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Abstract - As a new approach to educational research,
phenomenography has surprisingly escalated in popularity in many
countries. However, within the research context in Vietham, there
has been a lack of literature related to this research approach. This
paper overviews phenomenography as a research approach and
discusses its potential applications in the educational context of
Vietnam. The author believes studying this approach would help
to fill knowledge gaps in research methods and develop
phenomenographic  research in the future.  Applying
phenomenography to educational research will also contribute to
the way of seeing pedagogical theories and practices in various
ways. The approach can be applied to certain areas of the
Vietnamese educational context including (1) students’ perceptions
of disciplines, (2) students’ perceptions of the influence of learning
environment on their performance, and (3) teachers’ experiences
of teaching and doing research.
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1. Introduction

Phenomenography is the empirical study which has
been used to research experience of learning, teaching,
ways of experiencing the content learned, and describing
aspects of the world around us. As a new approach to
educational research, phenomenography has reached a
surprising degree of popularity in many countries beyond
Sweden where it originated. Learning to undertake
phenomenographic research helps to contribute to the way
of seeing pedagogical theories and practices in various
ways [3].

Within the research context in Vietnam, there has been
a lack of literature related to phenomenography. The
purpose of this article is to overview this research approach
and discuss possibilities of its application to the
educational context of Vietnam.

2. Phenomenography as a research approach

In the 1970s, a research group in Sweden carried out a
number of projects on student learning. The findings of the
projects showed that each phenomenon, concept or
principle can be understood in a limited number of
qualitatively different ways, which means there is a
variation in what students understand and in how they
understand a phenomenon. This work of the researchers
laid the foundations for the research approach known as
phenomenography.

2.1. Questions raised in phenomenography

Phenomenography is a research approach developed
from an educational framework that is designed to answer

Tém tat - Phenomenography dwoc xem la mét phuong phép tiép
can mai trong nghién ctru gido duc va ngay cang duoc s dung
réng réi & nhiéu quoc gia. Tuy nhién, trong bbi canh nghién ctvu &
Viét Nam hién con thiéu thong tin vé phu@ng phap nghién ctu nay.
Bai bao trinh bay so lwoc phenomenography nhw mét cach tiép
can nghién ctru va gidi thiéu nhirng kha nang ap dung phucng
phap nghién ctru nay vao bdi canh gido duc cta Viét Nam. T4c gid
cho rang nghién ctru phenomenography gitp bd sung khoang
tréng thong tin va gilp phat trién phwong phap nghién ctru nay
trong twong lai. Ap dung phenomenography vao nghién ctru giao
duc sé& gop phan nang cao nhan thirc vé nhing van dé ly thuyét va
thwc hanh sw pham theo nhiéu cach khac  nhau.
Phenomenography co thé dwoc &p dung trong mét sb linh vuc
trong ngh|en clu gido duc tai Viét Nam: (1) nhén thirc cda sinh
vién vé mon hoc, (2) nhan thirc cla sinh vién vé anh hucng cla
moéi trwdng hoc tap dén két qua hoc tap, (3) trai nghiém cua gidng
vién vé giang day va nghién ciru.

T khéa - phenomenography; nghién ciru phenomenography; cac
tiép can nghién ctru; bdi canh gido duc; nhan thikc cla sinh vién;
trai nghiém clia giang vién; ap dung phenomenography; bdi canh
nghién ctru & Viét Nam.

certain questions about thinking and learning. The point of
departure for the early phenomenography was to
empirically investigate the two following question: (7)
What does it mean, that some people are better at learning
than others?, and (2) Why are some people better at
learning than other?

In both phenomenography and phenomenology, what
is under study are phenomena, objects as they appear to
people. However, the major difference between
phenomenography and phenomenology is that in a
phenomenological study the phenomenon per se is
investigated, whereas in a phenomenographic study the
researcher investigates how a group of people view or
understand the phenomenon. In other words, in
phenomenology the essence of the phenomenon is sought
while in phenomenography the researcher looks for the
variation of people’s ways of understanding or
conceptualising the phenomenon, that is, the different ways
the phenomenon with its different aspects appear to people.
This is referred to as a second-order perspective [5].

