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The role of language in constituting and expressing
personal academic understanding

LENNART SVENSSON

The use of language is central to the constituting and expressing of academic
understanding. The theme of this article is set against the background of previous
and ongoing phenomenographic research, with a theoretical approach presented
as an alternative to main cognitive and socio-cultural approaches. One main characteristic of this research
is a focus on the relation between the learner as an agent and the external situation the learner relates to,
especially the subject matter, and the knowledge involved in this relation. It is suggested that to fully
understand the constituting and expressing of academic understanding one has to consider the immediate
personal and situational context, and to see the learner as an agent mediating the relation to, and the
significance of, broader cognitive and socio-cultural contexts. This means considering the personal context
in a more complete way than is done in either cognitive or socio-cultural orientations. Three cases, selected
from previous interview research, are presented to demonstrate the importance of the agency of the learners,
using a contextual phenomenographic approach which proved useful in discerning and clarifying the
personal, situational, cognitive and socio-cultural contexts within which academic understanding develops.

ABSTRACT

Key words: Academic understanding, Language use, Conception, Learning, Studying, Phenomenography.
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1. Introduction

Students’ studying and learning has been an
expanding field of research since the 1960s. with
most of the early research focused on the
prediction of study success (Lavin, 1965;
Entwistle, 1972; Choppin, 1973; Biggs 1976) and
on study activity, study methods and study habits
(Entwistle, Thompson, & Wilson, 1974; Biggs,
1976; Svensson, 1976, 1977). Increasingly, there
has been a greater focus on learning and the
content of learning, and recently also more

detailed investigations of the character of
academic understanding (Svensson, 1976, 1989;
West, & Pines, 1985; Bowden & Marton, 1998;
Entwistle, 2007). An early development in the
focusing on the content of learning and academic
understanding was the phenomenographic
research orientation, the forerunner of which
came from research in Gothenburg starting in
1970. The research presented in this article builds
on that tradition.

In the phenomenographic research on
student learning, there has been a concern with
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how to understand and describe students’
academic understanding (Marton, 1981; Marton,
Hounsell, & Entwistle, 1984; Marton & Booth,
1997; Svensson, 1997). This issue was originally
raised in relation to the then dominant practices
in higher education, especially the way knowledge
tests were constructed and used. An alternative
was sought to the psychometric tradition within
research on learning and education, in which the
method of measurement of knowledge could
adequately describe the individual personal
understanding of the students. The pheno-
menographic orientation provided a way forward
by describing qualitatively different conceptions
of the same object of knowledge among groups
of students across different subject matter fields.
Differences were identified in discernment,
delimitation, and organizing of subject matter
content into complexes of meaning, conceptions,
and most frequently expressed in language.

In the phenomenographic research on
student learning, the qualitatively different
conceptions of subject matter were seen in
relation to students’ approaches to the subject
matter. In particular, two distinctions were made
within students’ ways of reading an article;
between deep and surface levels of processing
(Marton & Salj6, 1976) and between holistic and
atomistic cognitive approaches (Svensson, 1976,
1977). Later, the term approach to learning was
introduced. Early on, these distinctions were
described in the following way in relation to
students’ learning from an argumentative text.

In the case of surface-level processing the
student directs his attention towards
learning the text itself (the sign), ie, he has
a “reproductive” conception of learning
which means that he is more or less forced
to keep to a rote-learning strategy. In the
case of deep-level processing, on the other
hand, the student is directed towards the
intentional content of the learning material
(what is signified), ie, he is directed
towards comprehending what the author
wants to say about, for instance, a certain
scientific problem or principle. (Marton &
Séljo, 1976, pp 7-8)

The atomistic approach was indicated
when students described their activities as
involving: focusing on specific comparisons,
focusing on the parts of the text in sequence
(rather than on the more important parts),
memorizing details and direct information
indicating a lack of orientation towards the
message as a whole. In contrast the holistic
approach was characterized by students’
attempts: to understand the overall meaning
of the passage, to search for the author’s
intention, to relate the message to a wider
context and/or to identify the main parts of
the author’s argument and supporting
facts.” (Svensson, 1977, p 238)

These main differences in approaches were
found to lead to equivalently important qualitative
differences in the expressed conceptions of the
subject matter. The focus on approaches to
subject matter content was a central part of a
relational view of learning, as learning was
conceptualised as a change in the relation
between the learner and an object of learning. The
concern with the agency and approach of learners
in relation to subject matter has been further
developed into studies of the use of language, as
a part of the agency and approach of the individual
learner. Here, it is argued that the meanings of the
deep and surface distinction, and especially the
holistic and atomistic distinction, have not been
fully developed in previous research. There has
been a tendency to stay with the general meanings
of the distinctions, rather than explore their various,
more specific meanings. More importantly the
meaning of the fundamental concept of approach
has not been fully explored.

Research on language use in conceptualisation
of subject matter, carried out in several research
projects, represents a deepening of research on
approaches to subject matter. At the same time, this
research represents an alternative view of language
use within a phenomenographic theoretical
framework, compared with the dominant cognitive
and socio-cultural traditions of research. Students’
approaches to and conceptions of subject matter
have been understood within the relational view of
understanding and learning, mentioned above.
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Understanding is now seen as a quality of the
individual's relation to parts of the world, and
learning as a change in this quality of the relation.

The relational view of understanding and
learning avoids the problem of dualism between
objective and personal knowledge, which is seen
as problematic for the understanding of
knowledge, learning, and education. This dualism
distinguishes between knowledge existing
outside the individual on one hand, and inside the
individual on the other hand. Within cognitive
traditions, in general terms, this dualism appears
as a divide and relation between external
knowledge, in terms of nature and/or culture, and
the internal cognitive systems that interact with
them. Learning is seen as change in cognitive
structure  developed through individuals’
interaction with an external knowledge basis. In
the socio-cultural traditions, the dualism tends to
be seen as, and/or to be replaced by, a relation
between social languages and personal language
use. Learning is seen as the appropriation of
understanding and knowledge through social
languages by taking part in social interaction.
Within the phenomenographic research, personal
understanding and knowledge is not seen as a
cognitive system, or as an appropriated social
language, but rather as a personal relation to the
world, having a responsive and intentional
character. Relations to cognitive systems and
social languages become secondary, as the
focus shifts to agency.

