conceptual 

framework which is concerned with the influence context and culture have on the 

formation of conceptions of learning. 

The first subsidiary research question has been answered by identifying the predominant 

conceptions of learning held by each age group. This process was facilitated by placing 
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the study's findings on a continuum, which is discussed further in Section 5.3.1. In 

exploring the different conceptions of learning held by the three age groups, it was 

found that the following issues were examined simultaneously, although not necessarily 

in the same order. 

(a) the main conception of learning held by each age group in relation to 

constructivism. 

(b) the main conception of learning held by each age group in relation to cultural 

and contextual issues. 

(c) the main conception of learning held by each age group in relation to Pram ling's 

(1983) findings. 

(d) the main conception of learning held by each age group in relation to adult 

conceptions of learning. 

Consequently, the three subsidiary research questions are not answered separately but 

instead discussed as a related whole. Furthermore, when comparing the conceptions of 

learning held by the students in this study to those held by adult learners, reference has 

been made to the findings of Marton et al. (1993) which generally encompass those of 

Perry (1970) and Siilj6 (1979). 

5.3.1 Discussion 

Because the principles underlying hierarchies and continua differ significantly 

(Samuelowicz & Bain, 1992), it is not the author's intention to rigorously fit this study's 

findings onto a continuum. However, the concept of a continuum is useful in 
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diagramatically representing the predominant conceptions of learning held by each age 

group, and allows some basic analysi:; to be undertaken. The continuum, as presented in 

Figure 4, also reflects the progressive nature of conceptions of learning, not as fixed 

characteristics of an individual's learning style, but as attributes that change in response 

to the growth and development of the individual as a learner, and perhaps in response to 

changes in the learning context. 

Simple 

Social 
Orientation 

Action 
Orientation 

5 years 

Knowledge 
Orientation 

8 years 

11 years 

CompleK 

Meaning 
Orientation 

Figure 4. Orientations of learning held by the 5, 8 & II year old students. 

5 Year Old Students 

The 5 year old students spoke often about learning in the Generic Learning sense. Their 

inability to explicitly describe learning was possibly partly due to the difficulty young 

children have in articulating their understanding of any abstract phenomenon. However, 

the social emphases of education in the early years of schooling provides an insight for 

understanding the origin of this conception. For example, in the pursuit of effective 

teaching and learning in our culture, teachers believe there are certain rules to which 

students must conform in the classroom. These social behaviours, such as raising one's 

hand to speak, are recognised as preconditions to learning. The emphasis placed on 
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these preconditions in the early years of school is so great that it seems to influence 

students' understanding of learning, as is seen in the Generic Learning conception. 

The concept of socialisation is also a key factor in explaining the emphasis students 

place on the purpose of learning when attempting to describe what it is. From a very 

early age children are 'encultured' into the notion that they must fulfill their social duty 

as responsible citizens by (eventually) becoming members of the workforce and 

contributing to sock:ty. Parents, eager for their children to succeed, stress the 

importance of obtaining a sound cduct·Jion in order to fulfill this role. Given the limited 

school experience of these young learners, it is not surprising that they adopt a very 

purpose-orientated understanding of leaming that is predominantly influenced by their 

families and society at large. 

It is interesting to note that the Generic Learning conception was not evident in 

Pramling's (1983) study. In fact, the emphasis that the students in this study placed on 

learning in relation to their adult future is contrary to the findings for students in the 

Swedish schools. In an earlier study, Pramling (1981) found that Swedish preschool 

children did not relate leaming to their future, nor did they see it as having any 

implications for their future existence as adults (cited in Pramling, 1983, p. 13). As 

previously discussed, children's thoughts are created in relation to their social world, 

and short of describing both Australian and Swedish learning milieus, it can be inferred 

that cultural differences bel ween the two societies are reflected in the findings. 

Within the basic Generic Learning level, there was no evidence that students understood 

that they constructed knowledge or, in fact, that a mental world existed. This conception 
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encompassed a very rudimentary understanding of learning to which possibly all 

children can relate as a result of socialisation. The fact that both the 8 and 11 year old 

students also held this conception (albeit to a lesser degree than the 5 year old students) 

reinforced the notion that this level is a very general, global understanding of learning 

and is possibly the foundation upon which all other conceptions are developed. Figure 4 

does not indicate this, however, as its primary objective is to illustrate the predominant 

conceptions held by each age group. 

The dominant conception held by the 5 year old students, however, was that learning is 

synonymou...:;; with 'doing'. Students in this age group perceived learning to be a physical 

act that occurred as a result of carrying out manual or intellectual activities. There was 

little evidence in the data to suggest that these skills were performed in conjunction with 

internal thought processes, but rather in imitation of other people. This notion is in 

keeping with Piaget's theory of cognitive development where interaction with the 

environment precedes internal thought processes and is a natural stage through which 

young children progress (Woolfolk, 1990, p. 48). 

The 5 year old students' conception that learning is Physically Doing was possibly a 

reflection of the teaching context and the 'action~based' structure of the curriculum in 

the first year of school. In accordance with the theoretical assumptions underpinning 

early childhood education (Bredekamp, 1990, p. 3), the activities described by the 5 

year old students in this study were predominantly 'hands-on' where the teacher 

demonstrated, instructed and supervised the children as they interacted with various 

educational materials. This hands-on approach to learning is unquestionably an essential 

aspect of a constructivist curriculum, but in itself does not make an activity a 
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constructive one. For example, the 5 year old male described how he is learning about 

the colour yellow: 

Q: What is the Yellow Table in your chass about? (SI) 
A: Cause it is Yellow Week ... and before news we put [yellow objects] on that table. (SI) 

The holding and feeling of yellow objects placed on a 'yellow table' will not necessarily 

facilitate the understanding of the colour yellow. In a constructivist setting, the students 

would be encouraged not only to manipulate these objects but to experiment with them 

and pose questions about them. In short, the constructivist sees the essential activity as 

what goes on in the student's head and not in his or her hands. 

In comparing this study's findings to adult conceptions of learning, the existence of 

similar knowledge and meaning-oriented categories would suggest that primary school 

and adult learners generally perceive learning in similar ways. One cannot dismiss, 

however, the fact that the first two categories in this study (Generic Learning and 

Physically Doing) were not evident in the findings of Marton et al. (1993). Evidence that 

these two basic conceptions of learning were primarily held by the 5 year old students 

suggests that, compared to older learners, young children have unique perceptions of 

learning. An interesting question to emerge from this, and one that cannot be answered 

within the confines of this study is "What happens to these basic notions of learning as 

students develop - Are they subsumed into the adult-like ones or phased out altogether 

with the influence of formal schooling?" 

8 Year Old Students 

While the 8 year old students occasionally described learning as 'doing', they 

predominantly spoke of it in tenns of Knowing More and Knowing Harder Things. 
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Q: What do you mean you have to learn? (L2) 
A: If you don't learn ... you won't know as much as other people. (L2) 
Q: Did someone teach you that [200 + 200)? (L2) 
A: You always do the easy ones first and then when you know them, you can do harder ones. (L2) 

The students typically referred to leaming this knowledge from an extemal source such 

as the teacher, text-books, worksheets. 

Q: How did you learn about the five food groups? (M2) 
A: Mrs C ... and in our health book it's gotta a page where you write down all the fruit and 

vegetables that you can think of. (M2) 
Q: What things have you been doing with Mrs M to learn [about spa~::e)'? (MI) 
A: Well there's this big book and it's got all the planets on pages and it tells all about them. And 

we've been doing some worksheets about them and read some books. (M I) 

It appeared that the 8 year old students, and to a large extent the 11 year old students, 

believed people need facts and information in order to think and learn. This particular 

view of knowledge is possibly a reflection of the school culture where the amount of 

infonnation students are expected to know increases as they progress through the 

system. To handle this voluminous amount of information in a time-efficient manner, 

teachers typically rely on expository teaching methods to transmit ready made pieces of 

knowledge to their students (Biggs & Moore, 1993, p. 20). 

In an environment where the objective of learning is to increase the volume known, 

quantitative conceptions of learning, such as Knowing More and Knowing Harder Things, 

will prosper. While constructivists acknowledge that content knowledge is important, 

they argue that accumulating bits of information for the sake of knowing more is 

pointless (Etchberger & Shaw, 1992, p. 411 ). Instead, constructivists believe worthwhile 

learning experiences occur when students are encouraged to use high-level cognitive 

processes (eg, predicting, questioning, posing and solving problems) in an effort to 

understand content knowledge (Tobin, cited in Etchbcrger & Shaw, 1992, p. 412). 
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The conceptions that learning is Knowing More and Knowing Harder Things are similar 

to the adult conception of learning, Increasing One's Knowledge (Marton et al., 1993). 