The subject matter of phenomenography is man-world
relations, or described in another way, phenomenography
is concerned with the relations that exist between human
beings and the world around them [6]. Within the
interpretive paradigm, a phenomenographic research
project reveals qualitatively different ways in which a
phenomenon can be experienced, understood or perceived
by a student cohort [7].

2.2. Object of study in phenomenography
The object of study in phenomenography is variation in
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the ways that a phenomenon has been experienced by a
group of people [7]. Phenomenography aims at collective
analysis of individual experiences. The object of study is
the relationships between the study’s population and the
phenomenon, that is, how a phenomenon is experienced by
the study’s population and the variation in the ways this
phenomenon is understood [5]. Therefore, the aim of the
research project using a phenomenographic approach is to
understand the object of the study by analysing the
relationship between the population of the study and the
phenomenon.

The relationships between the researcher, the
population of the study, and the phenomenon is illustrated
in Figure 1, in which the phenomenon cannot be seen in
isolation because the point of interest in the study is the
way the phenomenon is understood and experienced by the
subjects. Phenomenography takes the position that
experience is relational, not purely objective, independent
of people, nor purely subjective, independent of the world.
The relationship between the researcher and the
phenomenon is unavoidable because the researcher is
required to have a thorough knowledge and understanding
of all aspects of the phenomenon they are attempting to

analyse [11].

Relation between Relation between

researcher and ~ Object of researcher and
population study phenomenon
/ Relation between the

population of the study
and the phenomenon

Population

of the study > Phenomenon

Figure 1. Object of Study
(Source: Adapted from Bowden, 2005)

As Figure 1 shows, there is also a relationship between
the researcher and the population of the study to help the
researcher work toward an articulation of the interviewees’
reflections on experience that is as complete as possible [7].
According to Stamouli & Huggard (2007), the relationship
between the researcher and the phenomenon, and the
relationship between the researcher and the population of
study is necessary so that the researcher is able to discuss
and query the learner about the various facets of the
phenomenon [11]. However, the researchers need to be
careful about imposing their own interpretation of the
phenomenon on the student cohort, and their relationship
with the population may affect their viewpoint and analysis.
The researcher should ensure that the focus of the research
is maintained on the object of study, that is the relation
between the subjects and the phenomenon, rather on the
researcher’s own relation to the phenomenon [3]

2.3. Variation and the structure of awareness
In order to characterise the variation of experiencing

different phenomena, it is important to understand what it
means to experience a phenomenon in a particular way.
This section turns to an in-depth discussion of the
participants’  experiencing phenomena using the
phenomenographic concept of the variation theory.

According to the variation theory, every phenomenon
can be experienced in a finite number of qualitatively
different ways and a way of experiencing something is
defined in terms of critical aspects of the phenomenon in
question as discerned and focused upon by the experiencer
at the same time [9]. Participants can discern an aspect of
a phenomenon when they experience variation in a
dimension corresponding to that aspect [7].

Literature shows that a number of phenomenographic
researchers have used a structure of awareness as a
framework to analyse and describe different ways of
experiencing a phenomenon. A description of a structure
of awareness can be illustrated as in Figure 2.

Thematic field

Thematic field

»)

Figure 2. A structure of awareness
(Source: Marton & Booth, 1997)

As can be seen in Figure 2, a structure of awareness is
described in terms of an internal and external horizon. The
internal horizon consists of the aspects of the phenomenon
simultaneously present in the theme of awareness, and the
relationships within these aspects and between the aspects
and the phenomenon as a whole. The external horizon
consists of the thematic field and the margin, that is, all
aspects that are part of awareness at a particular instant but
which are not thematic. The external horizon as an area of
awareness forms the context in which the theme sits. The
boundary between the external and internal horizons
delimits the theme from its context [7].