2. The view of language use in learning

The use of language is central to education and
the development of academic understanding.
Based on previous phenomenographic research,
and focusing the use of language, it has been
possible to outline a contextual phenomenographic
approach to the study of the use of language in
learning and academic understanding with
assumptions or hypotheses that are importantly
different to those generally found in cognitive and
socio-cultural theories. The crucial difference is
that it becomes possible within this new approach
to focus on the agency characteristic of the

learner by interrelating personal, situational,
cognitive and socio-cultural contexts.

In most cognitive theories, the context
considered is, firstly, the cognitive system of the
agent and, secondly, the interaction with the
environment in relation to the cognitive system.
There is little room for the agent to approach the
situation in a rather open way and for meaning
to be constituted within this approach, which is
the main focus in the phenomenographic
orientation. Within cognitive theory, the view of
the agents’ intentions is presented in terms of
predefined, measurable cognitive variables, while
in the phenomenographic orientation it is both
much more open and more specific, as the
constitution of meaning comes from the
interaction of the personal context of an agent
with a specific situation. And this focus is seen as
a necessary basis for understanding, in a more
complete way, the development of academic
understanding and educational phenomena.

From a socio-cultural perspective, the
character of agency involves expressing parts of
a culture, social language, discourse or genre.
These parts or units are appropriated through
participating in communication and applied by the
agent. The social language is seen as a vocabulary
or a language system with collectively established
units and rules of language use. Meanings, as well
as agents’ intentions, are seen as more or less
equivalent to those established in the social
languages. There is little room for the agent to
approach the situation and use language in a more
open way, as is possible within the pheno-
menographic orientation. Meanings and intentions
are not seen as constituted in the meeting between
the agent and the situation. The personal context
of the agent is reduced, although there is room for
variation in meanings in the process of
appropriation and application of meanings of
social languages. The main context emphasized is
the socio-cultural communicative context and
meanings in language use as based on social
languages.

The phenomenographic research on language
use is within an epistemological perspective,
meaning a focus on the use of language in
constituting and expressing personal understanding.
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In educational research, we have to consider
language use as a part of the meeting between
an agent and a total situation of material, social,
cultural, and spiritual qualities, and language
units as constituted through this meeting. There
is a need to consider the personal context of the
agent and also the external, situational context in
a broader way than is done in most educational
research. A strength of the phenomenographic
approach, as already stressed, lies in its focus on
the student and learner as an agent. A further
strength is the related view of agency as a matter
of the agent’s constitution of activity and meaning
in approaching a situation, and in expressing
context-dependent meanings in a context-
dependent way. Compared to the very common
focus on the communicative function of language
in socio-cultural research, the contextual
phenomenographic approach stresses the
intentional expressive function of language use,
which is seen as complementary to the
communicative function and necessary to do
justice to the agency of the learner and to
understand the development of personal
academic understanding (Anderberg, 2000;
Anderberg & Johansson, 2006; Svensson et al.,
2009).

3. Students’ use of language expressions
in conceptualising subject matter

Studies focusing on students’ development
and use of concepts have raised fundamental
questions about what contexts are relevant for
understanding the use and development of
concepts, which have not been sufficiently
addressed so far. It has been suggested that we
should view understanding and use of concepts
in terms of individual cognitive frames of
reference or subjective theories (Vosniadou 1994;
diSessa & Sherin 1998; diSessa, Gillespie, &
Esterly, 2004). Another suggestion has been that
students’ statements about subject matter should
be seen as communication and collective
discourses (Lemke, 1990, 2001; Wertsch, 1991,
1998). The focus is then more on “words” than on
“concepts”, but no clear distinction is made

between the two. These suggestions represent
alternative approaches to results obtained in
studies where students express their
understanding of, for instance, cases of physical
motion, as answers to questions posed. Common
to both foci is a lack of differentiation between
meanings of expressions given in a social
language or a cognitive system, on the one hand,
and meanings of expressions as given in situated
specific uses, on the other hand.

Phenomenographic research has mostly
been focussed on describing differences in
conceptualisation of, and ways of experiencing,
subject matter as expressed in language. The
results from such descriptions of variation in
conceptions and language use, phenome-
nographic and others, are somewhat difficult to
reconcile with assumptions about that cognitive
frames of reference or social languages form the
basis of conceptions and language use. Against
this background, here we examine how
individuals’ uses of language in constituting and
expressing of academic understanding are
contingent on personal and situational contexts.
The aim here is to clarify the function of the use of
language expressions as parts of a deep, holistic
approach to subject matter. The empirical results
involve cases of individual students: uses of
language expressions in approaching and
expressing their conception of subject matter,
rather than differences between students in their
conceptions of the same subject matter. We shall
look at the specific relation between the personal
context of use of language within an approach to
subject matter and the specific situational context,
especially the subject matter approached. The
way of approaching subject matter and the use of
language expressions represent crucial
interdependent characteristics of the agency of
the learner.

Three case studies from three separate
previous investigations will be presented. The
examples are analysed and discussed to clarify the
use of language expressions as dependent on the
approach and the agency of the students. The
examples are used to illustrate how uses of
language are related to holistic qualities within a
deep approach to subject matter. The examples
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illustrate different aspects of the part-whole
relations that may be involved in the use of specific
language expressions. The three examples
presented, their similarities and differences, will
illustrate the specific, dynamic contextual character
of the use of language and its dependence on both
the agency of the student and the character of the
subject matter, leaving the broader personal and
situational context in the background. The
examples are more fully presented in previous
publications, as will become clear.

All three examples emanate from pheno-
menographic investigations that have in common
a similar design focusing on the use of language
expressions. A differentiation of conceptions,
meanings of expressions, and expressions in
relation to an object of knowledge referred to,
gives a possibility to interpret the interplay
between these elements. This interplay has been
investigated and documented with the help of a
specific dialogue structure (Anderberg 1999,
2000). We were interested in how the students
themselves explored how they expressed their
understanding of a subject matter, which meant that
we investigated a description given from a first
person or an agent’s perspective. Such descriptions
give us a basis for interpretation of how the interplay
between conceptions, meanings and expressions
is constituted.