In all instances, emphasis is placed upon the amount of information that one is able to 

obtain, with little or no attention given to the learning process itself. It can be inferred 

from this study's data, as well as related research, that students who hold this 

conception believed themselves to be powerless participarJts in the learning process and 

thus were dependent upon an external source to obtain knowledge which, for them, 

constituted learning. 

Although Pramling found a similar knowledge-oriented conception of learning in her 

study, she made no attempt to liken it to the adult conception, Increasing One's 

Knowledge (Marton eta!., 1993), but in fact asserted that a significantly large gap exists 

between a child's and adult's perspective of learning (1983, p. 95). It can be inferred 

from the findings of this study, therefore, that the gap between primary school students' 

and adult students' conceptions of learning is less pronounced than the gap between 

preschool students' and adult students' conceptions of learning. Perhaps the more 

formal experiences of primary school, as opposed to the less formal ones in preschool, 

encourage students to adopt adult-like conceptions of learning. 

11 Year Old Students 

The 11 year old students, while predominantly holding the view that learning was both 

Knowing More and H::~rder Things, also showed that understanding material was impmtant. 

Although these students only occasionally described learning as Searching for Meaning, 

they demonstrated an awareness of learning as something beyond building a knowledge 

bank, which indicated their evolution as learners. This desire to understand was also 
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characteristic of the fourth adult conception identified by Marton et al., (1993) where 

students were actively engaged in their learning and empowered with high-level 

cognitive strategies to think and learn for themselves. 

While discussing small group work as a mechanism for learning, the 11 year old male 

student described his enjoyment in hearing his peers' thoughts on things and how their 

ideas assisted him in Constructing New Understandings. Research by Perret-Clermont 

(cited in Chaille, 1991, p. 16) found that children responded differently to other 

perspectives when their source was another child as opposed to an adult or book. They 

were more open to their peers' perspectives which often conflicted with their own. The 

resolution of conflicting perspectives eventually led to reflection and ultimately 

intellectual growth. This conception of learning was the most mature finding in this 

study and was also considered sophisticated in adult learning terms. Marton eta!. (1993) 

described similar advanced thought processes in their fifth~level adult conception of 

learning, Seeing Things in a Different Way. 

The fact that the male 11 year old student held a sophisticated conception of learning in 

relation to a small group learning situation may be a further indication of the influential 

role that the teaching context plays in the formation of conceptions of learning. It seems 

that instructional methods that encourage verbal communication and interaction 

between students facilitate the conception that learning comes about through active 

thought processes where concepts and understandings are internally constructed. From a 

constructivist perspective, the process of collaborating with peers is essential to 

learning. It is through discussion with others that students are able to negotiate the 

meaning of a concept by questioning their existing understandings as well as explaining, 
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evaluating and clarifying new and developing understandings (Tobin, cited in 

Etchberger & Shaw, 1992). 

The conception identified in this study that learning is Searching for Meaning is similar to 

the conception that learning is Understanding which was identified by Pramling (1983). 

Both are oriented around the notion that learning is abstraction of meaning inherent in 

material. There was no evidence in Pramling's (1983) findings, however, of the 

conception that learning is the Construction of New Understandings. 

General 

Analysis of the continuum in Figure 4 revealed that although the conceptions of learning 

held by the three different age groups were markedly different, the knowledge­

orientated conceptions of learning were common to them all (and consequently 

preceding levels due to the nature of hierarchies). This is explored further in Section 5.4. 

The continuum also indicated that conceptions of learning increase in sophistication 

with age and although it was not the purpose of this study to analyse this developmental 

pattern, its distinct correlation with Pramling 's ( 1983) findings warrant a brief comment. 

In her attempt to trace the point when children first became aware of their ability to 

learn, Pramling (1983) discovered a relationship between Piaget's stages of cognitive 

development and the development of conceptions of learning. Piaget (cited in Prarnling, 

1983, p. 143) contended that the thoughts of very young children are provoked by 

physical interaction with their environment and that action precedes thought. As 

children develop, so does an alliance between their motor and mental activity, until 

finally their actions are controlled by thought. The ages at which children pass through 
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these stages correlated with the ages of the children in Pramling's study and their 

conceptions of learning. For example, the youngest student's understanding of learning 

was dominated by doing things whereas the older students held a more thought-directed 

notion of learning. 

In addition, the continuum represents a general summary of the findings but does not 

clearly show that some students held a repertoire of conceptions that spanned the whole 

continuum. In fact, the hierarchical nature oi the conceptions was reaffirmed with all 

students expressing conceptions at levels preceding their maximum level. That is, 

irrespective of the level of conception of learning expressed by the six students, it was 

always possible to identify lower. less sophisticated conceptions of learning in their 

transcripts. 

Furthermore, although the continuum shows a very general picture of the dominant 

conception held by each year level. it .should bt.! noted that students of the same year 

level also exhibited diiTercnce.s as well as tht.! obvious similarities. For example, the 8 

year old female student at one stage discussed learning as Sea1ching for Meaning which 

was not evident in the dialogue with the 8 ye<Ir old male. From this information it 

cannot be said that these two students arc of difiCrent intellects or that one is more 

motivated than the other. but rather they arc at different stages in their development as 

learners. 

5.4 Educationallmplicil!.iiill.s 

As previously mentioned. all students in this study. to a greater and lesser extent, 

associated l~aming with gaining knowlcdgt>. If. as Biggs and Moore (1993, p. 15) state, 
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schools generally aim to produce independent learners who construct meaning, why do 

students place so much emphasis on accumulating knowledge? 

The teaching context may once again be partially responsible for this. Teachers, who 

genuinely aspire to develop active learners, are often unable to focus on the processes of 

learning as they plough through a content-laden curriculum. Curricula demands, coupled 

with time constraints, are the primary reasons why teachers rely on quick and easy 

methods of teaching and assessment. Lessons are typically centred around the one-way 

transmission of information from teacher to student, and tests generally emphasise low­

level cognitive processes in their assessment of the students' ability to reproduce this 

information (Fleming & Chambers, cited in Crooks, 1988). 

While content is arguably important, understanding its meaning should be the principal 

objective of teaching and learning. An emphasis on understanding material requires 

teachers to make explicit the links between content and the processes involved in 

learning that content. This means developing activities (instructional and assessment) 

that encourage students to think actively about important ideas and concepts, rather than 

just blindly absorb facts. Active engagement comes about when students are aware of 

and use metacognitive strategies that facilitate the processing of information (Gaskins & 

Elliot, 1991, p. 53). Implicit in this statement is the assumption that being aware of 

one's own thinking processes will enable one to access prior knowledge and see how it 

connects to new information. This process is the essence of constructivism. 

The promotion of active student engagement, through the teaching of metacognitive 

strategies, is imperative if we arc to accept Pramling's (1983) and Candy's (1990) 
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assumption that a relationship exists between conceptions of learning and metacognitive 

ability. This relationship implies that the development of students' metacognitive 

ability, through explicit modelling and teaching, would also encourage the development 

of increasingly sophisticated conceptions of learning. Higher level conceptions of 

learning would, in effect, accompany a student's increasing awareness of the skills, 

strategies and resources needed to make sense of material encountered in class. 

Furthermore, in light of the relationship between conceptions of learning, approaches to 

learning and learning outcomes (van Rossum & Schenk, 1984), the development of 

higher level conceptions of learning would lead to the usc of deep approaches to 

learning. A student who held the conception that learning is the search for meaning 

would be more likely to use deep-level strategies such as predicting, isolating important 

ideas and elaborating when dealing with unfamiliar content. As van Rossum and 

Schenk's study has suggested, these deep approaches to learning are more likely to 

produce quality learning outcomes than those that arc surface oriented. 

Pramling has used the hierarchical nature of conceptions of learning to further explain 

why students who hold high-level conceptions of learning are at an advantage over 

those who hold low-level ones (1983, p. 136). Because conceptions of learning are 

hierarchically structured, the achievement of higher levels does not mean earlier levels 

are lost. This means that ~tudents who hold sophisticated conceptions of learning have 

access to a large number of strategies (surface, deep and achieving) which makes them 

flexible with regards to the demands made by different types of learning tasks. In 

contrast, students who hold low-level conceptions of learning are limited in terms of the 

types of strategies they have at their disposal. These students may be able to adequately 
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cope with surface-level tasks, but learning outcomes will be impaired when tasks 

require the use of deep~ level strategies to facilitate the construction of meaning. 

The fact that conceptions of learning can indirectly affect !emning outcomes identifies 

the importance of teachers becoming aware of their students' conceptions of learning. 