The experience of a phenomenon

Referential aspects
(Overall meaning)

Structural aspects
(are made up of ...)

Internal horizon
(Parts and their relationships

External horizon
(How the object is discerned
from its context)

Figure 3. Referential and structural ways of experiencing
(Source: Marton & Booth, 1997)
Cope (2004) explains one way of describing a way of
experiencing a phenomenon using referential and
structural aspects of the structure of awareness [4]. The
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referential aspect refers to the overall meaning given to
experience which may differ among participants or even
for the same participant over time [9]. The structural aspect
which represents the discernible aspects of the
phenomenon consists of internal horizon and external
horizon. The description of a way of experiencing a
phenomenon should incorporate a structural aspect and a
referential aspect. In the structural aspect, the dimensions
of variation should be simultaneously presented in the
internal horizon.

The description of the referential and structural ways of
experiencing a phenomenon is illustrated in Figure 3.

2.4. Outcomes of phenomenography

The main findings of a phenomenographic study are
categories of description of the various conceptions of a
phenomenon. However, a phenomenographic study is not
only simply reporting these different conceptions. It also
involves identifying the conceptions and looking for their
underlying meanings and the relationship between them
[6]. Marton also says that the different ways of
experiencing different phenomena or concepts are
representative of different capabilities for dealing with
those phenomena or concepts. Some ways of dealing with
phenomena or concepts are more productive than others.
Thus, the conceptions, or ways of experiencing, and their
corresponding descriptive categories can not only be
related, but also be hierarchically arranged. The ordered
and related set of categories of description is called
outcome space of the concept being studied [6].

The outcomes of a phenomenographic study include
categories of description and outcome space. The
categories of description refer to a range of qualitatively
different ways in which the same aspect of the world has
been experienced by a group of people who are highly
confident that their interpretation is the most reasonable
[2]. The description of the logical relationships between the
categories of description, often in the form of a hierarchy
from less comprehensive to more comprehensive is
referred to as an outcome space. Central to this outcome
space is that the categories will be logically related,
typically hierarchical in nature, with each successive
category being more complex way of experiencing the
phenomenon under investigation.

According to Marton & Booth (1997), the categories of
description are required to meet three criteria:

(i) the categories must be logically related,

(ii)) the categories should be parsimonious. The
minimum number of categories should be used to fully
describe the variation in the ways of experiencing the
phenomenon, and

(ii1) each category must completely describe a distinctly
different aspect of the experience of a phenomenon. In
other words, each category of description must be
qualitatively different from the others [7].

The hierarchical relationships between the categories
are not value judgments from ‘better’ to ‘worse’ [1].
However some categories of description are inclusive of

other categories and, as such, the structural relationships in
a phenomenographic outcome space are those of
hierarchical inclusiveness. Categories of description
developed can never form an exhaustive system for the
aspect of the world, but they should be complete for
experiences of the groups of people under consideration at
a particular point in time [7].

3. Potential application of phenomenography in the
educational context of Vietnam

Bowden (2005) states that phenomenographic research
methods can be used to study a range of issues, including
approaches to learning, approaches to teaching, understanding
of scientific phenomena learned at school, or understanding of
general issues in society unrelated to educational systems [3].
An overview of literature shows that the amount of
phenomenographic research used in educational context has
been increasing in many countries. The benefits of
phenomenographic study in education research may
encourage the use of this research approach in the educational
context of Vietnam in the following, but not limited, areas.

3.1. Studying how students experience understanding
and constructing of new knowledge in a specific
discipline

Phenomenography has proved to be a fruitful approach
for studying students’ experience of learning in higher
education where students are generally encouraged to
develop conceptual understanding. The goal of teachers or
instructors is to assist their students in developing
conceptions that are consistent with those of experts in
different disciplines. By experiencing a skill or concept in
different ways, an individual is able to compare their
original experience of that skill or concept to their new
experience of the skill or concept.