4. Interview questions

The dialogue questions were intended to
stimulate the students to expand on the meanings
of key expressions used, so as to bring forward
their function in expressing their understanding of
the object of knowledge. In the course of the
dialogue the focus changed, initially bringing out
students’ conceptions of an object of knowledge,
and then moving towards students’ reflections on
how those conceptions were expressed, leading
to an awareness of the function of expressions in
expressing their conception. The general
structure of the dialogues was the following.

a) The original question
The dialogue started with a reference to, and

delimitation of, an object of knowledge, followed
by an initial question asking for a description of
that object, with the students being given time to
elaborate on their conception of the object. In the
first example we shall meet, the original questions
were about what happens when hitting a puck
and throwing a ball. In the two other examples,
the original questions were:
® In care of patients with DIC, what do you
consider to be most problematic concerning
the prophylactic measures that need to be
taken, and that you, as a nurse, need to think
about?
* How may major floods best be prevented?
The extracts presented are, however, from
later parts of the interviews described below.

b) Analysis of the function of expressions used
and their meanings

The researcher selected some of the central
expressions with which the conception was
expressed in the initial phase of the dialogue,
asking the student to identify what was meant by
these selected expressions, why they had been
chosen, and finally inquiring how this choice was
related to the conception of the object of
knowledge. Follow-up questions are used that
lead the students to:
® Recognise relations between expressions

used and meanings expressed;
e Explore functions by means of synonyms,

related expressions and their meanings; and
¢ |dentify the expressions and the functions of

the meanings expressed in further exploration

of the conceptualisation of the problem

In the first example, excerpts from the student’s
answers that elaborate the meaning of “force” are
presented, but the follow up questions leading to
these elaborations were less specific. In the two other
examples, questions about the meaning of superficial
respiration, and water circulation and processes, are
examples of questions about the function of specific
expressions used and their meaning.

¢) Return to the initial question about the
object of knowledge

The dialogue is concluded by returning to the
question addressed at the beginning, although this
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part of the original interviews has not been used
here, because the aim has not been to describe
the conception as the object of research.

5. Method of analysis

Reflections by students in this study are an
activity involving different kinds of development.
The reflections differ both between the students,
and between different parts of the reflection, and
between different statements made by each
individual student. The analysis of the examples
concerns relations between uses of expressions,
their meanings and conceptualisations of subject
matter within each example, and the differences
between the examples. These illustrate the
character of the constituting and expressing of
personal academic understanding.

This research represents a contextual
phenomenographic approach in line with the early
phenomenographic research on approaches to
learning (Svensson 1976, 1977). It is a contextual
analytic approach in seeing and understanding
approaches to learning and outcomes of learning
in relation to each other, as parts within the same
whole and context. Many phenomenographic
studies focused on conceptions of, or ways of
experiencing, subject matter as de-contextualised
units. Although these descriptions of conceptions
have been arrived at through a contextual
analysis, the interest has then been with their
content as such, and not with the relation of the
content of conceptions to context (Marton, 1981).
In our research, contextual analyses have been
made of the use of language expressions as parts
of conceptualising subject matter, considered in a
broader personal, situational, cognitive and
sociocultural context, in a way that has not been
made in previous phenomenographic research.
(Svensson et al., 2006; Svensson et al., 2009)

In a contextual analysis, the starting point is
the object of knowledge to be investigated. This
object may be of any kind, physical, psychic or
social. In the present investigation, the objects of
research are the function of the use of language
expressions in expressing conceptualisations of
an object of knowledge. The phenomena

investigated are not individual conceptions or
ways of experiencing the object, as in most
phenomenographic research, but the use of
language within the context of experiencing the
object. The analysis develops by considering the
context that surrounds the text, considering
especially in this instance the dependence of uses
of language expressions on conceptualisations of
objects of knowledge, within a wider context. The
aim is to reach an understanding of the relation
of the use of language expressions to the
conceptions/ways of experiencing as their
contexts, in a way that is in line with phenomeno-
graphic investigations focussing on approaches to
studying and learning.

The most apparent characteristic of contextual
analysis, compared to other forms of qualitative
analysis, is that it starts from a delimitation of the
object of research as a whole, rather than from
parts and individual data. Most forms of qualitative
analysis start with individual data as meaning
units, and then codify and/or categorize those,
before grouping them into bigger meaning units in
an inductive way. In contextual analysis, we start
with the whole phenomenon investigated and
search for main parts of the phenomenon, main
aspects and/or components. In the investigations
referred to here, these phenomena are language
expressions and their meanings within the context
of conceptualising an object of knowledge, and
also in the wider context of personal and
situational conditions. Here, the analysis is
focused on the relation to context rather than on
the object of knowledge (partly due to the fact that
the phenomena involved are quite limited in
scope).

Another main characteristic of contextual
analysis is that it is interpretative in an analytic
way. This means that the meanings of the objects
of research, their parts and contexts are seen as
dependent on, and constituting, each other. The
relations between the object as a whole and its
parts and context are seen as, and dealt with, as
internal relations. The meanings of an object of
research, its parts and context are not defined or
delimited separately and independently, but
searched for in relation to each other. In this
article, the use of language expressions and their
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meanings are considered to be interdependent,
and dependent on the context of the use.

We now come to the cases of three students
drawn from the three previous studies, with the
first looking at “force” and the object of knowledge
(see Svensson et al., 2009, for further details).

6. “Force” in explaining two cases
of physical motion

The first example concerns a student’s use of
the word “force” in describing and explaining two
cases of physical motion. The example is from a
dialogue between a university physics teacher
and a student about hitting a puck on ice with an
ice hockey stick, and throwing a ball into the air.
This student, here called Simon, seems to think
he uses the same meaning of force in describing
both the event with the puck and with the ball.
The meaning is that “force” is something that
influences the puck and the ball initially through
the contact from the stick or the hand. The force
is transferred to, and contained in, the bodies and
it is diminished, mainly by friction from the ice in
the case of the puck and gravitation in the case of
the ball. The expression “force”, and the meaning
of the expression is given in the immediate
context of the talk each time it is mentioned.

