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Summary 

Studentsô approaches to learning has been classified through their experiences in the 

design coursework within the larger context of architectural education. What are the 

learning approaches being adopted by students in architectural design and how does 

the introduction of the first year design coursework impact on their approaches to 

learning in the subsequent years are key to this classification. This research reflects on 

why learning approaches evolve from the first to the final year of the architecture 

program. Approaches to learning is well-understood in other disciplines including 

engineering, information technology, mathematics and sciences to name a few, but less-

researched in architectural education. This research endeavours to fill this gap. 

 

The students are introduced to design theory as a part of their architectural design 

coursework. This research vehicle of the architectural design is identified as a more 

appropriate way of classifying learning approaches instead of history, critical theory and 

technology as design coursework plays a central role in the studio-based program. The 

academic context has been reviewed through existing literature with a focus on learning 

approaches within pedagogical research in architectural education, in addition to other 

fields and disciplines including established research on ósurface and deepô approaches 

in text-based fields through the qualitative research method of phenomenography. This 

classification is the further consolidation of the pilot study on studentsô learning 

comparing the first and fourth year of the architecture program through 

phenomenography. The learning context for this classification includes four architectural 

institutions from the United States of America, United Kingdom and India. 

 

The intention of this research is to present the phenomenographic results as meta-

categories by depicting the evolution of the learning approaches in architectural design. 

This research currently intends to further represent these findings and interpret these 

meta-categories within real world examples of architectural pedagogy and education 

through an illustrative account of nine students of architecture and their learning 

approaches in evolution.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Learning as defined by Ramsden (1988) from the learnersô perspective is the qualitative 

change in their visualization, experience and conceptualization of something specific to 

the worldwide learning context (Brockbank & McGill, 2007c). Approaches to learning are 

described as actions taken by learners while undertaking specific learning tasks, within 

particular learning contexts.  

 

Students in Higher Education are seen to adopt a range of approaches to their learning. 

Marton and Saljo (1976) have identified approaches to learning falling in the broad 

categories of surface and deep approaches (Marton & Säljö, 1976), as-well-as strategic 

approaches (J. Biggs, 1979). Studentsô approaches to learning are directly correlative 

to their prior experiences of studying and understanding the key concepts of the subject 

matter, which is vital to the subsequent approaches to studying and learning outcomes 

(Prosser & Trigwell, 1999).  

 

Marton and Saljo (1976) used Phenomenography (Marton, 1981) to identify these two 

broad categories, namely Deep learners, who actively engage with their learning in a 

search for meaning, as opposed to Surface learning where students aim to reproduce 

material without critical engagement and often through memorization. Prior research 

makes the assumption that the categories apply to learners in general; this thesis 

investigates how approaches to learning are manifested within design-based 

coursework, specifically within architecture. The focus of this research is to classify the 

architecture studentsô learning approaches using the qualitative research methodology 

of phenomenography.  

 

The earlier research conducted by Marton and Säljö has focused on studying how 

students approached the study of text-based materials (Marton & Säljö, 1976). Whilst 

there will be elements of architectural education where this remains relevant, little has 

been written on how concepts of deep and surface learning might manifest themselves 

in the design studio-based activities. As an anecdote, most design faculty would be able 

to recognize students who actively engage with the architectural design coursework and 

the related project work, and those who adopt a more passive approach to their studies. 

 

 

The students of architecture are constantly exposed to learning as an experience 

through varied teaching and learning strategies including ólearning-by-doing,ô óself-

learning,ô óreflecting on prior experiencesô and óreflection-in-actionô representing these 
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approaches in the deeper dimension (Bradley, 2000; Brown & Yates, 2000; Schon, 

1983; Webster, 2000). Deep approaches to learning may be considered to be the norm 

in the design studio within architectural education leading towards a relook at the 

simplified concepts of deep and surface learning as defined by Marton et al. There is a 

further requirement of defining surface approaches within the learning context of the 

design studio in architectural education. 

 

In this research, Studentsô approaches to learning are classified through their 

experiences in design coursework in the larger context of architectural education. 

Approaches to learning are well-understood in other disciplines including engineering, 

information technology, mathematics and sciences to name a few (Kebaetse, 2010), but 

less-researched in architectural education. This research endeavors to fill this gap 

through the pilot study (Chapter 5) and final study (Chapters 6 to 10).Whereas the pilot 

has charted the variations and explored the reasons for the differences encountered in 

the studentsô learning approaches in two specific years of the design coursework (Iyer 

& Roberts, 2014) based on earlier fashion design studies (Bailey, 2002; Drew et al., 

2001). The final study is a consolidation of this earlier study through a cross-sectional 

phenomenographic analysis from the first to the fifth year of the architecture program 

across four institutions based on an international perspective. 

1.1 Aim of the Research 

The research aims to compare the studentsô learning approaches in their first year 

architectural design coursework to the subsequent years of their program. 

1.2 Objectives of the Research 

1. To identify the studentsô approaches to learning adopted by looking at the first 

year architectural design coursework and using that as the research vehicle to 

evaluate their learning approaches in subsequent years of their design 

coursework. 

2. To classify these learning approaches, to understand how they actually manifest 

themselves in architectural education through data collection and analysis using 

phenomenography. 

3. To categorize the studentsô approaches to learning in the first year and 

subsequent years of their architectural design coursework within the outcome 

space of the phenomenographic research method. 

4. To present the outcome of the categories of approaches to learning based on 

the introduction of the first year design coursework in the subsequent years of 

their five-year program through the coursework of architectural design. 
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1.3 Research Questions & Brief 

This thesis poses a series of questions related to the approaches to learning adopted 

by architecture students, the central one being 

¶ What are the approaches to learning being adopted by the students in the 

architectural design coursework from the first year to the subsequent years of 

the program?  

The main question embedded in this research is related to the approaches to learning 

being adopted by the students in their architectural design coursework from the first year 

to the subsequent years of the program.  

¶ How does the introduction of the first year design coursework impact on their 

learning approaches within architectural design in the subsequent years of their 

program?  

 

The follow-up question further clarifies by looking at the evolution of the studentsô 

learning approaches from the first-to-final year of the architecture program.  

¶ How do approaches to learning evolve in the design coursework from the first to 

the final year of the program? 

 

These direct and evolving research questions endeavour to represent the classification 

of studentsô approaches to learning in the coursework of architectural design within this 

research. 

 

The students are introduced to various theoretical constructs as a part of their design 

coursework in the architecture curriculum. Some examples representing the theoretical 

constructs include the foundation coursework in design (Abel, 1995; Basic Design 2013; 

Broadbent, 1995), contextual studies in the ómaking of Architectureô (Welsh School of 

Architecture., 2015) and visually communicating design (Registrar, 2016; School of 

Architecture, 2010).  This research-vehicle of the design coursework-based model has 

been identified as a more appropriate way of classifying learning approaches instead of 

history, critical theory and technology, since architectural design has played a central 

role in this studio-based program. The academic context has been reviewed through 

existing literature within pedagogical research in architectural education and the design 

studio, focusing on studentsô learning approaches in the undergraduate curriculum (A. 

Iyer, 2015).  

 

This research is built on the identified learning approaches in other disciplines through 

the qualitative research methodology of phenomenography. These identified 

approaches are a consolidation of the pilot study conducted in the early stages of this 
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research on studentsô learning by comparing the first and fourth year of the architecture 

program. This earlier study has identified six categories of learning approaches ranging 

from product-based, unidirectional and multidirectional approaches; to the dependent 

and product-focused, strategic approach; evolving into the independent and process-

focused approach; progressing to experiential and practical, perceptual and conceptual, 

process-focused, schema-based approaches to learning (Chapter 5, Table 13) (Iyer & 

Roberts, 2014). These categories represent a broader spectrum in line with the 

recognized ódeep,ô and ósurfaceô as-well-as óstrategicô approaches to learning (J. Biggs, 

1979; Iyer & Roberts, 2014; Marton & Säljö, 1976). The physical domain for this 

classification includes undergraduate architecture programs offered at four institutions 

from an international perspective including the United States of America, United 

Kingdom and India (Appendix I). 

1.4 Structure of the Dissertation 

¶ Chapter 2 provides the literature review pertaining to studentsô approaches to 

learning in contemporary educational research. This chapter further reviews 

learning as an experience, as phenomena, and meaning, as well as the 

philosophical backdrop of learning theories and models. Learning approaches 

are also discussed in relation to established references including ódeepô and 

ósurfaceô as-well-as óstrategicô approaches to learning. 

 

¶ Chapter 3 reviews the research on learning theory and pedagogy establishing 

the gap in the existing research on the approaches to learning and its 

classification in architectural education (A. Iyer, 2015) (Appendix II). 

 

¶ Phenomenography, the research methodology adopted for this research is 

reviewed in Chapter 4.  This review includes the origins of this methodology, its 

comparison with phenomenology and other qualitative research, as well as the 

various stages of conducting phenomenographic analysis and presenting the 

findings. 

 

¶ Chapter 5 explains the earlier pilot study conducted through phenomenographic 

analysis of first and fourth year studentsô learning approaches in their design 

coursework to chart the variations and explore the reasons for the differences 

encountered (Iyer & Roberts, 2014) (Appendix III).   

 

¶ Chapter 6 introduces the overall classification of learning approaches in the five-

year undergraduate program. This includes the research context and hypothesis, 
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aim and objectives, the contribution of knowledge as well as the 

phenomenographic research framework for the proposed data collection and 

analysis (Appendix IV). This chapter gives further insight on the data collection 

and analysis, using phenomenography conducted at the four institutions, 

focusing on semi-structured interviews and the steps undertaken in analyzing 

the collected data.  

 

¶ Chapters 7, 8, 9 and 10 presents the phenomenographic analysis of the learning 

approaches classification through the identified meta-categories in the outcome 

space for Sir Jamshetjee Jeejeebhoy College of Architecture (Sir JJ), University 

of Mumbai, India (Chapter 7), School of Architecture, Oklahoma State University 

(OSU), Stillwater, USA (Chapter 8), School of Architecture, University of Texas 

at Austin (UTA), Texas, USA (Chapter 9) and Welsh School of Architecture 

(WSA), Cardiff University, Wales, UK (Chapter 10). The details of the 

phenomenographic analysis conducted at the four institutions is further 

explained in Appendix V (Chapter 7), Appendix VI (Chapter 8), Appendix VII 

(Chapter 9) and Appendix VIII (Chapter 10). 

 

¶ Chapter 11 provides the summarized analysis and results from the four 

institutions. This chapter includes an illustrative account of a number of students 

and the evolution of their learning approaches in the design coursework through 

the five years of their architecture program based on the identified classification 

of learning approaches.   

 

¶ Chapter 12 provides the conclusions with further explanation on the implications 

as-well-as future directions for this research on the classification of studentsô 

learning approaches in architectural education. 

 

1.5 Scope of This Research 

The research classifies approaches to learning in architectural design using the 

research method of phenomenography to present development in the studentôs learning 

in his or her coursework. This classification of studentsô learning approaches 

endeavours to fill the gap within pedagogical research in architectural education by 

looking at the larger context of design education (Bailey, 2002; Drew et al., 2001; 

Kleiman, 2008; Trigwell, 2002) as well as other disciplines in university education 

(Kebaetse, 2010; Sharma, 1997) and higher education (J. B. Biggs, 1994; Marton & 

Säljö, 1976). This research using ódiscursive (pure) phenomenographyô (Chapter 4, 
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Section 4.4) is conducted using the research vehicle of architectural design coursework 

to evaluate the studentsô learning approaches and its manifestation in the five-year 

program. The intention of this study is to present the results of the phenomenographic 

analysis as meta-categories by depicting the overall evolution of the learning 

approaches in architectural design through the identified learning context. The research 

represents these findings and interpret these meta-categories within real world 

examples of architectural work performed by nine architecture students through an 

illustrative account (Chapter 11, Section11.2). This research does not intend to map 

these meta-categories using the pedagogical language used in the design studio by 

faculty. These specific areas will be pursued as part of further research after these 

findings are ratified as a part of the current doctoral studies.  
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Chapter 2: Learning: Philosophy, Theories, Conceptions & 

Approaches 

The approaches to learning adopted by students of architecture in their undergraduate 

degree program are the central denominators of this research. The architecture 

professional degree program across various parts of the world has a general span of 

five years of university education, where the students experience their learning through 

the core coursework of design, in addition to the other courses of the program.  

 

This chapter has reviewed the research and analysis of the thematic underpinnings 

relevant to studentsô approaches to learning. This review addresses the central 

question, ñWhat are the approaches to learning being adopted by the students in the 

architectural design coursework?ò by looking into the theoretical and philosophical 

context of ólearningô and breaking it down to its roots. This hypothesis has been explored 

through the fundamental question of ñwhat is learning?ò and further breaking it down by 

looking at learning as a meaning, or as an experience, within the educational space or 

in a conventional environment.     

 

A further connected question to the hypothesis, on how the studentsô learning 

approaches progress from the first year architectural design coursework to subsequent 

years, is explored by differentiating learning conceptions from approaches to learning in 

this chapter. Learning is further studied as strategies and styles, with an exploration of 

various theoretical models within learning and teaching. This includes the study of the 

research framework presented within constructivism (Section 2.7) and 

phenomenography (Section 2.8), focusing on some of the identified approaches to 

learning and conceptions in these theoretical models. Chapter 4 presents an in-depth 

review of the research framework through the identified phenomenographic 

methodology for this research. 

 

The final research question, namely how do approaches to learning evolve in the 

architectural design coursework from the first-to-fifth year of the program, is explored 

through the available research in reflective practice, with both the experiential and 

reflective nature of learning being put into perspective. The outcomes of various studies 

is further reviewed in Section 2.9, in addition to a brief summary on research into 

studentsô learning within architectural education (Section 2.10). Chapter 3 presents a 

detailed review of the existing literature within pedagogical research in architectural 

education focusing on studentsô approaches to learning.  
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2.1 What is Learning? 

The definition of ólearningô ascribed as noun is illustrated as ñknowledge, skills, attitudes 

or values acquired through study, experience or by being taught,ò thus being prescribed 

as a product. Whereas when learning has been presented as a verb, it is defined as ñthe 

process of acquiring of knowledge, skill, etc.; becoming aware of something, or 

memorizing somethingò (Brockbank & McGill, 2007c). This presents the dichotomy 

between understanding learning as an integral process within the university and higher 

education system rather than focusing on the product of learning or the educational 

outcome, for example, a report, an examination, a presentation or an assignment. The 

current definitions of learning by the leading research scientists have their focus on the 

innate process, with the learner being the central point of this emerging doctrine.    

 

ñLearning should be seen as a qualitative change in a personôs way of seeing, 

experiencing, understanding, conceptualizing something in the real worldò (from 

Ramsden, 1988) (Brockbank & McGill, 2007c; Improving learning: new perspectives, 

1988). Ramsden (1988) has concentrated on the learnerôs experience in the 

conceptualization process within the learning context; or what is termed as the óreal 

world.ô ñLearning is a way of interacting with the world. As we learn our conceptions of 

phenomena change, and we see the world differently. The acquisition of information in 

itself does not bring about such change, but the way we structure that information and 

think with it does. Thus education is about conceptual change, not just the acquisition of 

informationò (from Biggs 1999) (J. B. Biggs, 1999; Brockbank & McGill, 2007c). 

Brockbank et al. have presented a series of perspectives that delve into these changing 

conceptions through studentôs learning experiences by focusing on their approaches to 

learning through reflective practice (Brockbank & McGill, 2007a). 

 

Biggs, (1999) has also discussed the issue of qualitative change in comparison to 

quantitative change that has been the focus of research in learning. He quotes Ralph A. 

Tyler (1949) stating,  ñLearning takes place through the active behavior of the student: 

it is what he does that he learns, not what the teacher doesò (J. B. Biggs, 2011). 

Teaching and learning have been understood as distinctive activities; but the 

instructional parameters are seen to overlap when the process is happening in tandem 

with a situation, where the learner by his or her own accord is going through the learning 

process (Moon, 2004). The role of learners within the learning situation has been 

magnified by the introduction of information technology; thus creating a new thrust for 

active learning by assuming the teacherôs role to have a focus upon actively formulating 

and achieving oneôs learning goals (Broberg, 2001). The facet of experience again 

comes into picture with Prosser and Trigwell arguing ñthat in any act of learning and 
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teaching, prior experiences, perceptions, approaches and outcomes are simultaneously 

present, although in some contexts, one or other aspects may be more to the foreground 

of awareness, while the other aspects may be more to the backgroundò (Prosser & 

Trigwell, 1999).  

 

Thus learning as a ónounô or as a óverbô needs to be readdressed to clarify the inbuilt 

facet of learning experience, in contrast to the portrait of learning as accumulation of 

knowledge. ñLearning knowledge and learning to learnò have been presented as two 

facets of understanding the process of learning. The statement, ñwe learn through the 

assimilation of the material of learningò has focused on the content or knowledge base 

acquired by the learner, which is a reflection of his or her cognitive fabric. The learnerôs 

progression and efficiency has been elevated when (s)he moves beyond the content of 

learning to understanding or learning more about the learning process in itself (Moon, 

2004).     

2.1.1 Learning Experience, Phenomena and Meaning   

ñLearning from a lecture is still a matter of experiencing the lecturerôs words, and many 

other things about being in the lecture theatre. Learning is learning from experienceò 

(Moon, 2004). The learning experience has been presented as the life-long process of 

exploring and try to understand or gain an awareness of the constitution and 

reconstitution of the world around the learner. The experience of learning is in 

understanding the nature of the world in its reality, by learning through differentiation 

and integration; both through the learnerôs ñexperience of the world,ò or his or her 

ñexperienced worldò (Marton & Booth, 1997).  