Not only can a student's conception of learning account for his or her use of certain 

strategies, but it might also explain why his or her learning outcomes are at a variance to 

those expected by the teacher (SaljO, 1987, p. 104). As previously discussed in Section 

2.3, a mismatch between teachers' a.nd students' conceptions of learning may cause 

confusion and uncertainty as to what was taught and what was actually learned. 

Teachers can use the identification of conceptions of learning as a diagnostic tool to 

pinpoint their students' general approaches to learning, and then use this information as 

the starting point to the development of meaning-oriented conceptions of learning. 

A powerful understanding to emerge from the data is that students generally hold a 

meaning-oriented notion of learning when activities are interesting and relevant to their 

everyday lives. For example, when asked how watching a true-to-life video on the 

pressures of smoking helped her understanding, the II year old female student replied, 

Well you could see what they were actually going through and what they had to do so if you were in that 
situation you kind of asked yourself "what would you do?" (A I) 

Resnick (1987) has observed, however, that much of what one learns in school does not 

relate to what one does outside school. Certainly the rote learning strategies and 

repetitive worksheets so prominent in the comments made by students in this study did 

not readily transfer to the demands of everyday living. Resnick has also noted that the 
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mode of learning in school is rarely focused on groups of students thinking and working 

together, which is the common mode of learning in the real world. The benefits are far 

reaching when students are encouraged to construct knowledge in a social setting as is 

clearly evident in the 11 year old male student's comments about cooperative learning, 

Urn ... well, you think that everybody thinks like you but they don't and I always think that my way is 
right but if you stop and listen to what the group says you usually find better ways of doing things. (VI) 

The idea that conceptions of learning are affected by experiences both in and out of the 

classroom, further highlights the necessity for teachers to identify their students' 

conceptions of learning. This is particularly so for students who hold the Generic 

Learning conception which seems to be influenced by both societal factors as well as 

early school experiences. 

To summanse the mam contention of these implications, teachers must ensure that 

learning experiences engage students in ways that arc personally meaningful to them. 

This is unlikely to occur if conceptions of learning, held by both students and teachers, 

are centred around the expansion of existing bodies of knowledge. A precursor to the 

development of meaning-oriented conceptions of learning is to encourage students to 

look beyond their passive involvement in lessons and to see learning as an active 

process that requires their conscious reflection and cognitive engagement. 

The notion of making learning itself an i<:isue for conscious reflection reqmres 

consideration to be given to the role of context in the formation of conceptions of 

learning. It requires a complete restructuring of the traditional content-focused 

curriculum to one that is more metacognitive m nature. Teaching metacognitive 
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strategies will equip students with an array of deep-level strategies which will facilitate 

their understanding of various learning tasks. 

To genuinely challenge students to develop sophisticated conceptions of le. rrning, 

teachers must seek to understand learning from their students' perspectives. This means 

acknowledging societal, as well as past and present learning experiences in the 

formation of conceptions of learning. Recognition of these experiences will enable 

teachers to develop curricula that will move students from the familiar to the unfamiliar. 

This transition from the known to the unknown is paramount as students endeavour to 

construct new understandings not only about concepts encountered in class, but about 

the phenomenon of learning in general. 

5.5 Chapter Review 

This study identified six conceptions of learning as a result of exploring primary school 

students' understanding of the notion of learning. These conceptions were similar to 

Pramling's (1983) findings in that thl"y ranged from learning as doing things, to learning 

as knowing things, to learning as understanding things. An additional conception of 

learning was identified, which the author termed Generic Learning due to its vague, ill-

defined nature. These findings have been placed into an hierarchy in relation to the 

st1Jdy's theoretical framework, which is based on the constructivist view of learning. 

Also outlined in this chapter were the similarities and differences between the findings 

and the conceptions of learning described by adults (Marton et a!., 1993). The 

similarities and differences between the conceptions of learning held by the three age 

groups were discussed and it was found that although differences exist, all age groups 
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have a general orientation towards a conception of learning where knowing things is 

~:nportant. These, and other findings, have raised significant educational implications 

which need to be addressed. They have also identified a need for additional research to 

be carried out in this area. These issues, along with the limitations of this study, are 

discussed in the following chapter. 
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Chapter Six 

CONCLUSION 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter summarises the main findings of the study, In addition, the limitations of 

the study arc acknowledged and areas for future research are identified. 

6.2 Summary of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to describe the conceptions of learning held by students in 

the lower, middle and upper grades of primary school, aged 5, 8 and 11 respectively. 

Based on the assumption that the most effective method of exploring children's 

thoughts is by speaking with them, two children from each year level were interviewed 

twice. These conversations produced a wealth of data from which the following six 

qualitatively different conceptions of learning emerged: 

I, Generic Learning: 

Learning is described by students as something that happens through good 

behaviour and school attendance. This conception has a social orientation where 

learning is seen as a necessity for future employment and survival in the adult 

world. 

2. Physically Doing: 

Learning is described by students as the ability to do something. This conception 

has an action orientation where learning is seen to involve physical participation 
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in an activity, whether it is carrying out a manual skill or the manipulation of 

materials. 

3. Knowing More Things: 

Learning is described by students as the accumulation of information such that 

they increase their stores of knowledge. This conception has a knowledge 

orientation where the more one knows, the better a learner one is. 

4. Knowing Harder Things: 

Learning is described by students as the accumulation of information that 

mcreases m complexity. This conception has a knowledge orientation where 

learning is seen as the acquisition of facts that form the foundation upon which 

related, yet more complex facts arc built. 

5. Searching For Meaning: 

Learning is described by students as the ability to make sense of information. This 

conception has a meaning orientation where learning is synonymous with the 

overall understanding of material. 

6. Constructing New Understandings: 

Learning is described by students as the synthesis of information such that more 

personally relevant theories are developed. This conception has a meaning 

orientation where learning is seen to involve the construction of new 

understandings. 
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These conceptions of learning are similar to those Pramling (1983) found in her study 

with Swedish preschool students. A prominent difference, however, is the identification 

of the Generic Learning conception which the author has placed at the most rudimentary 

level in the hierarchy. In addition, two knowledge-oriented conceptions of learning 

emerged in this study as opposed to only one identified by Pramling. Furthermore, the 

latter four conceptions of learning found in this study have many similarities to the adult 

conceptions of learning identified by Marton et a!. (1993). 

The emergence of six qualitatively different conceptions of learning emphasises the 

contrasting nature of students' interpretations of the term 'learning'. This finding 

supports Svensson's (1979) assertion that learning has not one but several meanings 

depending on the interrelationship that occurs between individuals, contexts and 

cultures (cited in Pramling, 1983, p. 12). Consequently, teachers must not assume that 

all students perceive learning in the same way, but rather endeavour to understand 

variations in its meaning and the implications these variations are likely to have on the 

way students approach their learning. 

Although the conceptions of learning held by the three different age groups were 

markedly different, the knowledge-oriented conceptions of learning were common to 

them all. This finding raises implications for the teachers in light of the fact that 

knowledge-oriented conceptions of learning have been associated with surface 

approaches to learning and \ow-level learning outcomes. The challenge for t~tese 

teachers is to promote meaning-oriented conceptions of learning which have been 

associated with deep approaches to learning and quality learning outcomes (van Rossrun 

& Schenk, 1984). 
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Essentially, this means adopting a constructivist approach to teaching and learning, 

recognising that it is the students' construction of understanding that is integral to 

learning, not the transmission of ready~made pieces of knowledge. Understanding 

comes when students use metacognitive processes to engage themselves in purposeful 

lessons that are relevant to their everyday lives. By developing a curriculwn that 

acknowledges the link between content and process, students will be encouraged to 

become more reflective learners who strive to understand concepts encountered in class 

as well as the phenomenon of learning in general. 

6.3 Limitations of the Study 

Potential limitations of the study are associated with threats to intrinsic adequacy, 

impartiality, replicability and extrinsic adequacy. Section 4.7 described the manner in 

which such issues were addressed. However, three key issues require further 

recognition. 

The small sample of six students was adequate for an Honours level study and forms a 

valuable baseline upon which other information about primary school students' 

conceptions of learning can be bui!t. However, to provide a generally applicable set of 

results, this small data base needs to be extended to include (a) a larger number of 

subjects, and/or (b) students from a range of socio~economic and socio~cultural areas, 

and/or (c) students ffom a range of ability levels. 

In addition, the younger students in this study often had difficulty articulating their 

responses to questions during the interviews. This is a definite limitation in a study 

where the fundamental aim is to explore conceptions of learning from the students' 
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perspectives during one-to-one conversations. However, sufficient quality responses 

were elicited by following recognised protocols. Furthermore, the results of Pramling's 

(1983) study, which are widely accepted by researchers in this area (Marton et al. 1993; 

Morgan, 1993), were based on verbal data gathered from students younger than those 

used in this study. 