The following extracts are verbatim translations
from Swedish, including some characteristics of
spoken language. They give an illustration of the
character of the interview and some of the
statements that form the basis of the analysis.
However, they do not demonstrate the basis for all
parts of the analysis, which is more extensive than
is illustrated here. After a short introduction the
interviewer says:

I: And the first question is, think of
yourself playing ice hockey. What
happens then when you have hit a
puck on the ice?

S: Yes [is it], the whole, from [when] the
stick hits and transfers force to the
puck, so that it glides, and where it
ends up then too?

I:  Yes, what do you think.

S: Yes, you hit the puck, and then, yes,
you can start further back, but I'll start
there. The puck is hit by the stick and
the stick transfers a force to the puck,
and then the puck slides away in the
same direction in which the force is
directed, if it is lying still. If it is not
lying still, then it will be influenced by
a force in the direction that the stick
influences it.

The interview continues with the interviewer
asking about the meaning of transfer of force, and
other expressions used by the student in the
continuing description and explanation of the
event with the puck. At the end of the
conversation about the puck and the expressions
used, the interviewer asks:

I:  Yes, but then if we look at why does
the puck eventually stop?

S: Yes it depends, of course, on the
external influencing forces. These
forces influence the puck all the time
with the same force, while this force
that you have got at the very hitting of
the puck or what you should say, is an
initial force, a force that only effects at
one small occasion, so that force will be
used up over time. And through this the
friction force, which is the biggest that
influences the whole, will in the end be
equal in size to those forces, or it will
even out those forces at a certain
position, but it will never influence the
puck, so it starts slide in the direction of
the friction.

After a while, the interview continues with
another initial question.

I:  What happens when you throw a ball
at an angle up in the air?

S: Yes, oh, oh, it is still the same thing,
but | can explain it again. You throw
up a ball in the air and, thereby, it gets
a force in the angled direction that
you want (...). It is the same thing with
this, that the ball after the moment
when you have thrown it away, the
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ball has got a force in a direction, then
the ball will be influenced by external
forces in every moment, that are equal
in size all the time. And in this case it
is gravitation and air friction that exist.
And it is the same thing there, that
when the initial force is used up, it will
only be influenced by the gravitational
force, which pulls the ball down to the
ground.

After having discussed the event with the ball
at some length and used different expressions,
Simon says:

S: The force that the ball has can be
divided into a vertical and a horizontal
force. The horizontal [one] will last all
the time, because it is not influenced by
anything else than, in some cases, the
air resistance, while... the ball is
influenced vertically by the gravitational
force, and thereby you will [at] every
moment have different force influences
on the ball. From having a force
directed upwards, you will in the end
have a force directed downwards until
it hits the ground.

One characteristic of the meaning expressed is
that the initial force becomes a “contained force”
through transfer in both cases. However, Simon
also talks about friction between the puck and the
ice in terms of force, but then there is no transfer of
force. There is also a difference between a “hitting
force”, a “throwing force”, a “contained force”, a
“driving force”, and a “resisting force”. In the case
of the puck, there is a continuous force in the
direction of the motion, but in the case of the ball,
the force is divided into one vertical and one
horizontal force.

If we consider the meanings expressed about
the relation between a vertical force and
gravitation, the variation in meaning increases even
more. About the upward part of the motion of the
ball, the student says there is a force that is the
sum of the vertical contained force and gravitation.
However, in considering the downward part of the
motion, Simon only talks about a gravitational

force. Thus, the expression “force” has varying
specific meanings in different uses by the same
student, and these uses cannot be said to be
equivalent to a general concept, or a general
language meaning, even if they to some extent
include common characteristics. Those common
characteristics are rather implicit, and may rather be
interpreted as a consequence of the experience of
the physical events than as an application of a
concept or a general language meaning.

The variation in the meaning of the word
“force” has to be understood in the context in
which the student is using it within a deep
approach to the two physical events. This means
that he is focusing and addressing the physical
events and is not primarily preoccupied with the
interview situation, with language meaning, or with
the dialogue in itself. Whether, or how, he is also
using the word within a holistic approach is more
complicated to answer. He is using the word
within an explanation of the whole event, but at the
same time he is focusing on parts of the event.
The variation in the meaning of the word is based
on relations to different parts of the motions. He is
holistic in relating parts into a whole description,
but whether this is considered to be done in a
holistic way depends on what demands we put on
the relating of parts. He apparently does not use
the same word, “force”, with the same meaning in
describing different parts of the motion. However,
it is common to use the same word to describe
different things with different meanings in
everyday language. This is why uses of language
have to be understood as parts of what is
approached and how it is approached. So, if deep
and holistic are to imply the same meaning of the
same expression, in this case “force”, within a
whole, this student is not being holistic. Being
holistic in accordance with the theory of physics
means to be holistic in a very special way in the
use of generalised meanings connected to
specific expressions. In the case of this student,
it would mean a different use of the word “force”
and above all a different meaning of parts of the
motions within a different holistic approach and
understanding of the events.

This example illustrates how the same student
uses the expression “force” with different
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meanings in relation to different parts of the same
object of knowledge, and within a deep approach
in a general sense. Simon is talking about the
character of parts of the physical event, which is
here the meaning of a deep approach in relation
to the object of knowledge, and that is different to
talking just about the lexical meaning of “force” or
about the meaning as defined in a theory or as
used in communication, which would here
represent a surface approach. The different
meanings used might be thought of as emanating
from meanings in social languages or discourses,
but it seems hard to find those languages as
established social systems of communication.
The uses of the expression, and the meanings
expressed, seem to be flexibly created in the talk,
and not clearly correspond to any social
language. Rather, Simon’s agency seems to be
the immediate context to consider in
understanding the use of the expression. Simon
may rely more or less on social language
meaning (risking to end up with a surface
approach) and on his own experience of the
object and own creation of meaning.

There is a social language or discourse which
is expected to be learned, namely Newton’s
theory of classical mechanics. However, the
learning of this theory does not seem to have the
character of appropriation of this given language.
It seems to be a matter of developing the
conceptualisation of physical phenomena by use
of the language resources one has. This will
certainly not be in accordance with the given
language until after a long process of development
has taken place - of the conceptualisation of
physical events, and the use of expressions and
meanings in the conceptualisation of the events.