 

A correlation between learning, experience and meaning has been worked out through 

the learnerôs approach of constructing meanings through experience; this includes a 

connection within the learning process of the learnerôs current and prior experience. This 

prior experience represents the actual condition of the learnerôs cognitive structure and 

would determine the learnerôs response to the current experience (Moon, 2004). Marton 

and Tsui have presented the key role played by language in the interpretation of 

experience, not only in the representation of experience but also in understanding what 

constitutes an óexperienceô. This has been the key in connecting the constitution of the 

learning experience through language and obtaining a perspective of understanding the 

object of learning with respect to various types of learning experiences within the 

classroom (Marton & Tsui, 2004).  

 

Marton and his research team (1970) have presented the relation between the learnerôs 

learning experience and awareness of the change in the phenomenon (learning) 
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experienced. Learning is said to have occurred when there has been a development in 

the learnerôs experience with reference to the phenomenon, thus changing the 

relationship between the learner and the phenomenon. Learning is said to have 

occurred, when the learnerôs awareness of the phenomenon changes with a new 

appearance in comparison to the past (learning) (Marton & Booth, 1997). Thus learning 

experience is an amalgamation of the learnerôs various ways of experiencing the 

phenomenon in question, i.e. learning from the learnerôs past, to the present day, and 

into the distant future. The learnerôs awareness of the learning situation and the 

associated learning process is represented as the structure of awareness and ways of 

experiencing learning.     

2.1.2 Ways of Experiencing & Structure of Awareness   

Knowledge as the object of learning has been projected as a ócomplete experienceô for 

the learner even at the level of abstraction. The variation of the learning experiences is 

said to occur as the experience in which the learner is interested is captured through the 

variation in the structure of knowledge and its meaning, ranging from concrete to the 

abstract.  

 

Entwistle et al. (1994) conducted an investigation on the learning experience of students 

during the course of their final examinations. The seemingly concrete-to-abstract 

experiences of these óknowledge objectsô ranged from a ósensory experienceô to the 

óquasi-sensory modeô. The four categories identified included the first set of two 

experiences which focused on the concrete or the accurate nature of the knowledge 

object presented. This included ñcontents of specific books and lecturesò and ñthe logical 

structuring of a field of knowledge.ò The two other categories of experiences had a 

Orientation to 
Learning (before 

the course) 

Conception of 
Learning (before 

the course) 

Approach to 
Learning (during 

the course) 

Orientation to 
Learning (end of 

the course) 

Conception of 
Learning (end of 

the course) 

STRATEGIC TO DEEP 

Primary ï personal 
intrinsic, seen in 

terms of self-
development and 
gain in confidence 

 
Secondary ï 

personal extrinsic, 
as proof of capability 

Learning as ñgaining 
rules and 
proceduresò 

(Level 3) 

Deep Approach: 
Strategic 

Personal intrinsic 
with perceptions of 

gains seen as 
changing learnerôs 

approach to life 

Learning as ñbeing 
critical and relating 
ideas to oneôs own 
experienceò 

(Level 5) 

Primary ï academic 
extrinsic, based on 
academic progress, 

looking for good 
grades with 

minimum effort 
 

Secondary ï 
vocational intrinsic 

Learning as ñgaining 
new knowledgeò 

(Level 1) 

Surface, 
although 

appeared to be 
attempting a 
more active 
approach 

Academic extrinsic, 
combined with 

clearly emerging 
vocational and 

academic intrinsic 
orientations 

Learning as 
ñunderstanding and 

relating ideas 
togetherò 
(Level 4) 

SURFACE TO STRATEGIC 

Table 1: Two Distinctive Approaches to Learning reflected through Learnersô Orientation, adapted from 
Learnerôs Case Studies following Deep and Surface Approach to learning (Morgan & Beaty, 1997)  based 
on óJohn Williams: A Case Studyô (Table 14.1) and óSally Brown: A Case Studyô (Table 14.2) 
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tendency to move towards the abstract or were more transformational including, ña 

personal restructuring of a field of knowledgeò and ñthe phenomena to be learned about 

through knowledge restructuringò, erasing the difference between concrete and abstract 

notions of these knowledge objects (Marton & Booth, 1997). The learnerôs experience 

of learning has been correlated to the relationship with the course in the context of the 

educational institution. Table 1 is a representation of the two distinctive approaches to 

learning charted by the learners and its reflection on the learnersô orientation to learning 

at various stages of the course. This has further been connected to the concepts of 

learning adopted by the learner, and charting distinctly different directions based on the 

learning approach taken (Morgan & Beaty, 1997).  

  

The variations within the learnerôs learning experience have been presented as the 

concurrent awareness of the various facets of the same phenomenon. From the 

learnerôs perspective, awareness has been described as the total sum of the learning 

experiences with changes in the structure of awareness based on the variations in 

perceiving the identified phenomenon (Marton & Tsui, 2004). óAppresentation,ô a 

phenomenological term, has been described as an important facet of awareness within 

the learnerôs experience and is tantamount to his or her consciousness. The learnerôs 

sensory experience of the phenomenon; even in its partial form, through his or her 

perceptual consciousness is experienced in its totality or óappresentedô within the 

structure of awareness (Marton & Booth, 1997). Thus ways of experiencing learning and 

structure of awareness have played a key role in educational research about studentsô 

learning and is further elaborated in the two complementary learning models; 

constructivism and phenomenography.           

2.1.3 Object of Learning: Space, Situation, Context, Environment   

The space of learning is encompassed by ñany number of dimensions of variation and 

denotes the aspects of a situation, or the phenomena embedded in that situation, that 

can be discerned due to the variation present in the situationò (Marton & Tsui, 2004). As 

per Marton et al. (2004) within the learning situation, variation is either present or absent 

from the learnerôs prior experience through his or her object of learning. These 

dimensions of variation include the learnerôs experience from that individualôs memories 

or learning situations that cannot be distinguished in the present situation. 

 

The object of learning is examined at the collective and the individual level. This 

phenomenon is presented from a second-order perspective by the óexperiencerô and his 

or her experience, but not as the subjective representation of the researcher (Marton & 

Booth, 1997). The object of learning has been defined through the pedagogical 

perspective of teaching and learning. Here, teaching is presented as the human action 
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of an entity giving another entity the experience of a specific thing. Within this emerging 

situation, the entity who has been teaching is acknowledged as a teacher, whereas the 

entity being taught is the learner or the indirect object of learning. The specific thing that 

was being taught, or the content, is the direct object of learning (Marton & Tsui, 2004), 

as depicted in Figure 1.   

The element of learning has been distinguished at the individual and collective level. 

Here the learner is being prepared at the individual level to understand the indirect object 

of learning or the notion of the ever changing world, and the future, which is still 

unknown. This has been the case at an incremental level in collective learning as the 

learner transitions from  school to university (Bowden & Marton, 1998). The impact of 

the social context on learning has included the nature of the learnerôs construction of his 

or her understanding within the social situations in the past, the tools and the 

Learning 

How aspect 

of learning? 

What 

aspect of 

Learning? 

Act Indirect 

object of 

Learning 

Direct 

object of 

Learning 

Figure 1: óHowô and óWhatô aspect of learning based on the 
analysis of the act of learning with the quality or the indirect object 
of learning; in reference to the content or the direct object of 
learning (Marton & Booth, 1997) based on Fig 5.2  
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Figure 2: óStudent learning in contextô, presenting the context of learning with reference to  learning 
approach and outcome (Ramsden, 1992) based on Fig 5.1 
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conventions that have been used in the development and working of those 

understandings; and the approach used in expressing the learnerôs learning process 

(Moon, 2004).  

The learning occurs within the educational environment that includes the curriculum, 

teaching methods, assessment and physical facilities. Thus a consolidation of this 

learning context is essential, as this is important both from the perspective of the learner 

and the phenomenon in question; learning in context of the student depicted in Figure 2 

(Ramsden, 1992). This figure is presented as an analytical representation of the ever-

changing relationship of various facets of teaching and learning. This is reflected within 

the learning environment in educational institutions, that amalgamate various distinctive 

contexts of learning, from procedural framework of teaching and assessment, to its 

influence in direct and indirect ways on the studentsô experiences and approaches to 

learning (Ramsden, 1992, 1997). The object of learning in both, the learning context as 

well as the environment, represent the frame of reference; within this the studentsô 

approaches to learning develop and are presented as the learning outcomes. 

2.2 Learning Philosophy, Theories & Models 

ñProgressivismò or learner-focused education has been the focus to which university 

education within the western world has subscribed in the 20th century. The learner as 

being central, with the amalgamation of teaching around the learning process, has been 

in stark contrast to the ñtraditionalist approachò. Under this approach, the focal point was 

on the process of teaching and the quality of the content being delivered to the learner 

by the teacher (Marton & Tsui, 2004). Modern educational research has seen the ñNow-

at-last-the-One-Correct-Theory-of Learningò approach missing the point of both the 

learner and the learning process, by focusing on the context of the classroom and the 

institutional framework (J. B. Biggs, 1994).  

 

The critical review of literature concerning the traditionalist approach and a series of 

research studies on learner-centric approaches are attributed to the tendency to 

changing the focus from the teacher and teaching, to the learner or the indirect object, 

and the content or the direct object of learning   (Marton & Tsui, 2004). From implicit-to-

explicit theories of learning, to the long debates on the quantitative-vs-qualitative 

assumptions of acquiring knowledge, learning models have blamed the teacher or the 

student cohort. Further models have included the process-based, constructivist 

classroom-based, institutional and phenomenographic model, with research into 

learning having come a full circle (J. B. Biggs, 1994, 2011).  

 

Bowden and Marton (1998) have presented some influential factors in educational 

research which has been moving towards a óstudent-centeredô approach within the 
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framework of learning and teaching in the direction of effective learning outcomes. As a 

result of the transparency factor in sharing the learning goals to providing the 

differentiation between memorization or acquiring information, and meaningful learning, 

the learner is given the awareness of the process of discrimination. The learnerôs skills 

are further reinforced by the understanding required of the information being provided 

and through the existing knowledge drawn from prior experience. These factors are 

further emphasized in the responsibility borne by the learner leading to self-learning and 

active espousal in the learning context of dealing with content-related problems. The 

key factors required from the teaching perspective includes qualitative feedback being 

provided at regular intervals to the learners. This further includes a balanced approach 

towards the scope of both the content and curriculum in respect of the conflict of interest 

posed in attaining learning skills and understanding. Teachers are also expected to take 

the student through the learning experience of the key facets of the world through the 

integration of their learning competencies with a focus on ñobservable practice, 

discipline-based knowledge and; skills and generic attributesò (Bowden & Marton, 1998).  

 

Learning as a philosophy has been studied through all the three schools of philosophical 

discourse from the moral, natural and metaphysical perspective. So the philosophy of 

learning as a doctrine is viewed with stark variations depending on the field or the area 

of specialization. From the biological to the scientific frame, the behaviorist to the 

cognitive perspective, the social and organizational theorists to the constructivist 

theoretical perspective, the philosophy of learning has come a long way. From the 

schism of learning being advocated as a noun and a verb, three schools of thought have 

emerged in the study of the philosophy of learning. The first school has included duality 

and the traditional conceptual doctrines in the work of Plato and Aristotle, to the second 

focusing on the progressive movements led by the French revolutionary ideas of Jean 

Jacques Rousseau, and John Deweyôs innovative work (1916). The third school has 

focused on the modern-day process of clarifying the traditional and progressive 

standpoints. Deweyôs articulation on the total disconnect between the mental and the 

practical paradigm within traditional education is an essential reflective starting point 

(Brockbank & McGill, 2007c). John Deweyôs philosophical chord had paved the way in 

rejecting the earlier dualistic, value-centric and emotion-based educational doctrine 

towards learning theories, based on scientific principles (Brockbank & McGill, 2007c).  

 

Table 2 (below) depicts the comparative theoretical standpoints of influential research 

in the educational context from Dewey(1916) through William Perry (1970) to the 

contemporary period, and the basic dualist perspective presents the developmental 

stages that incorporate the epistemological perspective throughout. This includes the 
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four stages of learning put forward by Piaget (1971) from accommodation to 

assimilation. Marton et al. (1976) have presented learning from a non-dualist 

phenomenographic perspective paving the way for the classroom-based constructivist 

approach towards studying, learning and teaching (Brockbank & McGill, 2007c; 

Dawson-Tunik, 2004).   

2.3 Structure of Knowledge, Approaches to Learning & Learning Conceptions    

The formulation of the learning process is considered as a specialization with respect to 

all the spheres of knowledge. The questions that have been the focus for educational 

research in the formation of knowledge include ñhow knowledge is formed within 

different fields, how new ways of seeing different phenomena are brought about, (and) 

how critical aspects are discerned and focused on simultaneouslyò (Bowden & Marton, 

1998).  

 

Moon (2004) has termed the conception of knowledge and its development from the 

learnerôs perspective as a modification of that personôs view of knowledge. A 
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Table 2: Comparative Theoretical Standpoints in Learning within Influential Educational Research 
(1910ôs to 1090ôs), based on Comparison of Developmental sequences seven educational scientistôs 
work with Dewey (1916) adapted from Table 1 (Dawson-Tunik, 2004) 
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progression in this viewpoint will enable the learner to raise understanding of the 

knowledge conceptions to more sophisticated levels. The learner is going through the 

process of ñconscious or unconscious decision about how to frame knowledge, means 

that a learner is working with internal experience as opposed to the material of learning,ò 

i.e. the learnerôs external experience (Moon, 2004). Conceptions of learning is the 

learnerôs experience of modifying the structure of knowledge and its progression within 

the learning context. The studies into the learnerôs conceptions of learning depicted in 

Table 3 have derived six distinctive classifications with the structure of knowledge being 

central towards understanding the learning experience (Ramsden, 1992; Sharma, 1997; 

van Rossum et al., 1985; Van Rossum & Schenk, 1984). 
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et al. (1984 & 85) 
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Learning 
Conceptions 
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(1993) 

 

D
E

E
P

--
--

--
--

--
--

--
--

--
--

--
--

--
--

--
--

--
--

--
--

--
--

--
--

--
--

--
--

--
-S

U
R

F
A

C
E

 Learning as (qualitative increase in) 
acquiring knowledge. Learning is 

acquiring information or óknowing a lotô 
(1) 

óconceptions (1), (2) 
and (3) are external 
to the studentô 
 
Perryôs (1970-88) 
view of studentsô 
conceptions as óthe 
absolutistic view of 
knowledgeô 
 

óMarton et al. found through a 
phenomenographic study, a sixth 
conception to add to Saljoôs five. This 
conception was observed in only a few 
cases and was hierarchically related to 
conceptions (4) and (5)ô 

S
U

R
F

A
C

E
-----------------------------------------------------------D

E
E

P
 

Learning as memorizing. Learning is 
storing information that can be 
reproduced (2) 

Learning as application of knowledge. 
Learning as acquiring facts, skills, and 
methods that can be retained and used 
as necessary (3) 

Learning as making connections 
between parts of a subject and between 
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abstract meaning. Learning involves 
relating parts of the subject matter to 
each other and to the real world (4) 

ówhile (4) and (5) 
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view of studentsô 
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ólearning towards a 
relativistic 
conceptionô 

Learning as interpreting and 
understanding reality in a different way. 
Learning involves comprehending the 
world by reinterpreting knowledge (5) 

ólearning as changing as a personô (6) 

Table 3: Comparative analysis of Studies on Learning Conceptions and their correlation to structure of 
Knowledge (Ramsden, 1992; Sharma, 1997; van Rossum et al., 1985; Van Rossum & Schenk, 1984)  

 

The studies on learning conceptions have revealed the changes that can be brought 

within the learner going through the process of the learning experience. This is a 

Figure 3: The Learning Experience - óThe relationship between conceptions of learning, 
learning context and learning approachesô (Hou, 2009) based on Figure 1 
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progression in the development of the learnerôs personality, profile, and the 

understanding of the world as a learning situation or the learning context is constantly 

being evolved through his or her approaches to learning. 

  

Figure 3 has depicted the learning experience of the learner with the clarity of the 

learning triangle where the context or the learning situation holds the key in shaping the 

conceptions of learning, which in turn has a direct influence on the approaches to 

learning. The importance in this triangle is looking at the learning experience in its 

entirety and its dependence on the learning context, with the approaches to learning 

being taken by the learner in achieving a higher level learning conception.  

 

Thus óconceptions of learningô and óapproaches to learningô have been described as the 

same side of the same coin by educational researchers with teaching being the other 

side. This includes the transformational facet of self-learning where the learner 

embodies the role of the teacher going through the process of learning. Based on the 

fundamental question of ñWhat do you mean by learning?ò research into conceptions of 
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Figure 4:  Epistemological Reflection of the Structure of Knowledge, adaptation of 
óConceptions of Learning and Epistemological Levelsô identified by Perry (1970) reflecting the 
role of óStructure of Knowledge,ô óApproaches to Learning,ô and óConceptions of Learningô 
based on (Entwistle, 2000) 
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learning was identified by Perry (1970) as aspects of memorization and reproduction by 

the learners. This was deemed to be sufficient by the teaching community in comparison 

to the transformative facet of understanding and conceptualizing from prior 

understanding and knowledge. These conceptions were formally identified through 

research into text-based learning process and presented as learning conceptions upon 

which the learners embark, termed as approaches to learning (Entwistle, 2000; Marton 

& Saljo, 1997; Marton & Säljö, 1976).  