Finally, because the author wa'i primarily responsible for the collection and analyses of 

data, researcher bias was an important issue to address throughout this study. This was 

achieved by undertaking a program of external review and verification. Nevertheless, it 

is acknowledged that bias can never be ruled out fully. 

6.4 Recommendations for Further Research 

In carrying out this study, other related issues beyond its scope became apparent. These 

suggest directions for future research. 

For instance, in response to the limitation of size and scope of this study, the same 

project needs to be replicated on a larger scale with a greater number of students from a 

cross section of schools. A larger data base would provide more comprehensive 

information, and therefore greater credibility, when extracting the different conceptions 

of learning held by primary school students. 

Whilst it was not the intention of this study to examine the factors influencing the 

formation and development of conceptions of learning, questions relating to their origin 

were hard to avoid. For example, it was inferred from the data that the emphasis ali 

students placed on the knowledge-oriented conception of learning was a reflection of 

86 



• 

conventional teaching methods. To verify this inference, students' perceptions of this 

phenomenon need to be investigated more fully. Researchers need to enter the 

classroom context in an effort to identify not only the specific factors that influence the 

various conceptions of learning, but also the relationships between classroom processes 

which are integral to their formation. In addition, as was apparent in this study, and in 

Purdie's research (1994), socio~cultural factors appear to be salient in the formation of 

conceptions ofleaming. This phenomenon also needs further investigation. 

In conclusion, it is envisioned that whilst this thesis is based on research, the findings 

have been presented in an accessible way so as to raise teachers' awareness of the 

integral role that conceptions play in the process of learning. It is imperative that 

teachers seek to understand learning fr0m the learners· perspectives and encourage their 

students to experience learning as something which engages each one of them in a 

personally meaningful way . 
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APPENDIX A 

Letter to Parents 

Dear Parents 

Carole Steketee 
 

 
 

19 February 1995 

As part of my Bachelor of Education (Honours) degree, I am conducting a study into the 
conceptions of learning held by children in the lower, middle and upper grades of primary 
school. 

Conceptions of learning refer to the beliefs that individuals have about what learning 
actually means. Such conceptions influence the way infonnation is perceived as well as 
the way people think, feel and act when confronted by various learning tasks. 

In an effort to understand how children in primary school perceive learning, I hope to use 
your child in my investigations. This will be done by observing him/her as he/she 
participates in nonnal class activities. l11ere will be two of these observation sessions 
lasting half a day each. To identify your child's conception of learning, I will then ask 
him/her a series of questions based on the learning activities observed. There will be two 
of these interview sessions each lasting 25-35 minutes. 

I would like to reassure you that your child will not be placed under any pressure by 
participating in this study. Observation will be carried out in his/her natural classroom 
setting and interview questions will be delivered according to his/her level of 
developmental ability. 

I would be most appreciative if you would permit your child to participate in this study in 
which case you need to sign the attached informed consent document and return it to Ms 
D at your earliest convenience. 

Please do not hesitate to contact me on the above number if you have any questions 
concerning the study. Thank you for your assistance in this matter and I would be more 
than happy to forward on to you my findings as they become available. 

Yours sincerely 

Carole Steketee B.A (Ed) 
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APPENDIXB 

Informed Consent Form 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the conceptions of learning held by students at 
the lower, middle and upper grades of primary school. Information will be gathered by 
observing the children in their classrooms and then interviewing them in relation to the 
learning expmiences obsetved. 

The name ofthe participants and their school will remain confidential and the information 
gathered will be available to the individual participants and their parents upon request. 

Any questions regarding the proposed research can be directed to Carole Steketee, a 
student of Edith Cowan University, Education Faculty, on  

I, Mr I Mrs I Ms ---------' have read the information above and any 

questions I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction. I authorise my son I 

daughter _________ to participate in this activity, realising that I may 

withdraw him I her at any time. 

Signed: _________ _ Date:--------
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to do story In their scr~p books. Class students. Tvrogroups Instructions to begin writing story. As she hears otr with boy silling nut to hem lo gel scrap 
dMded Into approK 4 groups 7-8 vror~ In circle on noor her name she moves olf lo get book and sit down book I rom drawer and returns to &eat to 
student~. Tvro groups vrork or1'noor with pJtenls. Other on floor .,.,;rh helping parent and rest ol the group. wcr~ en story. 
with helping parents. Other groups children seated at 
remain In seats ar>d W"rl<lng lndMduaJ1y. desks. Chats lo gill sitliflg ne>tlo her In group as parent Has hoi begun story. Mts D asks him to 

talks with ether group member. mab a start. quickly goes lo pencU 
Mrs D ealls Ofl_stud~nts at random lo case and shar(lens penciL 
read to her. She fl<lints to words as Begins drawing. Stops every nr:rw and !hen lo !ook 
cHid reads. at other group member"s pklures. Continuously Begins to draw piclu<e and wtlrks quietly. 

looks around at ether students In class and, Teacher pral!es this "VVelt done 
although sitllng Oil other side of room to Mrs D. stie 
Is keefl on listening to students reading wilh Works qutellf and lndependentty on picture 
teacher. and story. 
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Finishes picture and story. Reads story to p•rent caned on by leac!ler Ia choose boo~ and 
""""says 'good" and gives h~r book to read. read. Teacher points to vrords and Scoll 
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~ 

Parent reads the book lo watches reads. Teacher slops twice to control noisy 
pictures. class). 

Returns to her own story to colour picture. Returns to desk to finish story. Girl passln~ 
Continun lo look around at other class members. by slops to chat. smH•s and retums 

to story. 
On teacher"s lnstrucUofl to pack up, quickly 
puts aW<Jy scr.!p book. returns to her seal and W<Jits Teacher mov~s ~round children at desk5 lo 
quietly with orms folded. Mrs D praises her for this. mark story. Listens to story. He 
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Obsen·:~tion Session: 
Teacher: 
Year: 
Time: 
Date: 

BEHAVIOURS 

R:~iscs H:1nd 

Answer Questions 
Ask Questions 
Other Reasons 

Aporo:~ches Tc:~cher 

Ask for hdp 
Other reason 

Involvement in lesson 

Acth·e 
Passive (wh:tl happens 
when passh·e) 

lnler:~ction 

Tem:her/stutlent 
Studenlfstudcnt 
Independent 

Pr:ti~c mtd 
Em:ournge111Cnl 
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MrsD 
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STUDENT ONE 

I I I 

I To answer the dosed q .. What is the picture of'? 
I! To :tsk child tellin; news :~bout object. 

Parent/child ·Asks l1elping Mum how to spell a 
word in her story. 
Student/student· Discusses picture with gill sittin; 
next to her. 

- H:~sn't cone back to her ~cat nicely? 
·Lovely Tlmnks for sitting quietly? 
-Good girl (said twice). 

STUDENT TWO 1NTERI'RETATIONS 

I I I Not all elm :utcnding to teacher at beginning 
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w:ts :tbout :11 first. Linle time :tllowell for 

Ill Asks children telling new closed questions about wait time arter questions :tskell. Both chn 
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asked. 
No child voluntarily :1pproaehed tc:1ehcr at 
any time. . appro:tchcd parent helper 
for help with spelling in story. 

Chn active when fol!owing instmetions tml 
m~jority or lesson required passive 
involvement (tchr model, elm copy). While 
:chr de:tll with other elm in cl:tss lmth It :111d 
S s:tl anll either liddlell or chaned to fri~::tllls. 

Te:~cher/studcnt -Teacher listens to . :IS he reads his Much independent work h;tpp<.:ning. 
story. Tc:tchcr writes correct sentence under . sown Although in grc~1p~ for writing. prclly uuu:h 
work. an indepentleut :tctivity. intcr:1Ct~tl 
S;udcnlfstudcnt ·Boy nc;o;t to . helps him fo!G his with teacher twice after she initiatetl it. 
pnper as demonstrated by teacher. ;ntcr:tctcd with girl nest to her olien 

but uot neccss:tril\' to do with wmk. 
Well done (for beginning work). Apart from conuncnt on how r<.::td, 
Wei! done So pleased to sec you working well this pmise m:1inly beh;wionr related and li1r 
morning. control rc:1SOIIS. Thiuk pr:ti~e for It & S was 
Very well read I like how you used your finger to for Uenclit of researcher. 
follow your words. 