In the example of talking about the puck and
the ball, the deep character of the approach is
quite clear, that is the student is talking about the
events. The character given the wholes of the
physical events is holistic in an explanatory
sense, that is, the student relates different parts of
the events in terms of cause and effect. The word
“force” is used in this explanatory approach.
However the word could be given a more general
meaning in different uses of it, which would also
give a more integrated and consistent meaning of

the events as wholes. This could be the meaning
of force in Newton’s theory. This would take not
only the constitution of this abstract meaning as
a unit of meaning, but also the constitution of this
meaning as part of a specific meaning, as part of
the events, and of different specific parts of the
events. This is more complicated than the
constitution of the abstract meaning itself.

There is a strong inclination in education and
educational research to start from abstract
theories and to be concerned with deviations
from the knowledge that is wanted and expected.
Deviations from the expected knowledge are
interpreted as resulting from alternative
theoretical frames of reference, cognitive systems
and/or social languages. However, there is no
need for an explanation to presume a very similar
alternative to what is found to be missing. The
missing part does not require any explanation.
The abstract theory and its concepts is a very
special construction with special prerequisites.
Rather than assuming similar alternatives, it is
interesting to focus on the constituting and
expressing of personal understanding. It may
then also be possible to find out what approach
and constitution of meaning might be more likely
to lead to the expected understanding. This
personal understanding of course does not have
its foundation in the required understanding, but
in the person’s previous experience, and
knowledge, and approach to the object of
knowledge. In the example of the theoretical
concept of force, it is quite clear that the main
problem concerns how the personal experience
and understanding of physical events may be
developed in such a way that meanings of parts
of the events are constituted so that qualities that
are general across cases are abstracted from the
specific meanings of each case.

This example has illustrated how the same
expression is used with varying meaning within
and between the conceptualisation of two similar
physical phenomena, and how this variation in
use is dependent on the approach to the
phenomena and the agency of the student, as
well as of the character of the subject matter.
There are considerable possibilities of variation in
the holistic character of the approach, as a



298 O Lennart Svensson

context for using language expressions, and
different students cannot be expected to make
the same constitutions of meaning on their way to
a more common and shared approach to and
constitution of meaning, in line with a common
theory and language.

We now come to the second case in the field
of nursing.

7. “Rapid-superficial respiration”
and “hungry for air” in describing
patient syndromes

The second example is taken from an article
written by Anderberg (2000). It is based on an
extract from an interview with a nurse named Sara
concerning symptoms of respiratory organ
deterioration in patients with the DIC (Disseminated
Intravasal Coagulation) syndrome, not treated on a
respirator machine. Sara talked about how
superficial respiration may be observed. The
dialogue is about what she means by superficial
respiration and she says that normal breathing is
deeper and that superficial respiration movements
are “smaller”. She explains that the patient turns to
gentle thoracic breathing instead of using the
abdomen and the diaphragm. She says that the
breathing is concentrated in the thorax, and that
patients start auxiliary respiration and use the
auxiliary muscles. But that is not the first thing they
do, she says, it's the superficial respiration. She
means that there’'s a ftransition to auxiliary
respiration. She says that, first, there’s the
superficial and rapid respiration, the feeling of being
hungry for air, and that they get worried.

When Sara has introduced the expression
“superficial respiration” in her description the
interviewer then focuses on this expression.

| : When you say “superficial”, what are
you thinking of primarily?

S: When I look at the patient?

I: Yes, what do you see in front of you
right then?

S: | see discreet respirat..., no, what do
you call it?

I:  There’s no special...

S: Well, the respiratory movements are
smaller.

I:  They are smaller. How do you see that
they’re smaller?

S: You see that they generally turn to
gentle thoracic breathing, instead of
using abdomen and the diaphragm.
That the breathing is concentrated in
the thorax, and they start auxiliary
respiration when they use the auxiliary
muscles. But some time will have
passed then. That’s not the first thing
they show.

I:  What is the first thing?

S: It's the superficial, | mean that there’s
a transition to auxiliary respiration,
that you help and pull with active
breathing. You know, first, there’s the
superficial and rapid respiration, the
feeling of being hungry for air, and
that they get worried.

Sara then left the DIC syndrome and talked
about the hunger for air and when her focus on
hunger for air was queried, she said:

No, because hunger for air is a concept
that | have... it sounds stupid, but | have
full control over it. Hunger for air is not a
foreign term. | understand the meaning
and that there are many different shades
of it, and that you can be hungry for air for
many reasons. | think it’s quite a good
description of when you need more air
than you can get for whatever reason.

Sara is using the expression “superficial
respiration” within a deep approach, focusing on
the DIC syndrome in patients. She has a general
holistic approach to the whole of the syndrome
and uses the expression to refer to a part of this
whole. The part “superficial respiration” refers to
a development of respiration over time and also
concerning what bodily parts are involved. Sara
gives a meaning to “superficial respiration”, which
is not in line with the medical understanding of
the syndrome, but which still forms a part of her
holistic understanding of the syndrome. However,
she seems unsure about its meaning. She
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connects superficial respiration to rapid
respiration and the feeling of being “hungry for
air”. She then focuses on the meaning of being
hungry for air and moves away from the DIC
syndrome. She does not state how the meaning
of being hungry for air relates to superficial
respiration in the case of a DIC syndrome. So,
she changes her holistic approach to the DIC
syndrome to a focus on the meaning of being
hungry for air generally, in relation to many
unspecified cases. This change of focus is
through the agency of Sara and influenced by her
experience of being in control of the expression
“hunger for air”, so she prefers this meaning and
expression.

In the example with Sara’s talk about
superficial respiration there is a clear deep
approach in relation to DIC patients in a part of
the talk. Sara describes “superficial respiration”
as a part of a development of the patients
breathing. However, she does not reach a clear
relation between this part and other parts of the
breathing or the whole of the DIC syndrome. The
approach and the result thus lack holistic
qualities. Sara changes her focus to the
expression and phenomenon of hunger for air
without relating clearly to superficial respiration or
DIC patients.