 

Figure  4 depicts the epistemological reflection of the structure of knowledge that would 

eventually play a key role in the constructivist and phenomenographic models with the 

discussion moving towards approaches to learning and conceptions through the 

identified categories of description (Entwistle, 2000). ñThe approach that a learner 

adopts will be influenced both by the individualôs conceptions of knowledge and his or 

her personal ability to manage learningò as a definition was put to it test as a text-based 

research problem to Swedish university students (Moon, 2004).  

 

The theory on approaches to learning, both deep and surface, emerged from this 

pioneering research and is considered as the basis for understanding shortcomings 

within the learning situation and the recommendation for the required solutions for the 

improvement in student learning (Ramsden, 1992; Sharma, 1997). The pioneering 

research by Marton and Saljo in 1976 into approaches to learning with the identification 
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Figure 5: óHowô and óWhatô Aspect of the Learning Task, adapted from óThe logical structure of approaches 
to learningô by Marton (1988) based on Figure 4.1 (Ramsden, 1992) 
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of the ósurfaceô and ódeepô approaches has led to a series of further studies including the 

third dimension of the óachievingô (Biggs, 1987) or óstrategicô approach (J. Biggs, 1979). 

Approaches to learning have emerged as the connecting thread between the learning 

environment and the learnerôs cognitive and learning styles (J. B. Biggs, 2011; Serife, 

2008). 

 

The approach to learning has been described as the action taken when undertaking a 

specific learning task, within a particular learning context. It is also the reference to the 

level of thinking undertaken as well as the action. The approaches to learning as a 

concept had its original research focus based on text-based studies by Marton & Saljo 

(1976) involving the studentsô key task of reading the text. These studies on learning 

approaches focused on ówhatô was experienced, thus looking into the meaning of the 

learning task. The text-based studies helped in deriving ódeepô and ósurfaceô approaches 

to learning extrapolated in Sub-section 2.5. Learning approaches were also studied from 

the aspect of structuring and organizing the learning task, thus focusing on óhowô the 

learner organizes the learning task or the structural facet described in the work of 

Lennart Svensson (Marton & Svensson, 1979; L. Svensson, 1997). This led to a parallel 

set of learning dimensions including the óholisticô and the óatomisticô, in line with the deep 

and surface level of processing the learning task. Figure 5 has depicted what 

educational researchers have further studied, combining the óhowô and ówhatô of the 

learning task and amalgamating the learning approaches as ódeep-holisticô and ósurface-

atomisticô (Ramsden, 1992).  

2.4 Teaching Theories & Approaches to Learning 

The original Gothenburg studies conducted by Marton and his team in the 1970ôs had 

their focus on the deep and surface approaches to learning, which had a functional 

correlation to the learning outcomes. The research was undertaken at the level of 

identifying, differentiating and categorizing the conceptions including the approaches to 

learning through qualitative research methodologies rooted to grounded theory including 

Phenomenography, the research method that emerged from these studies (Marton, 

1981). This classroom-based, constructivist and theoretical model in parallel with other 

models including 3-P (Presage ï Process ï Product) model and SOLO (Structure of the 

Observed Learning Outcome) taxonomy have helped in the further integration of 

research into studentsô learning approaches together with teaching and learning 

outcomes (J. B. Biggs, 1994, 2011; Ramsden, 1992). Approaches to learning has been 

referred to as the reaction to the learnerôs experiences within the learning environment, 

both as visualization and in action. The relationship of the studentô approaches to 

learning is extended not only to the demands of the learning situation as they perceive 

it, but also in the requirements represented by the institutional context in which they are 
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learning. The learning situation that has been experienced by the learner is not in 

abstraction and is termed as the object of learning (Bowden & Marton, 1998).  The object 

of learning is also referred to as acquiring the óknowledge-baseô of an existent substance 

or abstract feature. This has a prominence within the process of learning as ñthe aspect 

refers to acts or the indirect object of learning, whereas the specific aspect refers to what 

is acted upon or the direct object of learningò (Marton & Tsui, 2004) (Figure 1).  
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Figure 6: Levels of Understanding and Learning Outcomes, adapted from óInfluences of 
conceptions of teaching & learning on approaches to studying (learning),ô (Figure 3) and (levels 
of understanding as) outcomes of learning (Table 1) (Entwistle, 2000) 
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The importance given to the object of learning is due to the learnerôs area of focus on 

the direct object or acquiring this knowledge base; whereas the teacher is required to 

focus on both the former, the indirect and the latter, the direct object of learning. The 

teacherôs due diligence is required in not only ensuring that the learner is fully acquiring 

this knowledge, but also by focusing on what the learners ñare trying to learnò (Marton & 

Tsui, 2004). Knowledge base has been further classified from its traditional framework 

or ñmode 1ò within educational research towards a ócontext-driven, problem-focused and 

interdisciplinaryô perspective, labelled as ñmode 2ò knowledge (Gibbons et al., 2010). 

Knowledge has further been connected to studentsô engagement within the learning 

process through the dynamics of curriculum construction as óactive knowledgeô or the 

ñact of knowingò (Barnett, 2007). 

 

In Figure 6, the levels of understanding portrayed by the final year students at the 

University of Edinburgh have been identified as the outcomes of learning in five 

categories depicting the approaches to studying or learning taken by the learner from 

surface learning to the deep, as well as the strategic, dimension (J. Biggs, 1979; Marton 

& Saljo, 1997; Marton & Säljö, 1976). These categories have been derived through 

pedagogical research using the conceptions of teaching and learning and practically 

implemented through the SOLO taxonomy (J. B. Biggs, 2011) with the distinctive 

scenarios of teacher-focused content-oriented classrooms versus student-focused 

learning-oriented classrooms (Entwistle, 2000). The importance of imparting knowledge 

in its dynamic form vis-à-vis its static form is brought to prominence in the identified 

categories from óconceiving-to-explainingô at a deeper level or óthe act of knowingô 

moving towards órelatingô with ódescribingô and ómentioningô at the surface level of the 

learning outcomes (Barnett, 2007; Entwistle, 2000)  

2.5 Deep, Surface & Strategic Approaches to Learning  

óStudent learning research,ô a body of educational theory has been developed since the 

1970ôs with phenomenography and constructivism as important research frameworks 

working in tandem within educational practice. Deep and surface approaches to learning 

identified as a part of the original studies at Gothenburg have particularly been influential 

at looking into the learnerôs creation of meaning in the learning activities and outcomes 

achieved by students (J. B. Biggs, 2011; Marton & Säljö, 1976). The defining features 

of the deep and surface approaches to learning have been compared to the original 

studies done using phenomenography; and later using constructivism by looking at 

ñlearning within its nature settingò in connection with teaching and learning outcomes 

through assessment (J. B. Biggs, 2011). Assessment has been the key factor that has 

led to an intermediate category of learning approach, strategic or achieving approach 
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being identified; here the learner has a focus on grades with the experience of learning 

being taken up as an organized framework (J. Biggs, 1979; J. B. Biggs, 2011).    

 

Table 4 gives a complete picture of the learnerôs perspective of how his or her approach 

to learning would evolve within the learning situation or the context in question based 

on the learning conceptions. So does the learner want to understand the hidden 

meaning of the learning context that has been presented in the learning conception? 

Why do the approaches to learning evolve once the teaching approaches and learning 

outcomes become connected to the assessment criteria?  The answer to these 

questions should be based on the understanding of surface and deep approaches to 

learning.  

2.5.1 Surface Approaches to Learning 

Surface approaches to learning have been articulated as the signifiers of fragmented 

forms of learning, for instance, treating facts in isolation, treating items as independent 

entities, absorption of the content instead of the underlying context and a negative 

emotional strategy towards the learning experience. Memorization or the act of rote-

learning have stereotypically been connected to surface approaches to learning, which 

has been the case in western culture. But this form of learning has been attributed to 

deep approaches within Asian Culture especially in Chinese students (J. B. Biggs, 2011; 

Defining features of approaches to learning 
(Table 1.1) (N. J. Entwistle, 1997) 
óStructural Aspectô - óHow?ô  

Different Approaches to learning 
(Table 4.1) (Ramsden, 1992) 
óMeaning Aspectô - óWhat?ô   

   

Deep Approach Transforming Deep Approach 
Intention ï to understand ideas for yourself by Intention to understand. Student maintains structure of task 

  Focus on ówhat is signifiedô (e.g. the authorôs argument, or the  

Relating ideas to previous knowledge and experience       concepts applicable to solving the problem) 

Looking for patterns and underlying principles  Relate previous knowledge to new knowledge 

  Relate knowledge from different courses 

Checking evidence and relating it to conclusions  Relate theoretical ideas to everyday experience 

Examining logic and argument cautiously and critically  Relate and distinguish evidence and argument 

  Organize and structure content into a coherent whole 

Becoming actively interested in the course content  Internal emphasis: óA window through which aspects of reality  

      become visible, and more intelligibleô (Entwistle & Marton, 1984) 

   

Surface Approach Reproducing Surface Approach 
Intention ï to cope with course requirements by Intention only to complete task requirements. 

 
Studying without reflecting on either purpose or strategy 

 Student distorts structure of task 
Focus on óthe signsô (e.g. the words and sentences of the text, or 

Treating the course as unrelated bits of knowledge      unthinkingly on the formula needed to solve the problem) 

Memorizing facts and procedures routinely  Focus on unrelated parts of the task 

  Memorize information for assessments 

Finding difficulty in making sense of new ideas presented  Associate facts and concepts unreflectively 

Feeling undue pressure and worry about work  Fail to distinguish principles from examples 

  Treat the task as an external imposition 

Strategic (Achieving) Approach Organizing External emphasis: demands of assessments, knowledge cut off 

Intention ï to achieve the highest possible grades by    from everyday reality  

   

Putting consistent effort into studying  Strategic (Achieving) Approach  
has not been identified as the above research on approaches to 

learning was based on the óMeaning Aspectô 
(Marton & Säljö, 1976)  

  
Finding the right conditions and materials for studying  
Managing time and effort effectively  
  
Being alert to assessment requirements and criteria  
Gearing work to the perceived preferences of lecturers  

Table 4: Comparative analysis of  the óHowô and óWhatô with reference to the approaches to learning 
based on  (Table 1.1) (N. J. Entwistle, 1997) and (Table 4.1) (Ramsden, 1992) 
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Marton & Booth, 1997; Moon, 2004). The studies on Chinese students has pointed to 

use on learning conceptions at an external level including memorization with a focus on 

acquiring and retaining knowledge that has led to deep approaches to learning. The 

studies have pointed to the influence of the learning context or situation for this form of 

learning experience to emerge from these studies (Marton & Tsui, 2004). These studies 

on students from the Asian culture is relevant in this research as an Indian institution is 

amongst four architectural institutions being studied. 

2.5.2 Deep Approaches to Learning 

Deep approaches to learning have been signified by the meaningful engagement of the 

learners in conducting the tasks with preference given to connecting the key themes, 

concepts and ideas within the learning situation. The learner following a deep approach 

has naturally been trying to focus on both, upon the details and upon the learning task 

as a whole. The emotional chord of the learner includes being in a positive frame of 

mind, with a high level of self-motivation; and developing the learning experience into a 

pleasure by articulating beyond the learning context (J. B. Biggs, 2011; Moon, 2004). 

Research has shown that students with the tendency to approach learning at a deeper 

level are not necessarily at the highest point when it comes to assessment and grades 

(Moon, 2004; Ramsden, 1992). 

 

A study by Trigwell et al. into deep and surface approaches to learning that were 

adopted by first year university students was found to be correlative to their emotional 

learning experience and learning outcomes (Trigwell, Ellis, & Han, 2012). Students with 

positive learning experience were found to be adopting the deeper approach to learning 

and were correlated to the higher achievement spectrum, in comparison to weak and 

negative emotions leading towards the surface approach. This study has suggested that 

enhancement of the studentsô learning experience through the design of new learning 

environments had a considerable effect on their emotional range within the complete 

spectrum (Trigwell et al., 2012). óIntrinsic motivationô is a key feature that has its 

association with deep approach to learning, where the students do not feel threatened 

and in a state of constant anxiety. Students following the surface approach on the other 

hand, had to use the feature of óextrinsic motivationô or feeling threatened constantly in 

the learning context, with a high level of anxiety. This situation could evolve based on 

the encouragement provided within the learning context to motivate the students and 

help them in transforming their learning experience toward a deep approach to learning 

(Marton & Saljo, 1997). 
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2.5.3 Strategic Approaches to Learning       

The third approach to learning that has been identified, i.e. the strategic learner or a 

learning approach which has its focus on óachievementô or óstrategy.ô The strategic 

learner has been identified as taking an approach that is very different from the deep 

and surface approaches to learning. The learner is seen to be adopting aspects of the 

deep and surface approaches in order to be successful in the assessment criteria set, 

which includes achieving high grades. Since the motivation is towards a successful 

conclusion in the learning situation based on the teaching and assessment criteria set 

within its organizational framework, this approach has also been termed as an achieving 

approach (J. Biggs, 1979; J. B. Biggs, 1987a; Moon, 2004). Learners who have been 

adopting this approach have been characterized as students with ambition and 

organizational capabilities, and who put in maximum effort towards the criteria of 

assessment (J. B. Biggs, 2011; Prosser & Trigwell, 1999).                 

2.6 Learning Strategies & Styles  

Learning strategies have been identified as an overlap to the óstrategicô approach of 

learning taken by students whose focus is on scenarios where they can achieve 

maximum grades. Research into learning strategies have examined the learning path 

traversed by students from surface and deep approaches (Marton, 1975), to the holistic 

and atomistic model (Svensson, 1975 & Saljo, 1979) and the question of learning styles 

by correlating learning dimensions to the learning context and content (Ramsden, 1988) 

(Brockbank & McGill, 2007c). This has further led to further discussion on the difference 

between learning styles and approaches to learning, as the latter has a close 

resemblance to ñstudentôs personality typologyò (Sharma, 1997).  

 

There has been an interchangeable use of cognitive and learning styles with reference 

to research into studentôs learning. Whereas learning styles have been used to assign 

a range of attributes and differences within the studentsô cohort; cognitive styles have 

been focused on students at an individual level. Duff (2000) has stated that ña learning 

style is the composite of cognitive, affective, and psychological factors that serve as an 

indicator of how an individual interacts with and responds to the learning environmentò 

(Serife, 2008). Figure 7 depicts the amalgamated picture of the position of learning and 

cognitive styles within the learning context as studied from the perspective of Curryôs 

(1983) original Onion Model presented in the backdrop of the 3-P (Presage ï Process ï 

Product) model from a constructivist perspective, linked to Duffôs (2000) indicators and 

based on Priceôs(2004) interpretation of cognitive and learning styles (Serife, 2008). This 

is based on the domains proposed by Bloom (1956) including the cognitive, affective 

and psychomotor domains.  
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Figure 7: Learning and Cognitive Styles within the Learning Context, based on Curryôs (1983) Onion Model 
(Figure 1) by Price (2004) with Duffôs (2000) indicators based on the three domains by Bloom (1956) 
and overlapped with Individual Differences and Learning Environment (Figure 3) (Serife, 2008) indicating 

the role of Learning & Cognitive Styles within the overall Learning Context using the 3-P Model 

Learning skills have been studied as a separate facet of the learnerôs knowledge of one 

specific aspect within the process of learning, which is termed in an array of broadly 

used terms including ócognitive skill,ô ópresentation skill,ô óstudy skill,ô óphysicalô and 

ópractical skillô (Moon, 2004). Learning skills as an attribute falls in the domain of learning 

and cognitive styles with reference to the learner. Learning styles have been 

distinguished as the positions taken by the students, independent of the learning task or 

the teaching context in hand; whereas approaches to learning has its basis in the 

learning context and the studentôs learning experience within this learning situation. The 

constructivist model has taken the path by looking at both the learning and teaching 

context in determining the learning conceptions and studentsô approaches to learning 

(J. B. Biggs, 2011).       

2.7 Constructivism: Learning & Teaching Models 

Constructivism and phenomenography have played a key role in the research on 

studentsô approaches to learning with the focus of these research methodologies 

directed at the creation of meaning by the learner. Constructivism has also focused 

ñparticularly on the nature of learning activities the student uses and on this account 

more readily leads to enhanced teachingò (J. B. Biggs, 2011).  
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2.7.1 Learning & Teaching Models 

Understanding the learning and teaching models that have emerged requires a renewed 

focus on studentsô learning and the teacherôs role as facilitator in providing the learning 

context for the learners in achieving their intended learning. Investigation into classroom 

learning have pointed to maximizing or minimizing the studentôs learning opportunities 

based on the discourse between the teacher and students. This is because of the dual 

role of the teacher in focusing on the direct and indirect objects of the learnersô learning 

(Marton & Tsui, 2004).  

 

Teaching should aim to be the cause for studentsô learning. Research in education has 

presented detailed connections between learning and teaching. This connection has 

been the area of focus for Biggs and Collis (1982) showing the application of the SOLO 

(Structure of the Observed Learning Outcome) taxonomy to the outcomes of learning, 

design of curriculum and criteria for assessment.  