Ol.uervo!lon Session: 

Teocl•er: 

Year: 

Time: 8.50 am to t0.30 am 

Dale: '"""'' 
lESSON OBJECTIVE TIME lESSON STRUCTURE GROUP SIZE STUDENT ONE RESPONSE STUDENT lWO RESPONSE 

ElAPSED 
Teacher demonstrates sloryYII"illng on Whole class on noor. Raises hand wl1lle teacher writes and as 

Slorywrlllng (and [ndivldual floor where chin seated In Iron\ ol her. chn gel organ~ed lor W!illng. AI cne Lime 
reading V<ilh leachel and helping tchr looks directly~~ him but stin da.esn1 ask 
par1!11b) Chn organslsed Into groups. ,They are him v.tlal his quesl.lon ls. Eventually glvos 

lnslruded to get their scrap bc(lks and up and moves oil to get bc(lk. 
move o!f Into appropriate groups. 

Three groups· two Walk$ around and talks lo other children during looking lor something. aimlessly wonders 
V<ith parent helpers organisation time. around room. 
other with Mrs D. An 
groups WO!k at In Mrs o·s group. 
lndMdual desks 
however. 9.10- Talking to other chn. 9.\0 Rocking~ chair. 

9. IS. Begins drav.;ng picture. Works on story but 9. IS. Begins drawing picture. Works 
lakes lime. Looks around classroom and chats to quietly. 
other students. Walchu child reodv.ith teacher. 
9.20- reads V<ilh teacher. Teacher reads Boy next shows a book which they both try 
most words as R foTIO'WS words and mouths. to read l"!!elher. Scott looks very lnlerutod 

In this book. 
Rolurns to desk. leans back In chair and Wi!lthes Turns around !o star~ at other chn In 
others. classroom and then sta•ls lo\alk with boy 

nex! to him. Tea <;her looks up and 
Raises hand to ask <jUesllon "Can~ col~l!f In our reprimands "I told }"OU to start colouring·. 
plclmes·. Tea<:her answers "Yes. of courn·. 

Sits back U>llessly then begins to colour. 

Teacher tells chn to move back to own 
desks. catches glimpse cr and says 

you·re pencils are all overt11e noor". 
Colour table and News Whole doss on noor. Walls quietly. Moves over to V<ilh toy and Comes In classroom 2 mlns anertesson 

pliys V<il.h H. THcher.remlnds to llslen boglns. 
(uys nothing to 

Shows a blue tastk: tube. 

··~ 



Olm:n•ntinn Sc~sinn: 
Tc•1chcr: 
Year: 
Time: 
Date: 

IJEIIAVJOURS 

R..1ises Hand 

Answer Questions 
Ask Questions 
Other Reasons 

Auproaches Teather 

Ask for help 
Other re:tson 

lr1\'oln:mcnr in lesson 

Acth·c 
P:1Ssivc {wh:l\ h:1ppcns 
when p:1ssive) 

lnter:~ction 

Te<~chcr/student 

Studcnllstutlcut 
!ndcpcndcnt 

Two 
MrsD 
One 
!!.50 am to l!l.)O 01111 
2K/2/?5 

STUDENT ONE 

I I I I I I 

Ill to :mswer dosed questions asked by teacher rest 
hand raising. 

Passive· carries out instmctions and waits for 
further details. 

Aide/student -Aide rn11rks work. 
unsure of her writing so both work through it 
together. 

Student/student -with girl silling next to her. Swaps 
ideas for stories and idle: chat. Looks nt boy's work 
on other side of her. 

STUDENTTIVO INTERI'RETATIONS 

I I I I I I I I became disillusioned 01s the time he 
spent with hand miscd incre:tscd. It was not 

3 to answer closed questions by teacher. I to nsk question as though his hand \I<JS lost among others as 
about unknown as he was never acknowledged, 5 to ask his was the only one miscd form sm· time. 
questions of other elm during news. Appeared happy :tt commencement of lesson 

then became aghated and c.1sily distwcted . 
This less (story writing) was l!etler stmcturcd 
than last as elm could follow what was 
hanneninP. 
Neither students approached tc.1chcr for any 
reason. Felt that this \\~IS due to stmcturc of 

' lesson, ie, te:u;her talk and elm cop)'; uo m:cd 
to itucract except for when teacher m:nkcd 
work. 

Passi1•c • looks nround room and returns to work nnw Although story writing !csson w:1s in poup 
and then. No talking to anyone. form, it is appe:trs that w:1s for easy 

management for parent helpers. Clm still 
worked predominantly indcpcntlently. 
Passh•e invoh·emc:nt -elm carried out 
instmc:tions then sat around or talked :nul 
w:litcd for further instmctions from teacher. 

Tcllcher/Student - rending with teacher; breezes through No deep t:llk or imcmction. Con!:1ct mainly 
book. Teacher glad of rapid reading so can 11\0\'e to ask/answer dosed questions, snpcn•isc 
through group easily. reading or mark work. 

Independent work carried out rcm:lrknl!ly 
well considering student's age and limited 
cxpcric:ncc: in stmctured school erwironmcnl. 



APPENDHXD 

Interview Schedule (Semi-Structured) 

These question were fixed in that they were designed specifically to probe the students' 

understanding of what learning means. They were adapted, however, to suit the age and 

learning experiences of each child. 

1. What did you learn with your teacher this morning? 

How did you learn that? 

2. Tell me something you have learned in Year_ so far? 

How did you learn that? 

3. What do you especially like learning in Year_? 

How did you learn that? 
Could you teach Annie (the puppet)? 

4. How do you know when you have learned something? 

5. What sorts of things do you think you are going to learn in Year_? 

How are you going to learn them? 

6. What do you think your teacher wants you to learn in class this year? 

How do you think you will learn this? 

7. Does your teacher tell you in lessons what she wants you to learn? 

What does she say? 
If she doesn't, how do you know what you are to learn? 

8. Why do you think you and all the other kids here come to school? 

9. In order to learn something really well, what sort of things would you do to help 
you? 

10. If a little Year_ came up and asked you "What does it mean to learn?" What 
would you tell him/her? 

If he/she asked what the best way to learn is, what would you tell 
him/her? 

101 



I 

11. Do you think you can learn things anywhere other than in school? 

Where else can you learn things? 
What can you learn in places other than in school? 
How can you learn them? 
What things must you come to school to learn? 

12. What would you most of all like to learn; ifthere is something that you would 
love more than anything to learn, what would that be? 

What is the best way to Jearn this? 

13. I've brought a friend with me today. Her name is Annie. Annie is feeling sad 
because she sees you here at school learning lots of great things. She would aisu 
love to be in Year_ but she doesn't really know what learning is all about. Can 
you please try to make her happy by telling her what learning means? 

14. She said thanks; that really makes sense. She also wants to know what the best 
way to learn is. Can you tell her? 

15. If you wanted to know how planes fly, how would you go about finding out? 
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APPEMlliXE 

Interview Transcript 

Q.S.R. NUD.IST Power version, revision 3.0.4 GUL 

PROJECT: LEARNING, User CAROLE, 12:24 pm, Dec 23, 1995. 

1111111111 i llllllllllllllllll+t-1111111111111111 

+1+ ON·LINE DOCUMENT: Renae2 
+++ Document Header: 
*Date: :28/2/95 
*Interview Two 
*Renae; Female; Year I; 5 Years 

{Year: One 
{Age: Five Years 
{Sex: Female 

*Q: Do you like your new class? 

A: Yes. 

*Q: Did you just do thi:; (worksheet)? 

A: Yeah. I put all the words up. 

*Q: What words are they? 

A: Sing, play, fly ..... dance. 

*Q: How did you learn to be such a good reader? 

A: Cause the teacher did it first then we copied her. 

"'Q: So she said these words for you. Wh<lt did she do then? 

A: No. She didn't say anything ... we just put it up (the 
words) because she had it on the board and we were able to 
copy it. 

*Q: So arc you able to read? 

A: Yes. 

*Q: How did you learn to read? 

A: From my brother and sister. 

*Q: What did they do to help you learn to read? 

A: Well, you know how you say, that's 'plate' and then I say 
that's 'plate'. 

*Q: So you look at the word and you remember what it looks 
like. 
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A: Yes. 

"'Q: Do you think you can read well now? 

A: Yes. 

•Q: Do you think that by reading a book you can learn 
things? 

A: Yes. 

"'Q: Have you ever learned anything by reading a book? 

A: Yes. 

•Q: What? 

A: 1+1=2,2+2+4 ... 

"'Q: Did you get that out of a book? 

A: Yes. The Sesame Street book showed me how to say it. 

"'Q: What did you Jeam with Mrs D this morning? 

A: We did a story. 

*Q: What do you mean 'you did a story"? 

A: I did "Yesterday we went to swimming lessons after 
school". 

•Q: Did you write that? 

A: Yes. 

*Q: \\ita! did you actually write? 