She talks about this state in relation to
patients in general and because she feels she has
a clear picture of the meaning of this expression.
Starting from superficial respiration as part of the
DIC syndrome, and experiencing difficulties in
clarifying the meaning of this part and its relation
to other parts and the whole of the syndrome, she
goes for another expression and phenomenon,
which is seen as similar. So the approach is
changed from the DIC syndrome and superficial
respiration to hunger for air as a new group of
phenomena, without Sara making clear that she
is aware of this change. This form of agency,
meaning a change in what is approached, as well
as in meanings and expressions used, are quite
common in expressing understanding and in
learning.

This example is similar to the previous one in
illustrating the lack of agreement with the
established and required meaning of the

expression, in this case “superficial respiration”.
Even in this case there will be difficulties in finding
an established social meaning corresponding to
the meaning expressed. Rather, the meaning
expressed seems to be this individual person’s
meaning. It is probable that she assumes this to
be a social meaning shared with others, even
though that may not be true, since those
meanings are seldom clarified.

As in the previous example, the same
argument, about alternative social languages,
frames of references and cognitive units applies
here. But, in contrast to the previous one, this
example does not illustrate variation in the
meaning of the same expression. What is
illustrated here is a change in focus and approach
related to a change in use of an expression, clearly
illustrating the role of the agency of the student in
understanding and expressing knowledge. In this
example, there is more focus on language and a
social dimension than in the previous example.
Sara feels more comfortable with talking about
‘hunger for air” and turns away from the
knowledge problem with the DIC-syndrome and its
complex meaning, to the simpler meaning of
“hungry for air”, without developing it in any more
complex knowledge context. This is something
that a focus on language and communication often
may lead to, and which is very problematic in an
educational context.

8. “Water circulation” and “processes”
in talking about floods

The third example is from an interview
investigation with students in an interdisciplinary
course about their understanding of floods,
published in Swedish by Elsie Anderberg
(Anderberg, 2003). The theme introduced in the
dialogue was how to prevent floods. Sally starts
with talking about flows of water in ditches,
streams and rivers, about human intervention in
nature, and climate change with increased rain
that increases the water flows, and about dams
and the control of dams and prediction of what
may happen with them. She suggests that one
should make continuous measurements of flows
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of water that could then be used to act on. She
also includes ideas about the existence and role
of the groundwater. She decides that water has
its own circulation, and then includes water below
ground in the water circulation. In the teaching,
the technical term “hydrological cycle” has been
used. Sally is very clear that she does not want to
use this term because it is not her own, and it is
difficult for her to explain the term to others, so
she prefers her own expression “water
circulation”. Asked about some other everyday
language expressions she wants to use, she
mentions “processes” and explains how she
wants to use this word in contrast to, and relation
to, the expression “water circulation”.

I: If we take this with water circulation,
do you have any other expression that
also is everyday, that also describes
this?

Sy: | can think of processes then. What
happens with the water at different,
yes, at different levels, so that, for
instance, one thing happens up there
in the stratosphere, and then
something happens in the trees, that
they attract a certain amount of water
and evaporate some part, And so
each part, if one wants to look at
each, one could go into metres, what
happens thousand metres above the
earth, what happens at five thousand,
there is a process that is going on that
one can go in and look at.

Sally wants to use the idea of water circulation
to relate to the whole of water coming as rain,
water flowing on the surface of the earth, water
penetrating the surface, going down into the
ground, water coming up from the ground, and
water going up in the air again. Then she wants to
use the word “process” when explaining specific
parts of the circulation, like when talking about
what happens with a river over a specific time
period. She thinks that the idea of circulation gives
a general frame for thinking about the problem of
flooding, but that the meanings of different parts,
specific processes, provides explanations and the
possibility of doing something.

I:  What you said there about water; one
can prevent flooding by controlling
draining and circulation - if you include
the process, what role does it have?

Sy: Yes, the process, for instance that
the water is coming with a certain
velocity during a certain time and it
deposits so and so much silt at the
bottom. If we now assume that there
is a raising of the water level, then
you can study the process, what is
happening. This small part, and then
in that way, you could then take
measures, or get an explanation of it,
because then the process there, also
becomes a tool that can be used in
another way. The very circulation
maybe explains the way of the water
more generally, so to say, how it
goes, while [with] a process, you can
go into and look at [it and say] that,
yes, now there is a flooding going
on, and in the process, that is more
that you get a picture of what is
going on.

Compared to the previous two examples, this
one starts with a more generally formulated and
more heterogeneous group of phenomena -
“floods”, and by asking how floods may be
prevented. In this third example of Sally’s talk, we
have a quite different relation between
approaches and use of language expressions and
the phenomenon introduced, compared to the
previous examples. She starts to talk about flows
of water that may be conditions for or parts of
floods. Then she talks about the water circulation
(hydrological cycle). This is very illustrative, both
when it comes to what is approached, and in the
choice of expressions. What is approached in
using the expression “the water circulation” is a
context of the phenomenon of floods. In the
previous two examples, the students’ focus is on
parts of the object of knowledge. At the same
time, the technical term “hydrological cycle” is
actively avoided in favour of her own expression,
“the water circulation”. The meaning of the water
circulation itself has a holistic quality, although at
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the same time it may be doubtful how deep it is
(talking about processes in nature or about a
model). To have a deep approach here means to
use the concept and model to describe and
explain phenomena —here floods and prevention
of floods— not to focus on the concept and
models per se. She is also talking about some
different processes that may form part of the water
circulation and floods, without explicating any
clear relations between those parts and floods
and/or the water circulation. Thus, there is
something missing from a holistic approach in
combination with a quite global approach, in
focusing on a broad context in combination with
parts, without constituting the meaning of the
wholes - of floods and prevention of floods - in
between. This is also quite a common form of
agency in approaching subject matter.

Like the second example, this one illustrates
how a main expression is used based on
personal meaning, rather than based on social
use and meaning. In contrast to the previous
examples, this one illustrates problems with
finding the focus, rather than a clear focus or a
change of focus. This is related to the complexity
and variation of the phenomena referred to at the
start. It illustrates talk about a frame or model on
one hand, and parts and specific conditions on
the other hand, rather than about the object of
knowledge introduced. This illustrates a problem
with focusing and establishing a first delimitation
of the object of knowledge, and a relation
between context (the water circulation) and
object (floods and prevention of floods), and
between parts and object (processes like raining,
dams and so on, and floods and prevention of
floods).