Literature indicates that phenomenographical research
has become more popular in studying to probe how students
experience understanding and constructing of new
knowledge about a variety of disciplines such as general
education, IT, engineering and technology, business, nursing
and health... Funda Ornek (2008) argues that it is
appropriate to use the framework of phenomenography to
investigate students’ ways of experiencing of an
introductory physics course [8]. Bowden (2005) used the
research to provide findings which could then be used in
teaching and learning physics, especially the research
outcomes could further be employed to comment on
textbook treatments of the physics phenomena under
scrutiny, and on the way in which physics students are taught
and assessed [3]. A group of researchers from the
Queensland  University of  Technology  applied
phenomenography approach to undertake research to
understand the various ways of students’ experience of
significant aspects of Civil Engineering. Literature also
points out that phenomenographic approach may supply the
disciplines of nursing and nursing education with knowledge
about variations in how patients, nurses and students think,
but especially the structural and content aspects of how
phenomena are experienced in nursing situations.

The critical aspects of the phenomenon of a specific
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discipline are necessary for developing scientific
understanding in education. Phenomenographic information
about the different conceptions that students hold for a
particular discipline may be useful to teachers in adjusting
curricula and teaching methods. Another possible advantage
of phenomenographical research is that “students may
become aware of contradictions in their own reasoning and
become more open to alternative ideas as they reflect on their
views and understandings of their world experiences” [6].
The research outcomes can help in the planning of learning
experiences which will lead students to a more powerful
understanding of the phenomenon under study, and of other
similar phenomena. They can also be used to develop
generalisations about ways to organise learning experiences
in particular subjects.

3.2. Studying to understand students’ perceptions of the
influence of learning context on their academic performance

As a research approach, phenomenography has
historically been concerned with exploring questions
relating to learning and understanding, that is, how students
learn and how they see knowledge within a particular
context. The focus of phenomenography on learning and
the experience of learning in different contexts has meant
that learning related to phenomena comprises the most
typical experiences investigated using this research
approach [10]. Furthermore, the historical foundation of
phenomenography in the discipline of education has
endured and its on-going development as a research
approach has primarily occurred in this sphere.

In this area, it is suggested that phenomenographical
researchers focus on studying particular groups of students
such as students in specified programs, disadvantaged
groups or minority groups of students... The knowledge
about how these students perceive the factors influencing
their learning in a specific context may help educators and
policy makers to make some changes for improving the
students’ academic performance.

3.3. Studying how teachers experience their teaching and
doing research

The outcomes of phenomenographic research are often
subsequently  dealt  with  within the  broad
phenomenographic framework which has a characteristic
theory of learning. However, as Bowden (2005) argues,
this is not the only possible application; the research
outcomes may later be used within a quite different
framework. The authors applied phenomenography to
examine a range of ways in which researchers experience
their research activities and success in their research [3].
Akerlind (2005) also conducted this research approach to
investigate academics’ ways of experiencing being a
researcher. The results can be fed back into training
activities for researchers and research supervisors [1].

4. Conclusion

Phenomenography is an empirical research tradition
that was designed to answer questions about thinking and

learning, especially for educational research. Within the
research context in Vietnam, there has been a lack of
literature related to phenomenography. The overall
purpose of this article is to discuss potential applications of
phenomenography as a research approach in the
educational context of Vietnam.

In order to respond to the requirements of basic and
comprehensive innovation in higher education in Vietnam,
educators can benefit from this research approach to
improve or develop their teaching strategies and their
curricula by understanding students’ conceptions and
thoughts about the disciplines. Studying this method would
help to fill the gap in the knowledge of research methods
and to develop phenomenographic research in the future.
Potential areas of using this research approach may
include, but not limited to: (1) students’ perceptions of
understanding  specific  disciplines, (2) students’
perceptions of the influence of learning environment on
their performance, and (3) teachers’ experience of teaching
and doing research.
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