A: I wrote ... 'pool' and urn ... I can't remember. 

*Q: Do you know how to write? 

A: Yes. 

*Q: How did you leam how to write? 

A: Urn ... be.:ause my Mummy and Daddy and Gemma and Sam, they 
writed it down first and then I copied and ... then I 
leamed how to do running writing. 

"'Q: How did you leam to do mnning writing? 

A: First I did a 'g' like dmt and then I did a 'c' like 
that. 

*Q: So you learned how to do running writing by copying 
things from other people with your family's help. 

A: Yeah. 

104 



*Q: Do you Li.ink you could !earn h{'IW to read and write on 
your own? 

A:No. 

*Q: Why not? 

A: I'm not able to do things like that on my own ... someone 
has to show me how to do them. 

A: Mrs D and Mummy and Daddy and Gemma and Sam? 

"'Q: Could someone your own age help you learn things? 

A: No - they're too little. 

*Q: Why would that matter? 

A: Well it they are five then they won't be able to know how 
to do it too. 

*Q: Did you learn anything with Mrs D this morning? 

A: Urn ... those up on the board there. I can say them now. 

*Q: What are they? 

A: They are things that start with 'a'. Ant, apple, 
acrobat. ... arrow, after agro, urn ... air. 

*Q: What's special about all those words? 

A: Well, we learned things about them. 

*Q: What did you learn about them? 

A: Well, that they are 'a' words um ... that 'a' is at the 
front. 

*Q: So they are words that begin with 'a'. 

A: Yeah. 

*Q: So how did you learn about these words tl">at ber;an with 
'a'. What sorts of things did you do with Mrs D? 

A: Cause you hear the 'a' ... like acrobat you can hear the 
'a' and in apple you can hear the 'a' and in ant you can 
hear the 'a' when she says it- and I can say them too. 

*Q: Right, so it's all the sound and you know when you hear 
the 'a' word it's a word that begins with the letter 'a'. 

A: Yes. 

*Q: Can you tell me something you !":ave learned .in Year One 
so far? 
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A: We've teamed how to say our tables and 1+1=>2 ... 

*Q: Can you tell me about the times tables? 

A: I've forgotten about the tables. 

*Q: Can you think of anything else you have learned in Year 
One so far? 

A: My ABC. 

*Q: What's your ABC? 

A: Well it's letters that urn, you know, like (singing) "a b 
cdefg ... " 

*Q: How did you learn that song? 

A: Cause I just thought about it and I heard someone say it 
on Play School. 

*Q: So you really learned from the TV; not really at school 
but they do it at school too. 

A: Yes. 

*Q: Have you learned anything else off the TV? 

A:No. 

*Q: What do you especially like \earning in Year One? 

A: Things like this .... pic!ures. 

*Q: What about the pictures do you like the tnost? 

A: Doing an 'e' like that. 

*Q: So you like writing in the pictures too? 

A: Yeah, it's good fun. 

*Q: Can you tell me how you know when you have learned 
something? 

A: Cause I ask my Mummy and Daddy ifthis is right, and my 
brother and sister. 

*Q: And if they say 'yes' what docs that mean? 

A: It means that I have learned how to do it. 

*Q: And ifthey say 'no'? 

A: That means I haven't learned. 

*Q: And what do you need to do if you haven't learned? 

A: Try again. 
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*Q: Can you give me an example ... something that you hrwc 
tried to learn but you haven't quite got it. And you've 
asked someone about it and they've said no that's not really 
quite right. Has this happened to you. 

A: Yes, mddng paper aeroplanes. 

*Q: VVhathappened? 

A: Cause 1 got the wings right but I ctidn't get the fold at 
the bottom right. 

*Q: You're in '{ear One now and you were in preschool last 
year. Which do you prefer? 

A: Year One. 

A: Cause you get to stay all day and you get to have lunch 
here and use the canteen to get an icy-pole. 

*Q: Do you think preschool is different to primary school? 

A: Yes because in preschool you only stay half day in 
primary school you stay all day. 

*Q: What about the things you have learned in preschool and 
Year One. Are they different at all? Like the type of work 
that you do; how is it different? 

A: Because, urn ... you only have a little time to play and 
here you get to have a long time to play. And this time you 
get three times to play and in preschool you only get one 
time to play. 

*Q: Whut about the types of things you learn. Are they 
different at all? 

A: Urn, well we've learned some mles with Mrs D (pointing to 
class rules on window). 

*Q: Tell me about them. 

A: We can't touch other children ... urn and cause urn ... if we 
want to say something then we have to put up our hand like 
this (raises ann). 

*Q: You've been in Year One for a few weeks now. What types 
ofthings do you think you are going to learn in Year One? 

A: To do maths. 

*Q: Anything else? 

A:No. 

*Q: What's maths? 

A: Its a type of work that you have to do. 
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*Q: Do you know what types of things you will have to learn 
in maths? 

A: I'm not sure. 
*Q: What do you thinking 'learning' means Renae? 

A: It means ... it means coming to school and learning things. 

*Q: What kinds of things? 

A: Just things that you have to learn in school. 

*Q: Renae, tell me some things you've learned really well. 

A: I'm really good at doing dogs. 

*Q: What do you mean 'doing dogs'? 

A: Cause we can make the paper into dogs .. We have a flat 
piece of paper and we make it into a diamond and fold it. .. 

*Q: So you had a piece of paper and you turned it into a dog 
by folding it. 

A: Yes. 

*Q: How do you knew you are really good at it? 

A: Because I can do it on myself. I make heaps of them. 

*Q: You are able to do it on your own. 

A: Yeah. 

*Q: Is it important to think about things in class- things 
that Mrs D tells you? 

A: Yes. 

'Q: Why? 

A: Cause if you don't listen to what she says you won't be 
able to learn. 

*Q: What do you mean you wont be able to learn? 

A: You won't be able to do it. 

*Q: What does 'thinking about something' mean? 

A: If you think about things you'll be able to get things 
right but if you don'tthink about them you might hurt 
somebody. If you do something wrongly you might hurt 
somebody's fec:lings. 

*Q: What do you mean you might hurt somebody? 

A: Urn .... Cause I've forgotten what we were talking about. 
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•Q: Do you think it's possible to learn things by thinking 
about them? 

A: Yes. 

*Q: How do you do it? 

A: I don't know really. 

*Q: Ifthere is something that you don't understand that Mrs 
D is teaching you, what would you do? 

A: You can just put your hand up and you can just say I 
don't understand what you are doing. 

*Q: And then what would you like her to do? 

A: I'd ask her to please help me to do it. 

*Q: Like what? 

A: Urn .. .like how ean I make a paper areoplane work. 

*Q: If you wanted to find out how far it was to the moon 
what would you do? 

A: You could get a map or something like that. 

*Q: What would that tell you? 

A: It would tell me how long it would be up to tl:e sky. 

•Q: Annie's back ... What does it mean to !earn in Year One? 

A: Urn ... things like you get to learn things so you are able to 
get a job. 

*Q: And how do you do you learn things? 

A: If you practise it very, very much you will be able to 
remember it and get it right. 

*Q: Like what? 

A: Like urn ... doing maths. 

Renae2 
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APPENDIXJF 

Wbat and How Sub·categories of Generic Learning 

Q.S.R. NUD.ISTPowerversion, revision 3.0.4 GUI. 

PROJECT: LEARNING, User CAROLE, I 0:56 am, Dec 23, 1995. 

*"'"'"'************"'**********••••••••••••*••••••••*••••***"*********"'"'**"'*****"*** 
(II) IWHA TIGENERIC LEARNING 

*** Defmition: 
Vague description ofleaming. No real definition. 
1111111 I I I 111·111111 I I I I 11111111 I I I Ill II I 

+++ ON~LINE DOCUMENT: Liaml 
+++Retrieval for this document: 12 units out of283, = 4.2% 
++Text units 176-187: 

*Q: What do you mean 'to learn'? 

A: To learn things, like in Queensland they don't have a 
good education ... half of the people in Queensland never went 
to school and turned out really silly cause they can't 
learn simple things. 

*Q: How do you know this? 

A: Because I lived there for 4 years and I went there for 
the Christmas holidays last year and to tell you the truth 
they didn't even learn •,vhat 2 + 2 was. 
++++~H-r+r+~-<1~1~1+1+1~1 ~~++++++++++++ 

+++ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Liam2 
+++ Retrieval for this document: 15 units out of 416, = 3.6% 

*Q: Okay, well let's put it another way. Do you remember ... 

A: Oh now I remember. Learning means ... urn ... I've forgot 
again. Learning means going to school, reading, writing and 
history and just learning. 

*Q: Why do you have to do those things though Annie? 

A: Because you have to learn. 