In this example, rather abstract meanings and
reasoning and more concrete meanings are used
without integration. This is a very common
problem, especially in educational contexts,
which is also relevant to the two previous
examples, although not actually illustrated in
them. The complexity of this object of knowledge
gives many possibilities of delimitation of the
object, and of parts and contexts of the object,
and the meanings of those, including if they are
related or not, and integrated to bigger wholes,

and a whole corresponding to the object of
knowledge introduced. The discerning,
delimitation and organisation of such complexes
of meanings cannot be assumed to be according
to some socially or even individually predefined
systems of meanings.

9. The scope of the learner’s agency

Within research on students academic
understanding, there has been an increasing
emphasis on the importance of considering
conceptions of subject matter in context. Within
the cognitive research orientation, diSessa et al.
(2004) pointed out the contextually very specific
character of concepts used by students. Within
the socio-cultural research orientation, Salj6
(1997) emphasized the situated character of
action, talk and expression of conceptions.
Halldén (1999) concluded that students’
conceptions can be contextualised in terms of
situational, cognitive and cultural contexts, while
Scheja (2002) described students’ personal
contexts for studying in higher education and
suggested that these contexts arose through a
complex negotiation process. Halldén, Haglund
and Strémdal (2007) suggested an interpretation
of data on students’ conceptions based on the
identification of both competence-oriented and
discourse-oriented determinants of resources for
action. Entwistle (2007) provides an integrative
overview of research that illuminates different
aspects of personal contexts of students’
conceptions, which are dependent on situational
contexts. The research presented here is in line
with these research developments and goes
further into the agency of the learner in relation to
specific meanings expressed in conceptualising
subject matter.

All three examples presented here, in a general
sense, represent a deep approach to a delimited
subject matter whole (including a change of
subject matter in the case of Sara). The quality of
the holistic approach varies and thereby also the
meaning of the deep approach. The use of
language expressions can be understood in
relation to this variation in approach and the
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reverse. The variation in approach and use of
language expressions have to be understood on
the basis both of the character of the subject
matter and the agency of the individuals. The
examples illustrate variation in subject matter and
individual variation, but not individual variation in
relation to the same subject matter or variation in
subject matter for the same individual (except the
difference between the puck and the ball in the first
case). But we know about such variation from the
original studies these examples are taken from,
and from the whole tradition of phenomenographic
research that focuses on qualitatively different
conceptions of the same phenomena.

In the first example, the starting point is a
reference to one of two kinds of physical events,
hitting a puck and throwing a ball. The starting
point is not one specific observed event in each
case, but a description that is applicable to a
group of events. The same can be said about the
second and third example: they start from
descriptions referring to groups of phenomena.
This type of description is typical for academic
understanding. It leaves room for agency
concerning specification of what is referred to and
talked about. The groups of events referred to
varies in terms of how homogeneous they are
expected to be. The groups of phenomena in the
first example are expected to be the most
homogeneous, and the group of phenomena in
the last example are expected to be the least
homogeneous. This leaves varying room for the
agency of the individual to focus different specific
cases. A central part of the agency expressed in
the approach is thus what specific cases or
phenomena, within the group of phenomena, are
thought and talked about, and how precisely this
is done. This is not revealed by the general
language meanings of the expressions used in
the dialogue.

Another part of the agency is the delimitation
of phenomena in relation to contexts, which is also
a common problem in academic understanding.
We can see that this differs a lot between the three
examples. In the example of the use of the word
“force”, there is a delimitation of the whole of the
phenomena that is quite clear, although there may
be a variation concerning what is paid attention to,

in terms of which parts of the more extended
motion should be described and explained.
Should the moving of the arm or what happens
when the ball has hit the ground be included, for
instance? This has the character of choice and
negotiation in the dialogue. When the choice is
made the delimitation is quite clear.

In the second example about the DIC
syndrome, the delimitation is less clear. Sara seems
not to start from, or arrive at, a clear delimitation of
the DIC syndrome. She has problems with
establishing the meaning of “superficial respiration”
and ends with focussing on “hunger for air”, which
may be understood as related to problems with the
delimitation of a whole. Sally, in the third example,
is very different when it comes to delimitation of a
whole. She starts to talk mainly about flows of water
on the ground and then places the phenomenon of
flows of water and floods within a context of “the
water circulation” (or hydrological cycle). This does
not represent a delimitation of the phenomenon of
floods as wholes or prevention of floods but a
context within which these phenomena may be
seen. In addition to this, she is talking about
different processes that form conditions for, or parts
of, floods, but she does not actually delimit wholes
of floods. This is a quite common characteristic of
approaches to subject matter, that the central
phenomenon thought and talked about is not really
focused on, but rather the surrounding context and
or some parts, without really delimiting, penetrating
and organising the meaning of the central
phenomena talked about as wholes. What is
expressed is clearly limited as an understanding
and knowledge of floods and prevention of floods,
due to the lack in holistic quality. At the same time
there is another quality, which may also be termed
holistic, the one of focusing on the context as a
bigger whole, a focus that has the potential to
contribute to the understanding of floods and
preventions of floods as wholes.

A very central part of the agency is what parts
of the phenomena are focussed on and how they
are seen in relation as a whole. This constitution
of wholes as gestalts, as organised complexes of
meaning, is also fundamental to the delimitation
of the whole and its relation to context. This is the
most central problem of development of
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academic understanding. Delimitations of wholes
and parts and their organisation may be made in
many different ways. Some of these are
sometimes established on a social basis and
expressed in comparatively very distinct theories
and languages shared by a number of people.
Such complexes of meanings are then talked
about as reified units. However, they do not exist
as identical units even among those few people
who are most in agreement about their meaning
and use. The empirical results referred to here
show that the constituting and expressing of such
wholes, complexes of meanings, or conceptions
is a very personal, varied, and flexible process,
even if it, to a varying extent, also includes shared
approaches and meanings. This also means that
the use of language meanings and expressions
has, equally, to be personal, varied and flexible.