Levels of Biggsôs SOLO Taxonomy (Table 4.4)  
(Ramsden, 1992) 

Teachersô response to questions on teaching and 
learning from Chapter 2 (Ramsden, 1992) 

1 Prestructural Use of irrelevant information, or 
no meaningful response 

Case 1 Teaching is about transmitting knowledge from 
academic staff to students 

Student learning is separate from teaching 

Student learning is a process of acquiring new 
knowledge 

Problems in learning are not to do with 
teaching 

2 Unistructural Answer focuses on one relevant 
aspect only 

Case 2 Teaching is about managing student activity 

3 Multistructural Answer focuses on several 
relevant structures. But they are 
not coordinated together 

Student learning is associated with teaching 

Problems in learning can be fixed by adopting 
the right teaching strategy 

4 Relational The several parts are integrated 
into a coherent whole; details 
are linked to conclusions; 
meaning is understood 

Case 3 Teaching is about making it possible for 
students to learn subject content 

Student learning is a long and uncertain 
process of changes in understanding 

5 Extended 
abstract 

Answer generalizes the 
structure beyond the information 
given; higher order principles 
are used to bring in a new and 
broader set of issues 

Teaching and student learning are parts of the 
same whole; understanding studentsô ways of 
thinking about the subject matter is essential to 
effective instruction 

The activity of teaching and the process of 
reflecting on it are inextricably linked 

Problems in learning may be addressed by 
changing teaching, but with no certainty of 
success. Constant monitoring is needed, as 
yesterdayôs solutions might not work today 

Table 5: Learning Outcomes and Teachersô Experience, based on mapping of five levels of outcome 
based on Biggsôs SOLO Taxonomy (Table 4.4) and Teachersô response to questions on teaching and 
learning from Chapter 2 (Ramsden, 1992) 

 

Table 5 has depicted the mapping of levels of outcome used in classifying the structural 

complexity of the responses given by students, as identified using the SOLO taxonomy 

(Biggs & Collis, 1982; Van Rossum and Schenk, 1984) with the teachersô conceptions 

from the fields of electrical engineering, politics and physiology on questions of teaching 

and learning (Ramsden, 1992). The Table 5 mapping also represents that the teachersô 

conceptions is likely leading to learning outcomes.  
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In the overall context of educational research, the focus is shifting towards the 

perspective of the student or the learner. Studentsô perceptions of the learning context 

is in direct correlation to their previous experiences, with the approaches to learning 

determining their learning outcomes. The learning context includes the larger framework 

involving the teachers and their approaches to teaching, the course design and the 

curriculum; and the department or faculty in perspective (Prosser et al., 2003; Prosser 

& Trigwell, 1999). The learning environments at university level have focused on 

teaching instead of learning. The mission statement for the past century has centered 

on the teaching core, research and the professional services being offered and restricted 

to a singular function. This focus has shifted to the studentsô learning perspective at an 

individual level and in research where the humanity is learning at a collective level, with 

the impact of learning directed towards learning in the society at large (Bowden & 

Marton, 1998). The question of a learning and teaching model has been perceived as 

the universal correlation of education as an ecosystem with a complex, organic and 

unpredictable condition,  like a natural óswampô as described by Schon (1987). Any 

measurable addition or subtraction to this ecosystem could well, destroy its natural 

condition (J. B. Biggs, 1994).  

2.7.2 Classroom-based Constructivist Model  

Figure 8: The 3-P Model Presage ï Process ï Product Model of Student Learning based on Figure 1 (J. B. 
Biggs et al., 2001) and Figure 2.1 (Prosser & Trigwell, 1999) adapting two versions and presenting Student 
Learning in Context 
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Learning from a constructivist viewpoint has pointed to two key facets that have 

developed beyond the perception of knowledge accumulation. The first facet is the 

flexibility within the cognitive structure for change at times, with no requirement of 

additional learning material. The second is the facilitation of selecting and assimilating 

additional learning material, with the choice of learning and creation of new meaning 

being in the hands of the learner (Moon, 2004). Biggs has described constructive 

alignment which is based on outcomes-based education with the focal point shifting back 

to learning ñto increase the likelihood of most students achieving those (learning) 

outcomesò (J. B. Biggs, 2011). Learning as a process has been presented as creating a 

change in the conceptions of the learner instead of accumulating additional learning 

material (Bowden & Marton, 1998). The social constructivist movement has contributed 

to educational research with ñits emphasis on the importance of cultural practices, 

language, and other people, in bringing knowledge about.ò This is in contrast to 

educational research that has a focus on student learning from a constructivist viewpoint 

of the cognitive structure, which has followed the movement of ñindividual 

constructivismò with ñits emphasis on the learnerôs active role in the acquisition of 

knowledgeò (Marton & Booth, 1997) 

 

Two complementary theoretical models, phenomenography and constructivism have 

come to the fore in educational research with a focus on student learning since the 

1970ôs. Phenomenography is based on the work of Marton and Saljo (1976) with the 

context of studentsô learning focusing on the perspective of the learner determining the 

question of ñwhat is learned.ò The teaching perspective on the learning situation is not 

the focus of this model. The complementary model of constructivism has its focus on 

the intended learning outcomes within student learning. The framework of this model 

has taken teaching, learning activities and intended learning outcomes in perspective 

being able to conceptualize ñoutcome-based education (OBE)ò (J. B. Biggs, 2011). 

Classroom-based constructivist model has its origins in cognitive psychology (Piaget, 

1950) and the framework has been derived from the Dunkin and Biddleôs (1974) 

Presage-Process-Product classroom teaching model or the 3-P Model (Biggs, 1993), 

presented as an amalgamated model in Figure 8. The SOLO (Structure of the Observed 

Learning Outcome) taxonomy (Biggs & Collis, 1982) has also been used in 

implementing outcome-based education (OBE) with the focus on teaching, learning and 

assessment (J. B. Biggs, 1994, 2011), presented as a qualitative model in Figure 9. 

 

Through the classroom-based constructivist model and phenomenography, the 

research focus has been on effective learning from the learnerôs perspective and the 

changes that can be effected in that learnerôs perspective on the world (J. B. Biggs, 
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2011). This is further depicted in Figure 9, from both the studentsô approaches to 

learning and the teacherôs approaches to teaching, which needs to be mapped within 

outcome-based education. This starting point on identifying the approaches to learning 

from the learnerôs perspective is the research focus of the other theoretical model; 

Phenomenography.    

 

Figure 9:  Model of Student Learning (Fig. 1) (Prosser et al., 2003) in the context of the Classroom ïbased 

Constructivist Model         

2.8 Phenomenography & Approaches to Learning 

The origins of phenomenography have as their starting point the question of ówhat is 

learning?ô, that has been central to the research on learning approaches. A departure 

from other theoretical perspectives of learning like cognitivism, individual and social 

constructivism, the learner and his or her experience of learning from a constitutionalist 

perspective is the differentiator of phenomenography, which is elaborated further in 

Chapter 4, Sub-section 4.2.3. Learning has been studied in phenomenography based 
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on the internal relationship between the learner and the world (Prosser & Trigwell, 1999), 

with the focus of studying learning as the phenomenon. 

 

Learning as the phenomenon in question is explained through its representation from 

the first as well as second-order perspectives. The first-order perspective is used in 

studying the phenomenon of learning by using specific learning models (3-P) and 

taxonomies (SOLO) within the research framework framed by the researcher. The 

experiential statements made about the ólearner-learningô or the óperson-phenomenonô 

relationship focusing on the learner is excluded or filtered out of the data collected. This 

has also been termed as óbracketing.ô The first-order perspective is all about the detailed 

understanding of learning as the phenomenon, and about the learner or learners; and 

thus discussing the relationship between learning and learner. This discussion is based 

on the research framework, as the learning experience of the learners is excluded from 

the analysis. The first-order perspective has been used in phenomenological studies 

elaborated in Chapter 4, Sub-section 4.3.1.  

 

Phenomenography uses the second-order perspective, which is the key towards 

unfolding the phenomenon in question. The second-order perspective is all about 

recording the learning experiences of the learner and learning; i.e. the phenomenon and 

ñthe question of what the phenomenon is like is bracketedò (Marton & Booth, 1997). 

óBracketingô as per Morris (2006) from the phenomenographic perspective within the 

qualitative research framework is the requirement placed on the researcher to filter out 

ñpreconceived ideasò by excluding certain selected portions of the collected data related 

to the phenomenon being studied, thus avoiding ñpredetermined classificationò of the 

categories being analyzed (Kebaetse, 2010). The second-order perspective includes 

the focus given in recording the experiences between the learner and learning, and 

looking at the development and the evolution of the phenomenon in question (Marton & 

Booth, 1997).  

 

Phenomenography and the research on approaches to learning by Marton and Saljo 

(1976) is therefore considered as the starting point for this new revolution in educational 

research, which is carried forward by objective-based education (OBE) looking into the 

teaching and learning framework through the individual constructivist viewpoint. 

Phenomenography from a methodological standpoint will be discussed in detail in 

Chapter 4. The research focus of this study is on classification of studentsô learning 

approaches that has brought back the spotlight on the learnerôs experience also termed 

as óexperiential learningô and óreflective learningô. This is further elaborated in Chapter 

3, Section 3.3. 
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2.9 Approaches to Learning in Other Fields & Design 

Studies conducted in the field of engineering have also provided an insight into the 

context of understanding approaches to learning beyond the realm of deep and surface 

approaches. Boothôs 1992 investigation into first-year computer science studentsô 

learning in writing computer programs led to the identification of four distinct approaches 

to learning including the óexpedientô and the óconstructionalô approach that fell within the 

range of the surface category; whereas the óoperationalô and óstructuralô approach 

emerged within the deep category. Further research on collaborative or group studies 

pointed to three distinct learning categories including ñLearning in isolation within the 

group, Learning as part of a distributed effort, and Learning as part of a collaborative 

effortò (Booth, 2001).  

 

A study on a group of fashion design students approaching their project revealed four 

distinctive approaches to learning which were hierarchical, ranging from the deep to 

surface level. An earlier pilot study for this research was conducted based on these 

fashion design studies, and this is discussed in Chapter 5 (Bailey, 2002; Drew et al., 

2001; Iyer & Roberts, 2014). Case and Marshall have compared the findings of Booth 

(1992), Drew et al. (2001) and two further studies in the field of engineering. Marshall 

(1995) and Case (2000) have indicated a further procedural range within the surface, 

achieving (strategic), and deeper dimensions (J. Case & Marshall, 2004). A mapping of 

the identified learning approaches in the above studies as depicted in Table 6 has 

presented the need for further research in the fields of design and architecture using 

phenomenography. 
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Table 6: Mapping of Various Studies on Approaches to learning in the field of Engineering & Design 
with the key studies of Approaches to Learning done in the 1970ôs and 80ôs 
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2.10 Summary 

The current chapter has reviewed educational research with its focus on learning, further 

explaining the philosophical, theoretical and pedagogical perspectives and defining the 

conceptions and approaches to learning. The review is further presented by looking into 

the cognitive and learning styles, the learning models and research methodologies in 

addition to the studies conducted on studentsô learning.  

 

This review has presented the theoretical underpinnings of studentsô approaches to 

learning within the larger context of the philosophical and scientific standpoints of the 

available research in higher and university education. The definition of learning has been 

further extrapolated from the óhowô and ówhatô aspects of learning, reflecting on both the 

learning context as well as the learnersô experience; thus presenting the importance of 

studentsô approaches to learning in the ongoing educational research within higher and 

university education. 

 

Chapter 3 explores the existing literature on learning in the field of architecture and 

design from a studentôs perspective (A. G. Iyer, 2015). The current chapter has outlined 

the nature of studentsô approaches to learning, differentiating between deep and surface 

which is further explored in Chapter 3 on how these approaches manifest themselves in 

design education.  
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Chapter 3: Learning: Theoretical Underpinnings within 

Pedagogical Research in Architectural Design Education  

Learning has been summarized in Chapter 2 from the learnerôs perspective as the 

qualitative changes in their visualization, experience and conceptualization of something 

specific to the worldwide learning context. Approaches to learning are further described 

as actions taken by learners while undertaking specific learning tasks, within particular 

learning contexts. These approaches have been summarized as deep and surface 

approaches as well as strategic approaches based on educational and pedagogical 

research in higher education (J. Biggs, 1979; Marton & Säljö, 1976)   

 

Chapter 3 reviews the existing literature within pedagogical research focusing on 

learning approaches in architectural education according to the definition of studentsô 

approaches to learning elaborated in Chapter 2.   

3.1 Learning Approaches in Architectural Design: The Gap  

ñIn order to teach architectural design, the ability to do a good project is not sufficient; 

one also needs to explain what architectural design is and how one designs. In order to 

learn design, carrying out a project is not enoughò (Salvestrini, 1995).  

 

Classifying the approaches to learning adopted by students in the design studio is the 

central theme for the current study, which examines how architecture is taught, or indeed 

learned. The architectural curriculum, the role-play of tutor and student within the design 

studio as well as the core coursework of design have been revisited on numerous 

occasions to examine parallels for this research question (A. Salama, 1995; A. M. A. 

Salama & Wilkinson, 2007; Schon, 1983, 1985).  

 

The Salama and Wilkinson review of research scholarship into teaching and learning in 

the field of art, design and architecture points out that educators and researchers 

predominantly focus on key pedagogical issues generalized from a teaching and 

administrative perspective. This review focuses on pedagogic research into architectural 

education exploring the Classical Vitruvian triad of óutilitas,ô ófirmatisô and óvenustatisô 

(Vitruvius, 1960, 1999) (Translation publication year) moving forward to Salamaôs 

identified domains of óacademic, craft-based, technological and sociologicalô in 

architectural design (A. Salama, 1995; A. M. A. Salama & Wilkinson, 2007). There is 

little scholarly research work in pedagogy pertaining to studentsô learning in art, design 

and architectural education (A. Iyer, 2015). A further breakdown of scholarly research 

on learning has focused on the categories of learning style, industry-academia interface, 
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learning outcomes, technology or blended learning, collaborative and self-regulated 

learning, with approaches to learning being considered a minor category in this overall 

research output (de la Harpe & Peterson, 2009).   

 

This brings us back to the question of óhow architecture is taught or indeed learned?ô 

and this study has examined this theme by looking at the classification of studentsô 

approaches to learning in architectural design coursework. Studentsô approaches to 

learning in higher education have been presented in terms of surface and deep 

approaches (Marton & Säljö, 1976) as-well-as óstrategicô approaches (J. Biggs, 1979) 

as outlined in in Chapter 2. Learning approaches are informed by studentsô prior 

experiences of studying and understanding the key concepts of the subject matter, 

which is vital to the subsequent approaches to studying and learning outcomes (Prosser 

& Trigwell, 1999).  Biggs has discussed the implicit and explicit theories of studentsô 

learning; with the latter pointing to the importance of the phenomenographic model (J. 

B. Biggs, 1994), further described as surface and deep approaches to learning (Marton 

& Säljö, 1976). The phenomenographic research methodology is further explained in 

Chapter 4.  

 

The central theme for this study is based on the classification of the studentsô learning 

approaches to architectural design. This chapter review is correlated to the identified 

learning approaches from the pilot study in Chapter 5 where the first and fourth year 

architecture studentsô learning approaches have been compared (Iyer & Roberts, 2014). 

This pilot study has further examined the related question of whether studentsô 

approaches in architectural design are different from the deep and surface dimension. 

This has raised a further question on whether these identified approaches form different 

points on a continuum between the deep and surface dimension, or whether some 

approaches lie in a different dimension (A. Iyer, 2015).  

 

Ramsden has discussed the management of teaching and learning for the teaching 

faculty stating that ña clear awareness of key educational principles; in particular, the 

principle that the content of student learning is logically prior to the methods of teaching 

the contentò (Ramsden, 1992). Application of knowledge in an abstract learning situation 

has been a critical area of discussion within pedagogical research in higher education 

as there is a counter-argument that knowledge is best learned in the context of practice, 

rather than an abstract situation and then applied. Gibbons et al. have presented this 

dichotomy within pedagogical research by classifying knowledge as óMode 1 ï traditional 

knowledgeô, ñgenerated within a disciplinary, primarily cognitive, context,ò whereas 

ñMode 2 knowledge is created in broader, transdisciplinary social and economic 
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contextsò (Gibbons et al., 2010). Barnett et al. have connected knowledge through the 

engagement of students, academics and the curriculum in the learning process through 

the óthree challenges of knowing, acting and beingô (Barnett, 2007).  

 

This chapter reviews the philosophical differences in terms of architectural education 

from an international perspective in sub-section 3.4.  In the United Kingdom and the 

European Union, architectural education is becoming increasing complex because of 

reinforcement of the learning context, rather than the transmission of pure knowledge 

that is subsequently applied.  This review has further examined the North American and 

the Indian contexts and reviewed their philosophies of architectural education as a part 

of the data analysis from Chapters 7 to 10. This study has considered the first-year 

design coursework as the primary research vehicle for the classification of studentsô 

learning approaches. Architectural design is integral to the in-studio design process that 

the students undertake, which is a central theme of this classification.  

3.2 Learning: Language, Pedagogy and Theory in Architectural Design 

Reflections on the student learning experience are used to understand the impact on 

their learning approaches, and their prior experience is correlated with their design 

coursework. This is further exemplified in first-year design with the students being 

encouraged to revisit their prior experiences and explore the architectural domain. The 

seminal research into ñhow students learnò and ñwhat motivates the studentò are 

fundamental questions that help define studentsô approaches to learning (J. B. Biggs, 

2011).  

 

Roberts (2009) has articulated Biggsô focus of ñthe studentò which he says ñwe all 

encounterò. ñLearning is about what the students do rather than what the teachers doò 

and, ñif students value something, then they see it as important, and will be motivated to 

learnò (Roberts, 2009). This brings a requirement to classify studentsô learning 

approaches in architectural education into the foreground of this research. The 

structured definition of the learning approaches adopted by architecture students should 

be based on their prior experiences and exposure to the subject, their motivation to enrol 

and the value they bring to the profession. 