*Q: What do you mean you have to Jearn? 

A: If you don't learn you'lljust tum out a bit. , . you 
won't remember things and if you don't learn then you will 
look like you were a bit silly. You just have to learn so you 
you don't look silly. 

!10 

176 
177 
178 
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181 
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186 
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362 
363 
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+t-+ ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Renae2 
+r+ Retrieval for this document: I unit out of385, = 0.26% 

*Q: Do you know what types of things you will have to Jearn 
++Text units 290-290: 
*Q: What do you thinking 'learning' means Renae? 

A: It means ... it means 
coming to school and learning things. 

*Q: \Vhat kinds of things? 

A: Just 
thlngs that you have to learn in school. 
I I Ill I II I II Ill I I I II II I II I I I II II IIIII II II 

+++ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Simon2 
+r+ Retrieval for this document: I unit out of396, = 0.25% 

*Q: What about learning things with Mrs D? 
++Text units 220-220: 
*Q: Do you know what 'learning' something means? 

A: Mm ... no. I think it 
is when you go to school and you learn ... you just learn. 
I II I I II Ill II I I I I II II I I I II I II II II I; I I I Ill+ 

+t-+ Total number of text units retrieved= 29 
+t-+ Retrievals in 4 out of 12 documents,= 33%. 
+t-+ The documents with retrievals have a total of 1480 text units, 

so text units retrieved in these documents = 2.0%. 
+++All documents have a total of 4158 text units, 

so text units found in these documents= 0.70%. 
I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I++++++++++++++ 
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Q.S.R. NUD.IST Power version, revision 3.0.4 GUI. 

PROJECT: LEARNING, User CAROLE, 10:57 am, Dec 23, 1995. 

(I I I) /WHAT/GENERIC LEARNING/EMPLOYMENT 

... Definition: 
Learning is getting a good education for future employment/earning wages. 
++II II I I I 111111 I I Ill I II II I II II Ill I II I II I 

+t+ ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Liam I 
+++Retrieval for this document: 7 units out of283, = 2.5% 
++Text units 189-195: 

*Q: What sorts of things do you come to school to learn? 

A: To get a good education and that, make a good job­
you have to learn to get a good job. And if you are not 
that bright it's still okay- if you try your best it's 
still okay and you will get a job. Something good will 
happen. 
IIIII I Ill I I I I I I II I I I IIIII I I I I I 111+1 I II I I 

+++ ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Liam2 
+t+ Retrieval for this document: 9 units out of 416, = 2.2% 
++Text units 261-269: 

*Q: What would you like most of all to learn? 

A: I really want to learn a good education. That's the most 
thing I want. 

*Q: What do mean by a 'good education'? 

A: If you don't get a good education you don't get a good 
job. 
+++++I +I +I +I +I +I +I t-1 t-1 IHIHIHIHI~I~I~I~I~I+I +I +I ++++t+++++++++ 

+++ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Mary I 
+++Retrieval for this document: 9 units out of390, = 2.3% 
++Text units 298-306: 

*0: Anything else? 

A: Well that's what learning is I think. 

*Q: So learning is remembering new things, like being able 
to know more - is that right? 

A: Mm. It's like learning so you won't have to go on the dole and 
you will get a job and earn money, because without money you can't buy 
things and then you will be in trouble. 
+++++II I I I I I I I I I I I I I I II I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I 
+++ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Rcnae2 
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+++Retrieval for this document: 4 units out of385, = 1.0% 
++Text units 369~372: 

•Q: Annie's back ... What does it mean to learn in Year One? 

A: Urn ... thir.gs like you get to learn things so you are able to 
get a job. 
II II Ill I I II II II II II 111111 Ill I II II II I I I II 

+++ ON~LINE DOCUMENT: Simoni 
+++ Retrieval for this document: 6 units out of233, = 2.6% 
++Text units 193~198: 

•Q: Annie is sad because she wants to know what learning in 

primary school means. Can you tell her? 

A: You need to learn so you can have a job and be good at 
it. Then you get a wage so you get more money. And if you 
don't learn things then you don't get very good at things. 
11111111111111111111111111111111111111++ 

+++ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Simon2 
+++ Retrieval for this document: 6 units out of 396, = 1.5% 
++Text units 366-371: 

•Q: Annie wan!S to know what does it mean to learn in Year 
One. 

A: So you can remember things. When you are older and when 
really old you have got a job and you can get a raise and 
get more money. 
II I I II I I I 1++--t-H-1 I II lllt+++l I I I Ill I Ill I I I II 

+++Total number of text units retrieved= 41 
+++Retrievals in 6 out of 12 do:uments, = 50%. 
+++The documents with retrievals have a total of2103 text units, 

so text units retriev~d in these documents= 1.9%. 
+++All documents have a total of 4158 text units, 

so text units found in these documents= 0,99%. 
111111111111111-!+++++IIIIIIIIIIIII+H-+++++ 
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Q.S.R. NUD.IST Power version, revision 3.0.4 GUI. 

PROJECT: LEARNING, User CAROLE, 10:58 am, Dec23, 1995. 

(I I 2) /WHAT/GENERIC LEARNING/BEHAVIOURAL 

••• Definition: 
Learning is behaving appropriately in order to learn effectively. 
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++!I I I I I+++++ 

+++ ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Liam I 
+++Retrieval for this document 13 units out of283, = 4.6% 
++Text units 35-42: 

*Q: Can you tell me something you have learned in Year Four 

so far? 

A: I've learned that in your homework in Year Three, Year 
Two, Year One, when I'd come home to my hom~work I'd just go 
"I don't want to do it" but in Year Four now I know I just 
say to yourseif"Right. I'm going to do this" and then just 
get it over and done with ... don't muck around- just do i:. 
++Text units 51-55: 

*Q: What else. Have you learned any other things in Year 

Four? 

A: I have learnt that being bad doesn't get you anywhere and 
being good gets you somewhere. 
++++++I I I I I I++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

+++ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Liam2 
+++ Retrieval for this document: 32 units out of 416, = 7.7% 
++Text units 24-34: 

*Q: You've been back at school for 6 weeks now. Can you 

tell me something you've learned while you've been back at 
school? 

A: I told you last time that I learned just to sit down and 
do it and not muck around. 

*Q: Yes you did. Anything else? 

A: Yes ... I. . .I told you that being bad gets you no-where and 
being good pays. 
++Text units 83-91: 

*Q: Does she tell you in lessons what she wants you to 

learn? 

A: Yes. She tells you what to do and that. 
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*Q: How does she do it? 

A: Just talks to the whole class and says things like "Do 
this ... "and that; so we be good so we don't get in trouble. 
++ Text units II 5-120: 

*Q: Tell me something that you've learned that 

understand, something that really make sense to you? 

A: .. .I can understand how to make friends ... what you should 
do if you like someone and you want to be their friend. Like 
cause you may not have done as much with them ... 
++Text units 122-127: 

*Q: I see. What about in school work. Is there anything 

that you really understand that you've done with Mrs M ... or 
in Year Three? 

A: I understand that you can't get out of school, you can't 
just- you have to do it even if you don't want to. 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

+++ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Renael 
+++Retrieval for this document 8 units out of209, = 3.8% 
++ Text units 56-59: 

*Q: Can you think of something that you learned last year in 

preschool? 

A: Not to run inside the classroom. 
++Text units 71-74: 

*Q: Can you think of something you have learned in Year One 

so far? 

A: No talking in class. And only if you raise your hand. 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

+++ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Renae2 
+++Retrieval for this document 20 units out of385, = 5.2% 
++Text units 252-271: 

*Q: What about the things you have learned in preschool and 

Year One. Are they different at all? Like the type of work 
that you do; how is it different? 

A: Because, urn ... you only have a little time to play and 
here you get to have a long time to play. And this time you 
get three times to play and in preschool you only get one 
time to play. 

*Q: What about the types of things you learn. Are they 
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different at all? 

A: Um, well we've learned some rules with Mrs D (pointing to 
class rules on window). 

•Q: Tell me about them. 

A: We can't touch other children ... um and cause urn ... if we 
want to say something then we have to put up our hand like 
this (raises arm). 
I I I I I I I+++++++++++++++++++++++ I I I I I I++++ 

+++ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Simoni 
+++Retrieval for this dor.ument: 4 units out of233, = 1.7% 
++Text units 44-47: 

*Q: Tell me something you learned at preschool last year? 

A: !learned how to cross your legs and fold your anns ... We 
als0 have to do it at school. 
++++++++++++I I I I I I I I++++++++++++++++++++ 

+++ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Vivien! 
+++Retrieval for this document: 5 units out of337, = 1.5% 
· · Text units 205-209: 

"'Q: What do you think Mrs P wants to learn in Year Seven? 