10. Conclusion

The main point made is that in expressing and
developing understanding, the use of language is
dependent on the situation external to the user, as
well as on the user as an agent. The dependence
of the use of language on the external situation is
seen within the agent’s approach to that situation.
The agent’s approach and use of language is also
dependent on previous relations to, and
experiences of, the world, including previous
approaches and uses of language. There is an
internal relation between the approach to the
situation and the use of language within the
agency of the agent. One part of the agent’s
relation to the situation is the knowledge aspect,
and within this the understanding of a specific part
of the world is focussed. The relation between this
knowledge aspect of the relation to specific parts
of the world, and the use of language, has been
the focus in this article.

Either words and expressions, or experiences
of the world, may come first in the approach to
parts of the world. Words and expressions and
their general meaning may steer and guide the
approach in a rather fixed way, but also in a more

exploratory and flexible way, where the meanings
are constituted in relation to the experience of the
part of the world being focused on. On the other
hand, the experiences of the world may be the
basis for constituting meanings and choosing
expressions to be used, and this can be done
with more or less flexibility when it comes to the
meanings of the expressions, compared to their
meaning in known social languages.

The importance of the agency of the learner,
and the approach characteristic involved in the use
of language, implies that the flexibility and variation
in the approach and use of language has to be
considered, especially in an educational context
aiming at new personal understandings. The
learner’s experience already contains established
meanings and concepts, as well as cognitive units
or meanings in social languages. These are
important possible sources of the meanings
expressed, but they are problematic in a learning
context in which the learners are expected to
constitute new meanings for themselves. These
new meanings will generally be expected to be in
agreement with already established meanings in
the existing social languages in which subject
matter knowledge is expressed. However, the
constitution of personally new meanings has to be
understood within the flexibility and variation of
approaches, and uses of language expressions,
within the agency and experience of the learner.
For the learner to repeat a standard approach as a
strategy, or an already known of standard
meaning, would be to miss important possibilities
of learning. For researchers to make generalised
assumptions about the learners’ use of standard
approaches and meaning units would be to miss
the possibility to explore the character of the
learners’ agency, approaches, and uses of
language in learning.
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O poblog 6 yYAdooog 0T1 OLYKPOTNOL) KoL EKPPaoT)
)G IPOOOMIKHG AKUSNPNATKIG KOTAVONO1)¢

LENNART SVENSSON'

H xpron g yAwooag anoteAel Kevipikd Jitnua otn ouykpdTnon Kat EKppaon
MepiAnyn ™m¢ akadnuaikng katavénong. H Bepatiki autol Tou dpbpou, Kat’ avrinapd-

Beon e To BewpnTiKS UNORABPO TIPONYOUHEVMV KAl TIPOTPATWY PALVOEVO-
YPAPIKWY EPEUVAV, TTAPOUCLATEL [ila BEwPNTIKY TIPOCEYYLON WG EVAMAKTIKA oTiq dUo Kuplapxeg mpooey-
yioElg, TN YVWOTIKNA KAl TNV KOWVWVIKO-TIONTIOMIKY. ‘Eva Baoikd xapaktnpeloTiké auTng Tng £peuvag eivatn
€0T{aor] TnNg oTn oxéomn HeTa&u Tou Habnteuopévou we mapdyovta Kat NG eEWTEPIKIAG katdoTaong e
TV onola o pabnteudpevog oxeTileTal, TUYKEKPIUEVA e TO TIEPLEXOEVO (EVOG MABATOG) Kal TN YVWOon
TIoU eUnAEKeTAL O€ QUTH TN oxéon. MpoTeivetal 6T1, mpokeuévou va avtingBel kaveiq ™ ouykpdTnon Kat
£KPPAOM TNG akadnuaikng katavonong oe 6An g v éktaon, MPEMeL va AABeL undYn ToU TO AUETO TPO-
OWTIKG Kal KataoTtaolakd mAaioto. EmmAéov, va avTipeTwioel Tov LaBnTeudeVo wg apdyovta Tou dla-
pegohael Tn oxéon He Ta eupUTepa YVWOTIKA KAl KOWWVIKO-TIONTIOUIKA TAQOL KAl TN ONUAvVTIKGTNTA Tou
autd €xouv. AuTé onuaivel Tt TO TPOCWTIKG TAAIOLO TIPEMEL VA AVTIUETWIIOTE( e TPOTIO TIO OAOKANPW-
UEVo og OXEON HE TOV TPOTO TIOU QVTIMETWIZETAL TOOO OTNV MEPIMTWON TNG YVWOTIKNG 600 Kal TNG Kol-
VWVIKO-TIONTIOUIKYG BEwPNTIKAG OMTTIKNG. MapouctdZovtal Tpelg MEPUTTWOELG, EMAeYEVES ard mponyou-
Jevn €peuva e ouvevteUEelg, TIPOoKeLEvoU va KatadelxBel n onuavTikdTnTa Tou POAOU ToU LaBnTeUs)e-
VOU WG apAyovTa, XPNOLUOTIOLWVTAG LA (pAVOUEVOYPAPLKY TIPoogyyLon mAatoiou, n orola anodeixdnke
XPNOLUN 0T SLAKELOM KAl TNV AnmooagivioT TOU TIPOCWTTIKOU, KATAOTACIAKOU, YVWOTIKOU Kal KOWVWVIKO-TIO-
ATIoWIKOU TAaLoiou, evtdg Twv omoiwv avantyooeTal n akadnuaikn karavonon.

NE&eig-kAetdid: Akadnpaikr karavonon, Xprion g YAwooag, ‘Evvola*, M&eénon, MeAétn, dawvopevoypa-
ola.

1. AietuBuvon: Department of Education, Lund University, Box 114, 221 00 Lund, Sweden. Tel.: 46 46 2228728,
e-mail: Lennart.Svensson@pedagog.lu.se

* O 6pog «€vvola» XpnaoluoToletal wg LeTappaon Tou 6pou “conception”, o omoiog SNADVEL TNV ATOUKY €p-
pnveia Tng emoTnuovikAg €vvolag. Xta ayyAikd o 6pog “conception” dlagpoporoleital and Tov 6po “concept”, 0
0omol0g AVAPEPETAL OTIG EMUOTNHOVIKEG EVVOLEG.
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