 

Van Bakel traverses various definitions of architectural design, from a ósignifier of powerô 

by Rapoport (1979) through the óVitruvian expressions to the modern values of 

aesthetics, function and technologyô by Moore (1979) and the ótransformational briefô by 

Foz (1972). Through multiple definitions he has stated that ñunique for architectural 

designing is the combination of the designing of a space and the use of this space, 

where sometimes the form follows function, and sometimes the function follows formò 
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(Van Bakel, 1995). His research looks into the dichotomy that exists in architecture when 

compared to other fields including fine arts and design encompassing fashion, or 

industrial design, where the design problem can be tested using prototyping. This is 

virtually impossible in architectural design, where the solution is constructed over a 

period of time which could be months, if not years, before it is tested by the user (Van 

Bakel, 1995).  

 

This poses a major challenge from both, the teaching and learning perspective for the 

faculty and the student of architecture. Architectural design has the requirement to solve 

a problem which ñinvolves an understanding of how problem spaces are constructed 

and transmittedò (Haider, 1986). This has created a unique situation where the traditional 

pedagogy of teaching that is ódisciplinary, cognitive and context-drivenô cannot be 

applied to architectural design. This presents a unique learning situation, which is 

dominated by skill-based and craft-based approaches to acquisition of design 

knowledge. The debate concerning the óhidden curriculumô and the ópower-playô of 

master and pupil,ðprevailing behavioral systems that persist within the design studioð

poses an added challenge in architectural education (Dutton, 1991a, 1991b; Haider, 

1986; Webster, 2004).  

 

This challenge is further exacerbated for the architecture student in learning ñthe 

language of architectureò (Unwin, 2014) when this is in the context of the general 

language of higher education, with a marked contrast between the two educational 

contexts. The approaches to learning within architecture will also be in contrast to those 

found overall in higher education. A comparative example is the difference between 

learning a second foreign language and learning the native language for the first time 

as an infant.  As these are not quite the same processes, so learning architectural design 

may also be different from that of higher education. 

 

This has been interpreted as the study of a new language that involves communication 

in visual and tactile terms. The educational experience for the students in architectural 

education includes learning the process and gaining the competency to practice as a 

professional (Unwin, 2014). The students are taken through an exploratory journey of 

arts, science and professional practice in the design coursework, which resonates in 

their learning approaches. Nicol and Pilling emphasize this focus on the curriculum and 

the ñtime spent by students in architectural design. It is in the design studio that students 

are expected to bring together knowledge from the different disciplines to inform the 

development of their architectural designsò (Nicol & Pilling, 2000).  
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3.2.1 Architectural Design: Pedagogy and Content 

The architectural curriculum in general represents the ócontested discussionsô, or 

debate, over content, rather than how students learn. Architectural education further 

represents studentsô approaches to learning as a self-taught methodology, as opposed 

to the traditional view of education where the focus is on teaching the structure and the 

tools within the curriculum surrounding this activity. Through using varied teaching and 

learning strategies, the students of architecture are constantly exposed to learning as 

an experience; familiar strategies including ólearning-by-doing,ô óself-learning,ô óreflecting 

on prior experiencesô and óreflection-in-actionô represent these approaches in the deeper 

dimension, and direct them towards developing into well-rounded professionals 

(Bradley, 2000; Brown & Yates, 2000; Schon, 1983; Webster, 2000).  

 

 

Figure 10 depicts these debates as focusing on content in the design coursework within 

established pedagogical research in architectural education. A holistic understanding of 

teaching and learning the design coursework poses a major challenge, from the artistic 

and scientific nature of the pedagogical research framework  that runs in parallel with 

the four classified domains - the academic, craft-based, technological and sociological 

domains (Haider, 1986; A. Salama, 1995; A. M. A. Salama & Wilkinson, 2007).  

Architectural History 
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Visual Organization 
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Aesthetic Theory 
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Figure 10: Holistic Understanding of the Architectural Design Studio based on Figure 6 (Haider, 1986) 

and four established pedagogical research approaches in architectural education (J. Biggs, 1979; A. 

Salama, 1995; A. M. A. Salama & Wilkinson, 2007) 

Academic Domain 

Craft-Based Domain 

Technological Domain 

Sociological Domain 



59 
 

The research framework for this study using phenomenography is further discussed in 

Chapter 4, which aims at understanding the link between pedagogy and content to 

learning approaches in architectural design, and how students learn.  This examines the 

content-focused architectural design pedagogy which may well be driven by the 

philosophy of the school rather than the learning approaches of the student.  

3.2.2 Pedagogy in Architectural Design 

The pedagogical spectrum includes areas of focus ranging from the aesthetic to the 

technical, and continuing to the social in the specialized areas that range between 

aesthetic theory and urban design, as depicted in Figure-10. The paradigm of defining 

the design coursework has its origins in western culture through the Classical Vitruvian 

triad of architectural characteristics from first century BC of óutilitasô also termed as 

commodity and / or utility, ófirmatisô for firmness or durability and óvenustatis;ô for delight 

or beauty that has been interpreted through various translations. Vitruvius has further 

elaborated in Book I on the education undertaken by an architect where the focus of 

learning is on gaining theoretical inputs from various departments and applying it in 

practice (Vitruvius, 1960, 1999) (Translation publication year).  

 

Pedagogical research descended from the Vitruvian triad in De Architectura and its 

historic interpretation from early Renaissance onward, were challenged by the industrial 

revolution and its impact on architectural design. Rasmussen has reflected on the 

eternal debate on placing óthe beautifulô within architecture and its role as ña very 

functional artò due to the presence of the óutilityô factor  (Rasmussen, 1964). Alexander 

has further expanded on architectural design by defining design as "the process of 

inventing things which display new physical order, organization, form, in response to 

function..." (Alexander, 1964). Alexander further proposed a philosophical treatise on 

architectural design and constructing a language through a series of patterns identified 

within the human civilization and urbanity at the macro level,  reducing to the scale of a 

building and its spatial and technological aspects at the micro level (Alexander, 1977, 

1979).     

 

Broadbent has given a glimpse into the world of learning for the architect by classifying 

it as ótheory in a classroom of some kind (design studio)ô and within ópractice.ô He has 

presented the tension that exists between architectural education and practice as a 

compliance mechanism for the latter with the former playing the role of the conscience 

keeper (Broadbent, 1995). The basis of this tension between education and practice is 

Broadbentôs elaboration of óthe architect as designerô and óthe architect at workô with the 

differing role-plays that are required in the process of design from creation to the 

execution of a building (Broadbent, 1988). So this suggests a way of thinking, rather 
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than content that may be more linked to learning and how students act in a particular 

situation. 

 

Lawson has broadened this argument by amalgamating the tensions within design 

education by referencing the fields of design and engineering. He has further focused 

on the nature of architectural education amalgamating urban and landscape design at 

the macro level with industrial, interior and product design reflecting the micro level; ñall 

require the designer to produce beautiful and also practically useful and well-functioning 

end-productsò (Lawson, 2006). Lawsonôs triad of beauty, utility and functionality within 

architectural design is once more a reflection through the pedagogical dispositions of 

Rasmussen, Alexander and Broadbent of the Vitruvian triad of óutilitas,ô ófirmatisô and 

óvenustatisô. 

 

Figure 11: Amalgamated Canvas of Definitions & Meanings in the Design Coursework from Pedagogical 
Research in Architectural Education (Alexander, 1964, 1977; Broadbent, 1988, 1995; Ching, 1996; Haider, 
1986; Lawson, 2006; Rasmussen, 1964; A. Salama, 1995; A. M. A. Salama & Wilkinson, 2007; Unwin, 
2009; Vitruvius, 1960, 1999) 

Ching has extrapolated a further triad of óform,ô óspace,ô and óorderô within architectural 

design. Form is explored through the primary elements and various geometries that are 

required to be studied in architecture. Form is further correlated with space by 

understanding the invisible connections related to organization, circulation, proportion 
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and scale within architecture. Order has been architecturally extrapolated through the 

ordering principles of design (Ching, 1996).  

 

Unwin has explored the architectural language that students need to learn through 

various facets of understanding design. Analysing Architecture is an interpretation of 

design from the óidentification of placeô to the various óelements,ô further exploring the 

architectural language from historic, geometric and thematic facets of spatial 

organization through selected case studies as perceived by the architect in the design 

diary (Unwin, 2009). This exploration of the architectural language through the design 

diary is a further distinction between ways of thinking and content. 

 

Figure 11 depicts the overall amalgamated canvas of the definitions and meanings that 

have been derived in the design coursework from an historical to the contemporary 

perspective. This study on classification of the approaches to learning is a journey based 

on the definition of design from the Vitruvian triad to Unwinôs perspective of architectural 

analysis through the pedagogical structure of architectural design. This classification is 

analyzed using the studentsô experiential journey and the research vehicle of first-year 

architectural design through phenomenography further reviewed in Chapter 4. This 

research vehicle is used in both the pilot study elaborated in Chapter 5 and the current 

study from Chapters 6 to 12.        

3.3 Architectural Design: Experiential & Reflective Learning   

Moon (2004) correlates learning, experience and meaning as part of the cyclic process 

of the task undertaken. So learning can be correlated as the connection ñto our present 

and prior experience (i.e. the state of the cognitive structure)ò that is the guiding factor 

for the present experience (Moon, 2004).  

 

The Kolb (1984) cycle of experiential learning (Figure 12) represents a model that 

facilitates learning through the managed framework of the teaching situation. This cycle 

Concrete Experience 

Abstract Conceptualization Active Experimentation 

Observation and 
Reflection 

Figure 12:  The Kolb (1984) Cycle of Experiential Learning (Moon, 2004)  
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has a correlation to learning and teaching in architectural education as the four key 

activities within this cycle are interplayed in the design studio as a part of the design 

coursework through approaches to teach and to learn. Reflective learning, considered 

as core training endorsed within architectural practice and the design studio, is further 

elaborated by Schon (1983) through the dialogue between the design faculty and the 

student in the design coursework as óthe reflective practitionerô (Schon, 1983, 1985, 

1987) in Sub-section 3.5.1. 

3.3.1 Learning in Design Studio  

This section examines the impact of the design studio on the studentsô approaches to 

learning. The central role that the design studio plays has been ñroutinely referred to as 

being a core of architectural educationò (Webster, 2001). óThe Reflective Practitionerô 

represents the design studio as central, both to architectural education, the profession 

and the pedagogic connect of teaching design with ñthe distinctive structure of reflection-

in-actionò and ñthe future interaction of research and practiceò (Schon, 1983).   

 

Webster provides an outline of the ideas of Schon and related literature from disciplines 

outside architectural education, identifying the  importance of the ñdesign project, as a 

vehicle for project-based learning, é adopted on the assumption that the expertise 

needed by architects could only partially be learnt through the traditional methods of 

knowledge transmission, lectures, etc. used by most academic disciplinesò (Webster, 

2001, 2008). Schonôs work (Schon, 1983, 1985, 1987) has been described as ñan attack 

on the dominant technical rationality in professional education, criticizing it for being 

unable to respond to the complexities of the real world and of failing to account for how 

professionals work in practiceò (Webster, 2001). The design studio represents the core 

of the architectural design curriculum and the integrated design project is seen as the 

principal teaching vehicle (Schon, 1985, 1987). The centrality of the design studio in the 

design coursework raises the question of its impact on studentsô approaches to learning.  

 

This question also impacts on the balance between the tenured academics and the 

professionals, with the former focusing on teaching design and the latter constructing 

the design process (Platt, 2000). Roberts has suggested that Schonôs(1983) work on 

the project-based approaches of ólearning by doingô in architectural education should be 

considered a pioneering model for professional education and ñthe design studio 

provides a venue for students to engage in conversation, dialogues and collaboration 

related to open-ended problems and encourages speculative exploration. Studio-based 

learning has been seen to be an enjoyable and effective way of learning critical design 

skillsò (Roberts, 2004a).  
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The lack of architectural 'thinking' in secondary schools is key reason for initiation of 

first-year design students to 'think like an architect.' This can be considered central in 

defining the role of the design studio amongst the new cohort. The design studio has 

been portrayed as the hearth where development of architectural education takes place 

and studio culture is inculcated. Approaches to learning within the studio are portrayed 

as understanding the design process from extrapolating the design problem to 

professionally presenting the solution, as reflected in architectural practice. (Nicol & 

Pilling, 2000; Ashraf M. Salama, 2005; Schon, 1985).   

 

Studio culture embodies approaches to learning that focus on studentsô holistic 

development and prepares them for real-life practice. This is further exemplified by 

Demirbas and Demirkan, who state that ñlearning as an interactive process is an 

important issue in architectural design education.ò They have examined ñthe role of the 

design studio,ò outlining three steps namely ñlearn and practice some new skills, say, 

visualization and representation; learn and practice a new language as Schon(1984) 

described design as a graphic and verbal language;  and learn to think architecturally, 

as pointed by Lede Witz(1985)ò (Demirbaĸ & Demirkan, 2003).  Inculcating the studio 

culture where the students learn new skills, a new architectural language and a new 

thinking process is seen as central, both in education and the profession.  

3.3.2 Architectural Design Studio-based Education   

Rowe extends the argument for professional design education through the involvement 

of an innate process in the field of architecture, namely ólife-cycle learning.ô This process 

has been presented as a direct challenge to both the dominance of the design studio 

within the architecture program from the historic Beaux-Arts perspective, and the notion 

of a professional experience-based program through practical training, internship and 

apprenticeship (Rowe, 2002). Life-cycle and lifelong learning have challenged the 

prevailing notions within architectural education and practice which includes an 

indulgence towards professional competence and mastery, and professional stagnation 

in todayôs ever-changing world. The changing notion of the architectural professionalôs 

self-esteem in society and the concept of cross-cohort engagement through trans-

disciplinary exchange of knowledge within the design studio, are the two other facets, 

thus preparing students for lifelong management of self-learning (Nicol & Pilling, 2000; 

Rowe, 2002; Ashraf M Salama, 2012).          

 

Schon has presented a forceful argument concerning deeper learning approaches 

through the process of internalization that architecture students need to achieve in the 

design studio. This is a fundamental role that the design studio fulfils in the development 

of the studentsô learning approaches by inculcating the responsibility of autonomy - 
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independent learning - within the process (Nicol & Pilling, 2000; Schon, 1985). The 

studio environment has a role in fostering self-learning or independent learning, and in 

creating a structure amongst the students to monitor their own learning approaches in 

the program throughout their architectural education. It also represents the learning 

approaches, teaching and learning outcomes, through the social construct of the design 

studio; and is articulated beyond the horizon of Schonôs seminal work (J. B. Biggs, 2011; 

Ramsden, 1992; Stevens, 1998).  

 

Stevens has presented a well-founded criticism on architectural education focusing on 

the design studio using Bourdieuôs notion of óhabitus,ô and suggesting the creation of a 

ósymbolic capitalô amongst the student cohort through an internalized óembodied capitalô 

that favors the privileged. The studio system of óself-learningô or ólearning-by-doingô is 

portrayed as an elimination playground for the students who are not attuned to these 

learning approaches, thus consecrating the notion of privilege or the embodied capital 

(Stevens, 1995, 1998). The design studio has a direct impact on studentsô approaches 

to learning by inculcating a collaborative dimension termed as óstudio culture,ô moving 

in the direction of self-identification within the design process and reflecting on the 

dynamism required to experience this culture. It further emphasises the importance of 

the structure required within the curriculum, the philosophy of the school and the 

academic fraternity in encouraging the students to participate and respond to the design 

studio as an important feature in evolution of their learning approaches. 

 

Salama has suggested a change in the role of the architectural professional through óa 

social agenda for a knowledge-based design studioô focused on social and ethical 

responsibilities together with an incremental efficacy for the profession in society (A. 

Salama, 1995). The focus on the design studio links studio culture to ways of thinking 

rather than the content of architectural design. Major architects and thinkers have voiced 

the need for holistic approaches towards design coursework in architectural education 

in their seminal works, including óExperiencing Architectureô (Rasmussen, 1964), óA 

Pattern Languageô (Alexander, 1977), óLessons for Students in Architectureô 

(Hertzberger, 2005) and óThinking Architectureô (Zumthor, 1998).  

 

Unwin has explored the question of ñhow new students in Welsh school of architecture 

are inducted to architecture through a first semester program of design project run in 

parallel with supplementary exercises focusing on analysis, place and techniqueò 

(Unwin, 2001) and extrapolates on each theme with architectural examples (Unwin, 

1997). He concludes that ñstudents learn for themselves rather than doing what they are 

told, but at the same time they are not left to struggle with design without sources of 



65 
 

ideas and informationò (Unwin, 1997). This statement represents two different 

approaches; one where the studentsô are learning by mechanically following a 

demonstration - a craft-based approach -  and the other, where they learn by undergoing 

the process of making architecture, which can be regarded as parallel to surface and 

deep approaches to learning (Marton & Säljö, 1976). They see the benefit of ñlearning 

by doingò but also of ñlearning by looking at the work of othersò (Unwin, 2001) and this 

review is connected to the range of studentsô learning approaches in the architecture 

program that has been further widened (A. Iyer, 2015).  

3.4 Schools & Philosophies ς Emerging Pedagogies in Architectural Education 

The philosophical platform on which the schools impart architectural education holds the 

key to understanding studentsô learning development. This has been explored through 

various schools of thought within pedagogical research in architectural education from 

the Beaux Arts to Bauhaus and the prevailing philosophical viewpoints of various 

schools around the world (Bax, 1991; Education of an achitect, 1988; Gulgonen & 

Laisney, 1982; Littmann, 2000). The ólearning climateô within the school involving learner 

and teacher is key to understanding this dynamic relationship which impacts directly on 

studentsô learning approaches (Nicol & Pilling, 2000). This represents the reality for 

international architectural education, for schools in the days of globalization. 