A: Good studying skills for high school and how to work 
quietly on your own and how to work in groups and to the 
best you can do; to do the best to your ability. 
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

+++Total number of text units retrieved= 82 
+++ Retrievals in 6 out of 12 documents, = 50%. 
+++The documents with retrievals have a total of 1863 text units, 

so text units retrieved in these documents= 4.4%. 
+++All documents have a total of 4158 text units, 

so text units found in these documents = 2.0%. 
+++++++++++++++++++++++++1 ~+++1+++++++++ 
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Q.S.R. NUD.IST Power version, revision 3.0.4 GUI. 

PROJECT: LEARNING, User CAROLE, 10:59 am, Dec 23, 1995. 

(2 I I) /HOW/GENERIC LEARNING/BY LEARNING 

••• Definition 
Learning happens by simply 'learning'. What happens when om: learns is not 
described in any way. 
H II I I Ill II II I II 111-++++1 I Ill II+++++++H+ 

+++ ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Simon2 
+++ Retrieval for this dccument: 8 units out of 396, = 2.0% 
++Text units 373-380: 

•Q: So learning things helps you get good at things so you 

can a good job and earn a lot of ~noney. 

A: Yeah. 

•Q: How is she going to do that? 

A: By learning things .. .trying to. 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

+++Total number of text units retrieved= 8 
+-'+Retrievals in I out of 12 documents,"' 8.3%. 
+++The documents with retrievals have a total of 396 text units. 

so text units retrieved in these documents= 2.0%. 
+++ All documents have a total of 4158 text units, 

so text units found in these documents = 0.19%. 
+!++++++++++++++-:·++++++++++++++++ 1-++++-t++ 
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Q.S.R. NUD.IST Power version, revision 3.0.4 GUI. 

PROJECT: LEARNING, User CAROLE, 10:59 am, Dec 23, 1995. 

(2 I I I) !HOW/GENERIC LEARNING/BY LEARNING/SCHOOL 

••• Definition 
Learning happens by attending school. 
I I Ill I I I I I I II II I I I I I I II II I I I II I+++++H++ 

+++ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Liaml 
+++Retrieval for this document: 12 units out of283, = 4.2% 
++Text units 197-208: 

*Q: Do you think that you can learn things in places other 

than in school? 

A: Yes. Sometimes but the school always beats how much, 
cause you only learn a bit in the outside world, you don't 
learn a lot you have to learn it from the school. 

*Q: Can you give me an example? 

A: Like you can learn what's happened before like in records 
-no one will tell you that. Bnt if you went to the library 
here. You would find out a lot more things. 
I I I I I I 1+++1 I I I I I++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

+++ ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Mary I 
+++Retrieval for this document: 9 units out of 390, = 2.3% 
++Text units 118-123: 

*Q: What sorts of things do you have to learn? 

A: Maths ... to do sums - because when my brother 
first. .. cause like when you are younger you don't. .. if you 
haven't gone to school you probably won't learn many things 
and it is pretty hard when you are older. 
++Text units 307-309: 

*Q: What's the best way to go about learning? 

A: Well if you go to school you'llleam a lot. 
++++++++++!-+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

+++ ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Mary2 
+++ Retrieval for this document: 14 units out of 456, = 3 .I% 
++Text units 270-278: 

*Q: Why do your Mum and Ltd know more than you do? 

A: Well, they've been in school longer and my Mum went to 
university not long ago and did study on maths teaching and 
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also for computing. 

*Q: How does going to school help? 

A: It just helps you learn things. 
++Text units 423-427: 

*Q: How do you learn? 

A: You go to school, you don't muck around, you listen, you 
don't talk while the teacher is talking and you can do 
things cause she's told you and you've listened. 
++++++++1+++++111111 IIIII I++HII I Ill++++ 

+++ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Simon I 
+++Retrieval for this document: 10 units out of233, = 4.3% 
++Text units 166-172: 

*Q: What does that mean? 

A: It's surrounded by water. 

*Q: How did you know that? 

A: Cause I learned it at school. 
++Text units 200-202: 

*Q: What's the best way to go about learning? 

A: To go to schooL 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

+++ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Simon2 
+++ Retrieval for this document: 12 units out of 396, = 3.0% 
++Text units 373-384: 

*Q: So learning things helps you get good at things so you 

can a good job and earn a lot of money. 

A: Yeah. 

*Q: How is she going to do that? 

A: By learning things ... trying to. 

*Q: How is ::!le going to learn things? 

A: By going to school. 
+++++++++++I I I I I I I++++++++++++++++++++ 
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++-J- Total num::.er of text units retrieved= 57 
++-+Retrievals in S oui. vf 12 d0cuments, = 42%. 
++-+The documents with retrievals have a total of 1758 text units, 

so text units retrieved in these documents= 3.2%. 
+l-+ All documents have a total of 4158 text units, 

so text units found in these documents= 1.4%. 
++-+1111111 IIIII+++H-++++++111111111++++ 
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Q.S.R. NUD.IST Power version, revision 3.0.4 GUI. 

PROJECT: LEARNING, User CAROLE, ll :00 am, Dec 23, 1995. 

(2112) !HOW/GENERIC LEARNING/BY LEARNING/BEHAVING 

***Definition 
Learning happens by behaving when at school, and listening to the teacher. 
+++r+++++++++++++++l I I I I I+++++++++++++++ 

+++ON~LINE DOCUMENT: Liaml 
+++Retrieval for this document: 17 units out of283, ""6.0% 
++ Text units 134~ !50: 

*Q: How do you become a good Ieamer? 

A: Try hard. 

*Q: What do you mean 'tl)' hard'? 

A: Don'tjust muck around. Try hard and don't do anything 
like ... put your mind to it and listen to the teacher ... 

*Q: So really concentrate hard? 

A: Yeah, concentrate hard. You have to at least 
concentrate. 

*Q: What do you mean by 'concentrate hard'? 

A: Well just keep your mind on it and always listen to the teacher. 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

+++ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Mary! 
+++Retrieval for this document: 21 units out of 390,"" 5.4% 
++Text units 131-142: 

*Q: How do you go about learning things in school? 

A: I'm not sure what you mean? 

*Q: Okay. You said you come to school to learn things like 
maths, language etc. How are you going to go about learning 
those things in school? 

A: Well if you want to learn things, just don't talk when 
the teacher is talking and everything like that. 

*Q: So concentrate hard and do what the teacher tells you? 
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++Text units 311~319: 

*Q: What should she do at school to learn a lot? 

A: Well if you listen to the teacher you learn. 

*Q: What do you mean? 

A: Well if you listen to what the teacher says and do what 
she says avd not talk but watching the teacher and 
listening. 
I I I I I I I I I+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

+++ ON·LINE DOCUMENT: Mary2 
+++ Retrieval for this document: 9 units out of 456, = 2.0% 
++Text units 280~283: 

*Q: How do you learn things in school? 

A: Well you listen to the teacher all the time and try to 
remember things. 
++Text units 423~427: 

*Q: How do you learn? 

A: You go to school, you don't muck around, you listen, you 
don't talk while the teacher is talking and you can do 
things cause she's told you and you've listened. 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++!+++ 

+++ ON·LINE DOCUMENT: Renae2 
+++Retrieval for this document: !3 units out of385, = 3.4% 
++Text units 3 !2~324: 

*Q: Is it important to think about things in class~ things 

that Mrs D tells you? 

A: Yes. 

*Q: Why? 

A: Cause if you don't listen to what she says you won't be 
able to learn. 

*Q: What do you mean you wont be able to learn? 

A: You won't be able to do it. 
+I I I I I I I I I++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
+++ ON~LINE DOCUMENT: Simoni 
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-1-1+ Retrieval for this document: 7 units out of233, "'3.0% 
++ Text units 200-206: 

•Q: What's the best way to go about learning? 

A: To go to school. 

•Q: And how can you learn things in school? 

A: Cause if you listen to the teacher and be good. 
II I I I II II I I I 1111111 II I I I I I 1++++1 I I I II II I 

-1-1+ ON-LINE DOCUMENT: Simon2 
+++ Retrieval for this document: 7 units out of 396, "' 1.8% 
++Text units 386-392: 

•Q: What should she do at school to learn? 

A: Be good. 

•Q: What do you mean 'be good'? 

A: Do what the teacher tells you. 
-1-1+ I I I I I I I ++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

+t-+ Total number of text units retrieved= 14 
+++ Retrievals in 6 out of I 2 documents,= 50%. 
+++The documents with retrievals have a total of2143 text units, 

so text units retrieved in these documents= 3.5%. 
+++ All documents have a total of 4158 text units, 

so text units found in these documents= I .8%. 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
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