Architectural education is constantly reviewed in tandem with the profession and 

presented within the traditional perspective around the key issue of design practice. This 

is made more complex by the association of architectural style and language with 

different schools. The key to improvement in student learning approaches has revolved 

around skill-development, their connection with faculty, problem-based learning and 

reflection in action; with this entire spectrum being presented in the realm of architectural 

schools and their philosophies (Meiss, 1995; Nicol & Pilling, 2000; Schon, 1985). 

3.4.1 Architectural Education: The International Context & Philosophies   

The European Commission Architectsô Directive (1985) on education and architectural 

training (Article 3) calls for a balance in the dissemination of theory and practical facets 

by focusing on knowledge and understanding through the required design skills,  to 

satisfy the aesthetic and technical requirements within architectural design (Tomorrow's 

architect : RIBA outline syllabus for the validation of courses, programmes and 

examinations in architecture, 2003) (pg. 63). These directives are in contrast to the Ecole 

and Academie (des Beaux Arts) French model together with the industrial training and 

research-based German model developed in the mid-nineteenth to early twentieth-

century in Europe (Giedion, 2008; Stevens, 1998).  
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Stevens has outlined the inadequacies of the profession and universities alike on 

dissemination of architectural education in terms of their important functions of 

óreproductionô (of the profession) and óproductionô (of intellectual discourse) (Stevens, 

1998). The British model of articled pupillage until the early twentieth century and the 

emergence of polytechnic institutes together with the call for architectural education in 

universities in the 1958 Oxford conference (Oxford Conference on Architectural, 2008; 

Stevens, 1998) have all fed the debate on schools and philosophies in the international 

context of architectural education.  

 

The Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA) has offered defining descriptions for the 

key terms in the outline syllabus including óawarenessô from the studentsô perspective in 

understanding their limits, óknowledgeô and its implications within architecture, 

óunderstandingô for the studentsô practical application and óabilityô or the skill in solving 

particular problems (Tomorrow's architect : RIBA outline syllabus for the validation of 

courses, programmes and examinations in architecture, 2003). The Architects 

Registration Board (ARB), established by the UK Parliament in 1997, has specified the 

RIBA ï Part 1, 2 and 3 or Professional Practice Examination, with a specified period of 

professional training experience, as the route to register and practice as an architect in 

Britain (Board, 1997). The articled pupillage-based model, with renewed focus on 

professional training experience for the architecture student, has been central to the 

British System.       

 

North American architectural education developed on the British practice-based system 

and the French state-based, Ecole De Beaux Arts system, towards the beginning of the 

twentieth century. With the advent of the Second World War, the industrial research-

based German system also had a deep influence on the North American model 

(Giedion, 2008; Stevens, 1998). The National Architectural Accrediting Board (NAAB) 

was established in 1940 by the Association of Collegiate Schools of Architecture 

(ACSA), American Institute of Architects (AIA), and National Council of Architectural 

Registration Boards (NCARB) and is the oldest architectural accreditation body in North 

America (NAAB, 2017). The vision and mission document of NAAB has reflected on the 

dual focus of professional architecture education and catering to the individual 

institutional context with the values specifying the preparation of architecture students 

towards engagement with lifelong learning as future graduates in practice (NAAB, 2016).    

 

The Indian architectural education system followed the articled pupillage and 

polytechnic/technical college system inherited from the British following the countryôs 

independence in 1947. The Council of Architecture (COA), Indiaôs architectural 
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accreditation and registration board, was enacted by the parliament in 1972. COA 

regulations (1982) stipulated the accreditation process of architectural institutions 

across the country and the COA Minimum Standards of Architectural Education 

Regulations (1983) have represented the development of Schools of architecture in the 

country (NIC/NICSE & Architecture, 2015). Mazumdarôs (1993) critique of the cultural 

and philosophical positions taken by proponents of the Indian model has created a 

vacuum in relating to the immediate human and contextual nature of the regionôs 

architecture. This is reflected in the COA Minimum Standards, 1983, the modified 2008 

version, and the current 2017 draft (Mazumdar, 1993; NIC/NICSE & Architecture, 2015).           

       

Dissemination of architectural education in this prevailing international context within 

various schools and in prevailing philosophies of design coursework is also connected 

to studentsô approaches to learning. The international perspective is explored in this 

study within the cross-sectional data of the architecture program from the four 

institutions in Chapters 7, 8, 9 and 10.  

3.5 Skills & Craft-Based Approaches  

The earlier pilot study (Chapter 5) outlines skills and craft-based design process as an 

identified category, centered between the product-to-process based approaches to 

learning. Richard Sennett defines craftsmanship as ñthe basic human impulse to do a 

job well for its own sake,ò and ñgood craftsmanship involves developing skills and 

focusing on the work rather than ourselvesò (Sennett, 2008). óThe act of doingô or óthe 

content of doingô has been generally misunderstood as a skills and craft-based creative 

process that leads to a design solution. This is further exaggerated by the emphasis on 

product-oriented strategies that students use as a learning framework in their early years 

of architecture together with categorized approaches in design education identified in 

Chapter 5, both in the fashion design studies and the first and fourth year architecture 

studentsô pilot  (Bailey, 2002; Drew et al., 2001; Iyer & Roberts, 2014).  

 

óDesign as productô has been further reinforced as learning the conceptions of design. 

Studentsô approaches to learning reflect on the learning conceptions of ódesign as a 

productô based on similar themes being emphasized in main stream practice (Lawson, 

2006; Nicol & Pilling, 2000; Schon, 1985). Schon has elaborated on the design process 

ñof reciprocal reflection-in-actionò where ñthe student learns both about designing and 

about learning to design.ò The student ñlearns how the studio master makes his 

judgement of design quality, and something of what enters into those judgements,ò but 

also learns to make judgements at different levels. ñThe student also learns to be 

attentive to certain norms of designingò (Schon, 1985). But this view of reciprocal 

reflection-in-action has also been seen as a óproduct-focused approachô over a óprocess-
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focused approachô and is represented in various arenas including studentsô portfolios 

produced in schools of architecture, professional practice and publications including 

design competitions and awards (Lawson, 2006). These product-focused learning 

approaches influence students towards thinking of architecture in terms of its reflection 

in mainstream practice.  

3.5.1 Product vs Process-based Approaches in Architectural Design 

This discussion between product-based vs. process-based approaches is further 

extended to assessment of the studentsô work as being output-based rather than 

focusing on the process of developing the design. This echoes discussion on Schonôs 

view of reciprocal reflection-in-action of being process-focused over the product. The 

product-focused approach is further explained as the basis for evaluation and 

assessment in various schools of architecture where a distinctive balance between ócraft 

and knowledgeô and óimage productionô needs to be reassessed (Callicott & Sheil, 2000; 

Morrow, 2000). This brings to the fore the notion of ñarchitect - the maker,ò 

ñrepresentation of workò and architectural design with Callicott and Sheil stating that the 

design process (process-focused approaches) has to be given precedence over the 

craft of making. This represents that delicate balance that needs to be achieved within 

the approaches to learning (Callicott & Sheil, 2000). This brings us to the other 

distinction between output and outcome-based design with the question of whether the 

product from the learning approaches is the qualified student or the architecture being 

produced. 

 

Skills and craft-based approaches can be transitioned from focus on the design product 

to the process of design by enabling the architecture students to understand the 

importance of self-assessment of the individual design project (Nicol & Pilling, 2000). 

This can only be achieved if the students of architecture are given an opportunity to look 

beyond the facet of design as a product or final portfolio; and are appraised on the 

design process in tangible ways that encourage process-focused approaches to 

learning. The emphasis on skills and craft-based learning approaches in architectural 

education needs to shift from a product-to-process focused approach by making the 

students understand architectural practice (Lawson, 2004). This will lead the students 

towards learning approaches that will gradually move from the surface-to-deeper 

dimension, thus helping them in obtaining an understanding and connection to 

architecture. These learning approaches need further channelling from product-oriented 

to process-oriented approaches and this will allow the students to explore architectural 

design holistically.  
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Whereas studentsô approaches to learning in the educational research have been 

described as actions taken while undertaking specific tasks in particular learning 

contexts, the question arises on the role of the conceptions of design learning.  Within 

architectural design, would a learning approach really be about the way in which a 

student acts in a particular situation? How would a particular conception of design 

learning, whether it is product or process-focused, lead the student to act in a particular 

way? The process vs. product-focused approaches are classified further in the pilot 

study (Chapter5) to consider their impact on the learning conceptions in architectural 

design.   

3.5.2 Learning Styles and Approaches in Architectural Design 

Demirkan and Osman Demirbas have explored the learning styles using Kolbôs model, 

concluding that ñthe bipolar perceive[d] dimension indicated that the freshman design 

students are more related to the analytical skills of theory building, quantitative analysis 

and technology. Also, the bipolar process dimension showed that they have better 

behavioral skills compared to perceptual learning skillsò (Demirkan & Osman Demirbaĸ, 

2008).  

 

Roberts has investigated ñhow students with particular cognitive styles, as measured by 

Ridingôs Cognitive Style analysis, perform in design project work at particular stages of 

architectural educationò, concluding that  ñcontrary to assumptions found in the literature, 

those with a preference for thinking in a holistic, global manner, perform less well than 

their peers in the early stages of their education, but tend to improve as they progress 

through their educationò (Roberts, 2004b, 2006).  

 

Research into studies on learning approaches in higher education have suggested that 

the deeper dimension of learning is not reflected in the form of higher grades in the 

examination or evaluation for the students.  This form of learning approach presents 

itself as the óstrategicô dimension in addition to the deep and surface dimension within 

the range of approaches to learning (J. Biggs, 1979; N. J. Entwistle, 1997; Ramsden, 

1992). The research into cognitive style analysis (Roberts, 2004b) and learning styles 

(Van Bakel, 1995) in architectural design can be considered as starting points for this 

study. 

3.5.3 Architectural Design Studio Reflections: Faculty & Student 

Schon has explored the learning process by presenting the dialogue of the studio master 

- Quist with his student ï Petra and the underlying process of reflection-in-action built 

into the problem-solving steps undertaken in the design studio (Schon, 1983). Schon 

(1987) has further presented four more discussions, the first of which has the studio 
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master ï Leftwitch and Lauda, the student representing the ñparadoxes and 

predicaments in learning to designò through the implicit as well as explicit communication 

between the student and faculty in the design studio. The second discussion of 

Northover, a studio assistant of Quist and a combative student, Judiath, represents the 

disconnection that arises through the theory-in-use and being in a self-internalised 

ólearning cycleô (in this case ï Northover). Whereas the discussion between Quist and 

Petra, and between Leftwitch and Lauda, are examples of óthe dialogue between coach 

and student,ô Northover and Judiath represents óhow the teaching and learning 

processes can go wrong.ô Northoverôs stance of controlling discussion eventually 

creates a ólearning bindô in his discussion with Judiath leading to a stalemate óat the 

lowest level of the ladder of reflection.ô  

 

Figure 13: Five Discussions presented by Schon (1983-87) between Coach and Student representing 

various Learning Categories of Reflection-in-Action within the Design Studio (Schon, 1983, 1987) 

Quistôs discussion (third) with Johanna represents the authoritative structure of the 

coach, and the acceptance by the student in responding to this structure and reflect-in-

action. The fourth and final discussion between Dani, a practising architect and studio 

master with Michal, a first year student represents reciprocal reflection-in-action. Dani 

as the coach has prompted Michal, with both then working together to solve the problem 

through the goals set by the student, which leads to reciprocal reflection-in-action 

(Schon, 1987). Figure-13 depicts Schonôs (1983-87) five documented discussions 

amongst design faculty and students on the various degrees of reflection-in-action that 

can be categorized in parallel to the studentsô learning approaches being adopted in the 

design studio. Till is particularly critical of the ñvirtuosoò performance presented by Schon 

ωDialogue between Coach and Student

ωReflection-in-ActionQuist & Petra

ωCoach & Student jointly solve problem

ωReciprocal Reflection-in-ActionDani & Michal

ωParadoxes & Predicaments in learning to design

ωImplicit as-well-as explicit communication 

Leftwitch & 
Lauda

ωAuthoritative structure of coach & acceptance by student

ωStudent's acceptance & reflect-in-actionQuist & Johanna 

ωHow the teaching & learning processes can go wrong

ωLearning bind - stalemate - lowest level of the ladder of 
reflection

Northover & 
Judiath 
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between the faculty and students considering it in parallel to power-play and gender 

domination. This criticism of faculty and student interaction in the design studio and its 

utilization for the transmission of knowledge represents the notion of the óhidden 

curriculumô within the coursework of design (Dutton, 1987, 1991b; Till, 2005; Webster, 

2004).  

3.6 Architecture Education and Collaborative Learning 

Chapter-5 describes collaborative learning and working in a group as an emerging 

phenomenon that is inculcated in the studentsô learning experience when they join the 

architecture program. These peer-based learning experiences are adopted by the 

student cohort in gaining the skill and craft-based design learning process that is 

required in the product-to-process based approaches to learning in the design 

coursework. 

 

Research has suggested that the potential of this well-used tool in the architectural 

design studio is under-used, and though used as an approach to learning, remain 

unstructured. This thus curtails a very important method of moulding the future 

professional architect. Group learning is reinforced as a parallel to the critique, or ócritô 

process and has the potential to develop team spirit, within both the domain of 

architectural education and practice (Vowles, 2000). The concept of learning from each 

individual within the group, and the enhancement of their approaches to learning within 

the architectural domain, points towards encouraging these approaches also in the 

design studio (Nicol & Pilling, 2000; Schon, 1985). Group or collaborative learning in the 

design studio is a phenomenon reflecting a new direction for the students in comparison 

to the earlier learning approaches adopted in architecture education.  

 

The virtues of collaborative learning in the design studio are exemplified as a vehicle for 

further reflection by the students on the learning process, and is presented as a 

structured tool towards the development of rounded architectural professionals (Nicol & 

Pilling, 2000). Peer-group learning and assessments are used as structured platforms 

to elevate collaborative learning in the design studio to an organizational level of 

functioning, with design projects being dealt from a process-oriented perspective. This 

enables students to engage using learning approaches at a deeper dimension, which is 

seen as a parallel to similar approaches within the professional practice (Nicol & Pilling, 

2000; Torrington, 2000). Collaborative learning in the studio should be channelled into 

reflection amongst these students and can be structured into a holistic architectural 

experience. Collaborative learning needs to be formally structured in the design studio 

to enhance the value of these approaches to learning (Cowan, 1998; McClean & 

Hourigan, 2013; Nicol & Pilling, 2000).  
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Learning to work as a group in the architecture studio represents an approach to 

reflective learning that will lead the students to develop themselves at a deeper 

dimension as they move on into the profession. Table 7 depicts the various stages of 

learning development within óthe world of the learnerô (Morgan & Beaty, 1997) and its 

parallel to the emerging approaches to learning within architectural design that is further 

elaborated in the pilot study in Chapter 5. Product-to-process-based, skills and craft-

based, role of the design tutor, critique and assessment-based approaches represent 

key features in the development of studentsô approaches to learning in architectural 

design.  

Stage  Control of Learning  Confidence Competence Stages of Learning 
Development in 

Architectural Design 
Fresher 1 By the system and 

institution 
To enroll Understanding 

the system 
Product-to-Process-Based, 

Skills & Craft-Based,  
and  

Role of Design Tutor, 
Critique & Assessment as 

learning approaches play a 
key role in the 

development of 
Architecture students 

extrapolated within the 
learning approaches in 

Chapter 5 

Novice 2 By the system and 
institution 

To attempt to 
Study 

Understanding 
about oneself in 

the system 

Intermediate 3 By the system and 
institution 

To select Beginning to 
see a course as 

a 
whole 

Expert 4 By self within a course To question Engaging 
personally with 

the content 

Collaborative & Group-
Based (Peer-based) 

extrapolated in Chapter 5 
 

And 
 

Emerging 
classification of 

Studentsô Approaches 
to Learning in the 
current research 

Graduate 5 By self, in both in content 
and 

method of learning 

To go it alone Using skills and 
knowledge in 
new contexts 

Table 7: Emerging Stages of Learning Development in Architectural Education correlated to óThe World 
of the Learner,ô - Adapted from Stages of Development (Table 14.3) (Morgan & Beaty, 1997) 

 

Students are currently placed within the ófresher,ô ónovice,ô and óintermediateô stages of 

development of the learner presented in Table 7, with óexpertô and ógraduateô stages 

being further classified as a part of this study. Collaborative-cum-group-based (peer-

based) learning identified as a part of the pilot study (Chapter 5) is located in these 

stages.   

3.7 Faculty, Critique & Assessment  

Architectural review forms an important pedagogical component of the design 

coursework. Also termed as ócrit,ô ócritique,ô ójuryô and óvivaô in various parts of the world, 

the architectural review is the central part of the coursework. Students are expected to 

work on their design project and there are a series of progressive reviews or 

assessments and the final review. These reviews are equivalent to the meetings 

between the architect and the client giving the student a glimpse of the equivalent in 

professional practice. In a typical review, the students is expected to display work in the 
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form of drawing sheets, architectural models, digital output and progressive work and 

communicate his or her design with the faculty, and with professionals invited from 

practice. 

 

Research has suggested a revisit of this model of assessment. A guide has been 

proposed for the design studio tutors by looking at ñthe established model highlighting 

inherent opportunities for learning and conditions associated with a lack of learningò 

(Sara & Parnell, 2004) reflecting the balance between the challenge and the support  

required.  Chadwick and Crotch have focused on ñthe review, as a learning and teaching 

tool, is a fundamental component of architectural educationò and termed this model as 

ñeducationally flawedò with the process being seen as ñintimidating and unnecessarily 

gruelling and can lead to students feeling demoralized and humiliated.ò They propose a 

developmental model to humanize the review process and integrate it into studentsô 

learning process in the design studio (Chadwick & Crotch, 2006).  

 

The review process as a constructive learning assessment tool in the design studio can 

be used by the design tutor and the student cohort to encourage deeper learning 

approaches towards understanding the complexities of architectural education from the 

early stages to the later years. In comparison, a typical surface approach, where the 

response of the student in early stages might be that the reviewers did not like the 

presented work, perhaps oversimplifies the discussion and the purpose of the review; 

this needs further exploration (A. Iyer, 2015). The faculty, studio instructor or master 

practitioner and the structured framework of ñindividual and collective learning-by-doingò 

(Schon, 1985) has been correlated with project-based learning. The faculty conducting 

the critique is seen portraying various roles with the studentsô connected experience 

based on these portrayals. Webster suggests that the role of the faculty as a ôliminal 

servantô is seen as an encouragement for the students of architecture, and has a positive 

impact on their approaches to learning (Webster, 2004).  

 

Lawson reinforces this view. He states that anxiety for architecture students in the early 

years and the weighted expectations from the facultyôs varied personalities, places their 

approaches to learning within stratified frameworks of power and authority (Lawson, 

2001).  The ódidactic modelô of teaching and learning experienced by the students before 

they join the architecture program is at odds with the role played by the faculty in the 

design studio as a critique and scaffold in project-based learning. The facultyôs transition 

from knowledge provider ñto critic and instructor of knowledgeò (Parnell, 2001) is a 

challenging transition within the studentsô approaches to learning. At this juncture it is 

important that this transition is conducted in a structured manner through the introduction 
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of peer-assessment (Parnell, 2001). Quist and Petra, together with Dani and Michal in 

Figure 13 represent this transition from knowledge provider to the role of instruction and 

critic, as described by Schon through reflection-in-action (Schon, 1983, 1987). 

3.7.1 Faculty & Student: Inclusive Design & Understanding  

Dutton has proposed a new pedagogical experience to counter the notion of the ñhidden 

curriculumò within architectural education, through a ñtransformative pedagogy for the 

design studioò where the entire teaching-to-learning or faculty-to-student relationship 

and the production-to-dissemination of knowledge needs to be restructured to cater for 

current social requirements within the offered program (Dutton, 1987, 1991a). The role 

of the tutor in ensuring that architecture students  obtain in-depth understanding of the 

importance of ódesign and analysisô is the key to óinclusive design.ô The tutors play a 

further role by adopting óinclusive understandingô within their teaching pedagogy; thus 

helping the student learn óto reflect-in-actionô (Morrow, 2000; Schon, 1985).  

 

Dutton and Morrow have articulated architectural education from the social perspective. 

They propose a rethink to come into line with pedagogical good practice to encourage 

studentsô independence when making personal decisions based on ethical standpoints. 

These questions of what is teachable and what is learnable in architectural design 

represents the importance of the faculty within the design studio in initializing studentsô 

learning approaches that move towards the deeper dimensions. The evolution from the 

surface-to-deeper dimension is reflected in the early stages, where they consider the 

faculty as an academic support in the process of design (Chapter 5) (Iyer & Roberts, 

2014).  

 

The studentsô progress towards inclusive designing and analysis during the later stages 

of the program. This variation in their learning approaches is also visible amongst the 

talented or creative students in the cohort and their fellow counterparts (Schon, 1985; 

Torrington, 2000; Wilkin, 2000). The reflective process in the studentsô learning 

approaches and their communication with the faculty is presented in ñthe process of 

designing and the process of learning to designò (Schon, 1985). These students teach 

themselves through their own actions and those of their faculty or studio master; termed 

as ódemonstrations and descriptionsô that represent the environment around an 

architectural practice. The faculty and studentsô óreflect-in-actionô which in turn translates 

the latterôs learning approaches to a deeper dimension (Brindley, Doidge, & Willmott, 

2000; Schon, 1985, 1987). 

 

The approaches to learning adopted by the students in the early and later years of their 

architectural education in the design coursework has to be structured on the notion of 
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the faculty, the studio master, the master practitioner and the evolving perceptions of 

self-learning. This role of the faculty, and critique through structured assessments, 

presents a reflection on the emerging classification of studentsô learning approaches 

that manifest themselves during the years of their architectural education. 

3.8 Architectural Design: Research Vehicle for Classification of the Learning 

Approaches  

Architectural design has been a subject for curricular debate for the past few decades 

amongst academics and practitioners, with diverse opinions on this matter. As depicted 

in Table 7 as the emerging stages in the development of learning, the first year design 

coursework reflects the direct control placed on this process óby the system and 

institutionô on the fresher, novice and intermediate student of architecture. This 

representation is from the perspective of both the confidence and competence expected 

from the ófresherô student in the architecture program from enrollment óby understanding 

the systemô of the school. The ónoviceô student is attempting to study architecture óby 

understanding about oneself in the system,ô whereas the óintermediateô student has 

started óto selectô and is óbeginning to see a course as a whole.ô óThe world of the learnerô 

is representational of the research vehicle for this emerging classification of learning 

approaches, the first year architectural design coursework and its continuing role in the 

subsequent years that are studied in the pilot study and the final study of this research 

(Iyer & Roberts, 2014; Morgan & Beaty, 1997). 

3.8.1 Architectural Design: Institutions & Philosophies in Perspective  

In óthe architect at work,ô Broadbent describes the design process of the modern 

architectural masters stating that ñin the act of designing, whatever other decisions they 

made, the founding fathers of modern architecture combined the pragmatic, iconic, 

analogic and canonic approaches whenever they needed to generate three-dimensional 

formò (Broadbent, 1988). In the modern context, this statement reinforces the learning 

approaches framed in the design process, focusing on the architectural form. Alexander 

analyses the supremacy of the value of form in architecture in his treatise with the 

phrase, óloss of innocenceô from the times of William Morris to Gropius and his vision 

through the Bauhaus (Alexander, 1964).  

 

On the continuum downwards from architectural practice to education, the foundation 

course introduced in the early-stage curriculum is derived from the 1919 manifesto that 

Walter Gropius established, óBasic Design.ô This coursework was conducted by world 

renowned artists including Wassily Kandinsky, Paul Klee and Johannes Itten to name a 

few at the Bauhaus. The students were required to concentrate on various arts and 

crafts ñincluding studies of nature, fabrics, geometry, colour and composition, 
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constructions and presentations, materials and toolsò before being introduced to 

architectural design (Broadbent, 1995).  

 

With the advent of the Second World War, this became a global vision spreading to 

schools in America including the Illinois Institute of Technology; óvarious design 

institutions in the United Kingdomô (Basic Design 2013) and other parts of Europe. In 

1992, the Prince of Walesô Institute for Architecture was set up with a new foundation 

course on the lines of óbasic designô coursework, but to instill British values. The first 

year design coursework being undertaken in schools such as the Bartlett School takes 

its starting-point in the purely scientific realm. In the Architectural Association (AA), the 

presence of world-renowned architectural professionals, has led to such ña creative 

ferment that an actual style was bornò (Broadbent, 1995). The importance of the first 

year design coursework needs to be translated into a holistic perspective of architecture. 

This is required as the comparison to the focus on studentsô visual, skill and craft-based 

learning approaches, or from the perspective of architectural language. The first year 

design coursework should be presented within a broader spectrum of architecture where 

the students are encouraged towards the deeper dimension of ólearning-by-doing.ô 

Reflection is needed on this facet instead of the focus continuing on the narrower 

framework propagated in the basic design coursework with the philosophical emphasis 

propagated by the Bauhaus (Abel, 1995; Basic Design 2013; Bax, 1991).  

 

Certain schools in architectural education use design theory as a part of the first year 

design coursework within the framework of óBasic Designô. This is to develop the 

studentôs learning skills of problem-solving and understanding the use of visual analogy 

in the early stages of the program (Casakin & Goldschmidt, 1999; Yurtkuran & Taneli, 

2013). Various design exercises conducted as a part of this design coursework using 

the basic design model help the students of architecture in the early stages of the 

program to assimilate the contrasting learning approaches that are required to be 

adopted in comparison to the didactic model that has prevailed in their pre-university 

education (Cusens & Byrd, 2013; Demirkan & Afacan, 2012; Golja & Schaverien, 2013). 

3.8.2 Architectural Design: Holistic Perspective  

Further reflections from influential voices have pressed for holistic and inclusive 

approaches to learning and teaching design coursework within architectural education, 

both from a curricular and professional perspective. This is a step forward within the 

perspective of the design coursework as an addition to the visual and the tactile, the 

historic, cultural and human dimensions that are considered as a part of the architectural 

experience (Alexander, 1977; Hertzberger, 2002, 2005; Rasmussen, 1964; Zumthor, 

1998). Studies on approaches to learning into holistic and global thinking about 



77 
 

architecture represent a structured effect on students in the early years of architectural 

education. óStudio-based learningô is also seen as a platform towards assisting students 

through skills and craft-based ólearning-by-doingô approaches in the early stages of 

architectural education (Demirkan & Osman Demirbaĸ, 2008; Roberts, 2004a, 2006).  

 

The studentôs learning approaches for the design coursework represents the wider 

spectrum introduced in the structure of the architectural curriculum and its connection to 

the design studio. This review on pedagogical research in architectural education 

constitutes the framework depicted through Figures 11, 12 and 13 towards this emerging 

classification.   

3.9 Approaches to Learning as an Architectural Experience 

Architectural experience is a life-long learning process, and the studentsô journey begins 

prior to being formally a part of the program. The studentsô range of approaches to 

learning during their architectural education is represented in the traditional environment 

of the design studio. They gain the competency of óartistry in Designô and through the 

process of óreflection-in-action,ô the architects of the future become trained. The 

cognitive strategies and analogical reasoning of students in the early and latter stages 

of the architecture program is different and this is relative to advances in their 

approaches to learning (Nicol & Pilling, 2000; Ozkan & Dogan, 2013; Schon, 1985). 

Thus studentsô approaches to learning in the design coursework can be expressed as 

their architectural experience. 

 

Architectural education is seen as the platform where the evolving notions of change 

including technology and other social constructs of humanity can be amalgamated in 

the studentsô approaches to learning. Based on óreflection-in-actionô, which is 

fundamental to architectural inquiry, the learning approaches are propagated through 

the notion of constant reflection. The expectation for studentsô to train themselves 

through óself-regulationô is considered as an experience for a lifetime and is correlated 

to this notion of the studentsô architectural learning experience (Nicol & Pilling, 2000; 

Schon, 1985). The process of learning in the studio is further expressed as hands-on 

approaches where the students consider the design faculty as academic support, 

moving towards the process of perception and reflection. The approaches to learning 

are amalgamated with this process of internalization (Schon, 1985).  

 

An exemplary expression given to the range of learning approaches achieved by the 

design student states that ñthe ladder of reflection involves several levelsò or órungsô 

(Schon, 1985). The base or ógroundô level consists of the substantive phenomena of the 

design process. In the first level, there is reflection on the action of designing. The next 
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level had the student or studio master reflecting on the meaning of the otherôs words or 

actions. This has been depicted in Figure13 encapsulated in the five discussions 

between the faculty and students (Schon, 1983, 1985, 1987). The student is called upon 

to educate himself in designing, both through reflection on his own efforts to design 

through active listening and reflective imitation, reflection on his own knowing-in-action, 

ña testing of his grasp of the studio masterôs meaningò (Schon, 1985).  

 

But Schonôs work on reflective learning has been criticized for not considering the 

equation of power with reference to the faculty/ student relationship. The criticism is 

further based on the drudgery of the studentsô slavish tendency towards approaching 

learning, that is seen through a negative construct from the perspective of the design 

studio, architectural education and the profession as a whole (Dutton, 1987, 1991b; 

Webster, 2001, 2008). This further correlates reflection-in-action to the cyclical process 

of learning, experience and meaning within the design studio, as depicted in Kolbôs 

Cycle (Figure-12) (Moon, 2004). 

 

Nicol and Pilling express the learning approaches in conventional terms stating that 

ñauthentic learning tasks develop professional competenciesò. They further articulate 

the ideal learning tasks to prepare students for architectural practice stating that 

ñstudentsô learning processes should be embedded in authentic physical and social 

contexts that represent, as far as possible, óreal lifeô practice situations. If we wish 

students to learn the social art of design in practice, it is better that they negotiate a brief 

with a real client than receive a typed brief from the course tutor. Similarly, learning 

about the needs of building users is better achieved by having students go into the 

community to talk with users than by having them infer the needs of users while at the 

drawing boardò (Nicol & Pilling, 2000). Stevens has presented a critique on architectural 

education presenting the design studio as an enforcement system of an ñenculturation 

processò for the studentsô cohort towards ñdocile acceptance.. in a state of insecure 

expectationò (Stevens, 1998).   

3.10 Towards an Emerging Classification of Approaches to Learning in 

Architectural Design Education  

This chapter has reviewed the theoretical underpinnings within pedagogical research in 

architectural design education and its relevance to studentsô approaches to learning. 

This review has addressed the central question, ñWhat are the approaches to learning 

being adopted by the students in the architectural design coursework?ò by identifying 

the gap in the available literature of pedagogical research in architectural education with 

reference to the phenomenon in question, óstudentsô approaches to learning.ô The 
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literature review spanning the Roman period of the Vitruvian triad (Before Christ 60-

70BC) (Vitruvius, 1960, 1999) (Translation Publication Year) to the exploration of design 

through architectural language (Unwin, 2014) (Figure 11) has focused on language, 

pedagogy, theory and content to present this gap.     

 

The connected research question on how the studentsô learning approaches progress 

from the first year architectural design coursework to subsequent years has been 

explored through the theories of experiential and reflective learning within the design 

studio (Section 3.3) as well as the schools of thought and philosophies within 

architectural education in the international context (Section 3.4). This has included a 

discussion on the role played by various accreditation bodies with a focus on the 

European, North-American and Indian context (Sub-section 3.4.1). The progression in 

the learning approaches from the first to fifth year has been further discussed through 

the identified research vehicle of architectural design coursework within the learning 

context of specific institutions and their philosophical underpinnings in the international 

context (Sub-section 3.8.1).   

 

The final question of how do approaches to learning evolve in the architectural design 

coursework from the first-to-fifth year of the program has been explored through 

available research on architectural skills and craft-based approaches (Sections 3.5, 3.6 

and 3.7) from the perspective of focusing on the design product as well as process, in 

addition to learning styles, collaborative learning and the role played by faculty in the 

design studio.  

 

This review represents a backdrop to established pedagogical research within 

architectural education on classification of studentsô learning approaches in this study. 

The pilot study discussed in Chapter 5 ð a comparative analysis of studentsô 

approaches to learning adopted in the first and fourth year based on their experiences 

while undertaking an architectural design project - has identified six categorized learning 

approaches (Iyer & Roberts, 2014) (Appendix II). This study further reinforces the overall 

research theme for the emerging classification of studentôs learning approaches seen 

through the literature review in the current chapter. This review provides a broad canvas 

to draw upon as a definition on learning approaches with those identified in the pilot 

study falling within the spectrum of the deep and surface dimension (A. Iyer, 2015; 

Marton & Säljö, 1976).  

 

The emerging categorized approaches to learning have formed a framework that draw 

parallels to Unwin and his work with students in the early stages of architectural 
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education at Welsh School of Architecture (Unwin, 2001). This review in the current 

study into this emerging classification has prepared the canvas for the process of 

learning adopted by architecture students as they progress up the ladder of their 

rigorous years in the educational context, and step into the portals of professional 

practice; thereby moving from the surface to the deeper dimensions of learning 

approaches. This is outlined in Appendix II, the literature review of approaches to 

learning in architectural education (A. Iyer, 2015)  

 

As a further parallel the emerging categories from this extensive literature review reflect 

upon the approaches to learning adopted by students in the architectural design 

coursework and its manifestation in the subsequent years as a viable methodological 

connection through phenomenography for the data collection, analysis and classification 

of the learning approaches in question, further elaborated in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 4: Phenomenography- Methodology and Method 

4.1 Phenomenography and Approaches to Learning in Architectural Education 

This research is about developing a taxonomy of approaches to learning within 

architectural education, focusing on how these approaches may change as studentsô 

progress towards graduation. The central phenomenon of studentsô approaches to 

learning is further explored by understanding the classification of learning approaches 

from the first year of the architectural design coursework to subsequent years. 

 

Approaches to learning have been well-understood in other disciplines but less-

researched in the field of architecture (A. Iyer, 2015). Studentsô learning approaches in 

higher education have been expressed in terms of surface and deep approaches 

(Marton & Säljö, 1976) and strategic (achieving) approaches (J. Biggs, 1979). This 

chapter focuses on exploring the qualitative research methodology of 

Phenomenography, the research tool used by Matron and his team to uncover the 

phenomena of surface and deep approaches to learning; which will be used to generate 

the proposed classification of approaches to learning in this study. As per Marton (1992), 

phenomenography has been defined as ñthe empirical study of the limited number of 

qualitatively different ways in which we could experience, conceptualize, understand, 

etc. various phenomena in and aspects of the world around us. These differing 

experiences, understanding, etc. are characterized in terms of categories of 

descriptions, logically related to each other, and forming hierarchies in relation to the 

given criteria. Such an ordered set of categories of description is called the outcome 

space of the phenomenon or concepts in questionò (Drew et al., 2001; Marton, 1992).  

 

Phenomenography was applied in this study by mapping the experiences of the 

research participants, i.e. architecture students based on their understanding of the 

phenomenon in question, and their learning approaches in the design coursework. The 

approaches to teaching and learning in various fields of higher education and in creative 

fields within design education have been studied using the phenomenography. A 

literature review on phenomenography in design education has indicated further 

research that needs to be undertaken in architectural education (Bailey, 2002; Drew et 

al., 2001; Trigwell, 2002). The phenomenography-based pilot study in Chapter 5 

(Appendix III) has identified categories of learning approaches adopted by first and 

fourth year architecture students. These categorized approaches have pointed towards 

the manifestation of a more complex division within architectural design to the 

established deep and surface dimensions of learning approaches (Iyer & Roberts, 

2014).  
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Students of architecture are introduced to various theoretical constructs in design 

coursework as a part of their curriculum. This research explores how studentsô 

approaches to learning manifest themselves in architectural design from the first year of 

the curriculum through the entire duration of the program. The design coursework of the 

five-year program was used as the context of this research for classifying the studentsô 

learning approaches. This was considered appropriate instead of history, theory and 

technology; as architectural design plays a central role throughout their education. The 

academic context was explored through the literature review in Chapter 3 with the focus 

on pedagogical research in architectural education and studentsô approaches to learning 

(A. Iyer, 2015). This review further explored the facets of studentsô learning in design 

coursework (Roberts, 2006; Webster, 2001, 2004), the design studio (Schon, 1985) and 

the historic, international and philosophical perspectives in architectural education (Bax, 

1991; Gulgonen & Laisney, 1982; Littmann, 2000; Stevens, 1998).  

 

This research has been undertaken using phenomenography from an international 

perspective represented by four institutions of architecture by examining their design 

curricula offered in the undergraduate programs. This includes the Sir JJ College of 

Architecture, India; School of Architecture, Oklahoma State University and School of 

Architecture, University of Texas in Austin, the United States of America and the Welsh 

School of Architecture, Cardiff University, UK.      

4.2 What is Phenomenography? 

ñPhenomenography enables the researcher to identify the range of different ways in 

which people understand and experience the same thingò and ñis interested primarily in 

surfacing variation of experience and understandingò(Cousin, 2009). 

 

Phenomenography as an idea has been termed as ñgaining knowledge about the worldò 

through constructed arguments by exploring ñthe nature of learning and in particular the 

nature of the experience of learningò(Marton & Booth, 1997). The design construct for 

this research approach is based on resolutions to enquiries relating to learning and 

thinking. From initial evolution at the Department of Education, University of 

Gothenburg, Sweden; the term óphenomenographyô emerged in 1979, and was 

published in 1981(Marton, 1981, 1988). A classical definition that has permeated within 

research publications states, ñphenomenography is a research for mapping the 

qualitatively different ways in which people experience, conceptualize, perceive, and 

understand various aspects of, and phenomena in, the world around themò (Marton, 

1988).  
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Phenomenography approaches the human experience by transforming individual 

awareness qualitatively and presenting the phenomenon through a collective cohort of 

experiences. It embodies a second-order perspective where the focal point explores the 

experiences of the people in the diverse contexts of humanity (Marton & Booth, 1997). 

The phenomenographic researcher does not try to describe these facets on his own 

accord as approached in a first-order perspective like ethnographic research. 

Phenomenography is presented from a non-dualistic perspective as there is an 

understanding that there cannot be a disconnect between the objects and the subjects, 

with humanity or the world being ñwhat we perceive and experience it to beò (Hsu, 2008). 

This methodology uses the collection of experiences of specific individuals experiencing 

the phenomenon being studied as the basis for representing the non-duality in the 

research undertaken, where the researcherôs perspective is not taken into consideration. 

This non-dualistic perspective represents the connection between the collective 

experiences and the phenomenon in question.   

 

The interpretation of phenomena is the experience of an individual or a range of shared 

experiences of a group of people. The focus of phenomenographic research is to 

present this range of shared experiences within ñlimited ways in which any given 

phenomena are experiencedò (Brew, 2001). The researcher is in a position to present a 

holistic perspective of the phenomena in focus through rigorous qualitative analysis 

using the collective experiences of the group by remaining true to the individualôs 

experience (Boon, Johnston, & Webber, 2007). These common ways of understanding 

humanity are collectively presented as categories of description classified by their 

characteristics as relational categories (intentional or subject-object relations), 

experiential categories, content-oriented categories (meaning of the phenomenon) 

and/or qualitative categories (description of the phenomenon) (Demirkaya, 2008; 

Marton, 1981). These variations or differences in the human experience or meanings 

are presented in phenomenography through structural relationships between these 

meanings through three important assumptions. Experience and awareness are non-

dualistic and relational; human awareness is the object of any study following this 

approach. Also there is a structural and referential facet to this architecture of awareness 

(Kebaetse, 2010; G. S. Åkerlind, 2011). Within phenomenographic research, the 

structural and referential facets of awareness form the key components to the outcome 

space that will emerge from the categories of description and elaborated in sub-section 

4.5.2.  

 

Though it has a well-founded empirical point of departure rather than a philosophical 

and theoretical grounding, two reasons for the development of phenomenography 
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include, firstly its use as a research tool in clarifying ñthe nature of human awarenessò 

and  secondly, use in the improvement of learning and teaching ñas an educational toolò 

(G. S. Åkerlind, 2011). The phenomenographic aim of humanity as perceived represents 

the second-order perspective which is in contrast to the description of humanity or ñthe 

world as it is,ò from a first-order perspective (Gibbs, Morgan, & Taylor, 1982).  This 

description of the second-order perspective as presented from the construct of studentsô 

learning looks into ñthe content, context and awareness of learning.ò Within the learning 

context, this is distinct from the first-order perspective as ñthe context of learning is (thus) 

not described independently of the learners but through their eyesò (Marton & Svensson, 

1979).  

 

The second-order perspective in this study represents the studentsô approaches to 

learning analyzed through phenomenography using their learning experiences while 

undergoing architectural education.  The well-founded emphasis on an empirical basis 

of analyzing human experience and awareness in comparison to theoretical or 

philosophical construct raises the question of whether phenomenography can be 

perceived as a research methodology or a method. This is based on the qualitative 

rigour that is necessary in the identification and description of peopleôs experience, 

central to phenomenography (Dortins, 2002; Gerlese S. Åkerlind, 2005a).  

 

The origins of phenomenography in the 1970ôs is grounded in rigorous qualitative 

analysis of codification where ñthe abstract and empirically unverifiable conceptual 

frameworksò are replaced by ña truly empirical approach to learning as a human and 

institutional phenomenonò (N. Entwistle, 1997; Marton & Säljö, 1976). Discerning this 

phenomena with a focus on learning is presented as central to the phenomenographic 

tradition of research (Madeleine Abrandt, 1998; M. Svensson & Ingerman, 2010). 

Phenomenography is presented as a research orientation where the focus ñis restricted 

to the way of arriving at descriptions of conceptionsò and isnôt considered as ña system 

of philosophical assumptions and thesesò where notions of ñmetaphysical beliefs and 

ideas about the nature of reality and the nature of knowledgeò are given prominence (L. 

Svensson, 1997). The empirical grounding of this approach, thus raises the question of 

whether phenomenography needs to be presented as a research methodology or as a 

research method.   

4.2.1 Phenomenography: Research Methodology - Method 

Research methodology in the domain of educational research is positioned by focusing 

on the research process within four key elements. These include methods or procedures 

used for gathering and analyzing the data; methodology or the strategy of the research 

design or process in selecting a particular research method; theoretical or philosophical 
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position inspiring the methodology; and epistemology or the theoretical knowledge 

construct encapsulated in the said methodology (J. M. Case & Light, 2011).  

 

The fundamental assumptions that ground phenomenography as a research method 

has its basis in general scientific traditions, in comparison with a research methodology 

that has a philosophical basis with specific emphasis on certain schools of thought.  

 

Svensson has listed six assumptions including 

¶ ñknowledge has a relational and holistic nature;ò. 

¶ ñconceptions are the central form of knowledge;ò. 

¶ ñscientific knowledge about conceptions (and generally) is not true but uncertain 

and more and (or) less fruitful;ò. 

¶ ñdescriptions are fundamental to scientific knowledge about conceptions (and 

generally);ò. 

¶ scientific knowledge about conceptions is based on exploration of delimitations 

and holistic meanings of objects as conceptualized;ò. 

¶ scientific knowledge about conceptions (and generally) is based on 

differentiation, abstraction, reduction and comparison of meaningò. 

 

He has identified the relationships of the varied set of experiences in a specific context 

that leads to the formulation of an idea or concept. The scientific basis for this idea or 

concept would be relative within the actual world context of the experiences. The 

scientific definition or description of that idea, concept or the phenomenon in question 

would therefore depend on presenting it within a certain framework which includes the 

categorization of the collected experiences and distillation to reflect this empirical 

position within general scientific traditions (L. Svensson, 1997).  

 

Marton has stated that the search is ñfor the singular essence of the phenomenonò using 

the first-order within the phenomenological perspective; phenomenography in contrast, 

as a qualitative research approach, represents the second-order perspective and ñit is 

the study of variation on ways that people understand phenomena in the world around 

themò (Marton, 1981; Röing, Hirsch, & Holmström, 2006). The framework for this 

research tradition includes the research hypothesis of variation in the identified 

phenomenon. It also involves collating and classifying the experiences of the population 

through rigorous qualitative analysis, with the categories of description evolving from the 

various ways of experiencing the phenomenon in question. As the description of ñhuman 

experiences of phenomena or generic conceptsò is coupled with the identification of ñthe 

meaning that people assign to it,ò phenomenography as a research method aims at 
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capturing the variations in the day-to-day experiences of the peopleôs phenomenon of 

learning and teaching (Austerlitz, 2006).  

 

Phenomenography as a research method is dominant within educational research in 

higher education, in understanding the studentsô experiences (Austerlitz, 2006; N. J. 

Entwistle, 1997; Marton & Saljo, 1997). Marton and Booth side-step the question of 

phenomenography as a methodology or method by implying that ñalthough there are 

methodical elements associated with it, nor is it a theory of experience, although there 

are theoretical elements to be derived from it.ò Phenomenography is portrayed as a 

method that involves the identification, formulation and addressing specific forms of 

research questions. The research method has focused on the hypothesis pertaining to 

ñlearning and understanding on an educational settingò (Marton & Booth, 1997). As a 

research method, it is impossible to separate data collection from data analysis, due to 

the strong dialectic relationship that constitutes the object of research. This object of 

research or the phenomenon in question is analyzed through ñthe pool of meaningsò 

from a range of individual experiences. This procedure of discovery is reiterated as 

ñrigorous qualitative analysisò leading to the categories of description and outcome 

space in the phenomenographic research method (Marton & Booth, 1997; Marton & 

Saljo, 1997).  

4.2.2 Phenomenography & Other Research Methods in Education 

Whereas traditional qualitative analysis is built on categories of human experiences 

being determined in advance of being sorted and analyzed, the dialectic process of 

analysis within phenomenography is a process of discovery. This qualitative research 

PHENOMENOGRAPHY
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3. Second-order
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Figure 14: Phenomenography and Other Research Methods in Traditional Qualitative Analysis, adapted 
from Figure 1. On defining phenomenography, (Source Pg. 369) (Trigwell, 2006) 
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method is time-consuming, tedious and iterative process until  a state of stability is 

achieved within the categories of description or ñthe whole system of meaningsò (Marton, 

1988). Trigwell (2006) presents a visual definition of phenomenography within the broad 

qualitative research methodological framework in Figure 14 that encompasses the 

various methodologies including cognitivism, grounded theory and phenomenology,  

focusing on first-order, philosophical and methodological domains, as compared with 

second-order, non-dualist and outcome-based domains of this research method 

(Trigwell, 2006).  

 

Practical guidelines for phenomenography have included a step-by-step approach to the 

research method that will be explained in Chapter 6, Sub-section 6.9.2. The researcherôs 

empathy towards the entire spectrum of the phenomenographic study is particularly 

important. This includes independence in participant selection, and freedom of 

expression in describing the experience, neutrality and empathy during interviews 

including data collection and analysis and discovery/identification of categories during 

the natural flow of the experiences (Ashworth & Lucas, 2000). Phenomenography as an 

outcome-based research method of educational research was central to its adoption for 

this study, in classification of studentsô approaches to learning in architectural design. 

 

Educational research has its focus on learning and teaching as a basis through implicit 

and explicit theories. Biggs (1994) has elaborated on the implicit theories in educational 

research through the adoption of quantitative and qualitative methods. These theories 

are a long way from understanding the phenomenon of learning from an educational 

construct including the role of teaching in enhancing the studentsô learning experience. 

Biggs (1994) further presents the explicit theories of studentsô learning, that include 

student-based, teacher-based, process-based, classroom-based, the 

phenomenographic model and the institutional model (J. B. Biggs, 1994). These include 

quantitative, qualitative and mixed methods incorporated in research models, including 

the Presage-Process-Product (3-P) classroom teaching model (J. B. Biggs et al., 2001), 

Structure of the Observed Learning Outcome (SOLO) taxonomy (J. B. Biggs, 2011), the 

Approaches to Studying Inventory (ASI) ï (Entwistle & Ramsden 1983), (J. B. Biggs, 

1994),  Study Process Questionnaire (SPQ) and Learning Process Questionnaire (LPQ) 

(J. B. Biggs et al., 2001) . 

 

¶ Within qualitative research in education, methodologies including case study, 

grounded theory, ethnography, action research, discourse analysis and narrative 

analysis, have presented phenomenography as the research method primarily 
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focused ñwithin particular educational and learning contextsò (J. M. Case & Light, 

2011).  

¶ Trigwell (2006) depicts the outcome-based perspective of phenomenography in 

Figure 14 by comparing this research method with other qualitative 

methodologies that focus on the philosophical and methodological perspective. 

These include cognitivism, grounded theory and phenomenology.  

¶ Reductionism and the formalized research models within quantitative and 

qualitative methods in education research, where studentsô experience is not 

central to both the data collection and analysis, have presented 

phenomenography as an alternative research method, where empathy, rigour 

and scientific research go hand-in-hand (Figure14) (Trigwell, 2006; Webb, 1997; 

Gerlese S. Åkerlind, 2005b).  

¶ Phenomenography is used for educational research as outcome-based research 

rather than being classified within the theoretical construct of philosophy. Neither 

can it be classified as a research methodology disconnected from the 

phenomenon of studentsô experience of learning (Trigwell, 2006).  

¶ There is an amalgamation of the non-dualist, qualitative process, which involves 

the second-order perspective. The focus of phenomenography is on the key 

aspects of variation in the identified phenomenon that is presented as internally 

related categories in understanding the learning experience (Trigwell, 2006).  

 

In the framework of this research, capturing the studentôs learning experience through 

their five years of their undergraduate education is important, basing the learning and 

research context on their architectural design coursework. Phenomenography as a 

method has played an important role in creating a research framework that encapsulates 

the data collected. This is in the form of studentsô learning experience of the physical 

domain of the research taken from the four architectural institutions.     

4.2.3 Phenomenography: Psychology, Philosophy and the Sciences  

It is a mistaken assumption to regard phenomenography as a theoretical construct of 

philosophy in comparison with an outcome-based research method. Neither should it be 

given the status of an empirical branch of psychology. Whereas in psychological 

classification the phenomenon is subordinate, in phenomenographic classification the 

phenomenon of various experiences, both structurally and referentially, are the focus of 

the research approach (Marton & Booth, 1997). In traditional psychology, the research 

focus is on ñhow people perceive and conceptualize the worldò with the aim ñto 

characterize, the process of perception and thought in general termsò. This is in contrast 

to phenomenography where the research interest is ñin the content of thinkingò (Marton, 

1988). 
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Phenomenographic studies present a language that represents outcome-based 

analysis, rather than the language of psychology where the philosophical methodology 

transcends the subject matter or the phenomenon in question (Marton, 1988; Trigwell, 

2006). As a research specialization, phenomenography is one of the non-dualist 

approaches where the internal thinking process or peopleôs experience is connected to 

the external world or humanity; thus differing from the generalizations and dualist 

approaches within the psychological domains of research (Marton, 1988; Säljö, 1997). 

Phenomenography has, therefore, been presented as one of the research methods 

within the learning context. This method transcends the philosophical and methodical 

perspective to provide an outcome-based analysis of the phenomenon in question.  

 

Phenomenography takes the conceptions of reality beyond the framework of true-vs-

false and right-vs-wrong, thus being placed in the midst of ñnatural science (disciplines 

that deal with what we hold true about the world) and traditional social sciences (which 

seek to discover laws of mental operations and social existence)ò (Marton, 1988). The 

constructivist research traditions in social sciences, where the role and analysis of 

discourse within human affairs, is the key, and includes ethnography (Heritage, 1984), 

conversation analysis (Atkinson & Heritage, 1987), social constructionism (Shotter, 

1993) and linguistic anthropology (Goodwin & Durante, 1992). Phenomenography 

espouses the constitutionalist research tradition with its focus on ñthe constitutive role of 

language in human lifeò which is presented through the individual and collective 

phenomena of experiences that constitute the world (Säljö, 1997). The role played by 

language in the individual and collective experiences related to the phenomenon in 

question represents the constitutionalist framework which is the focus of 

phenomenography (Anderberg, Svensson, Alvegård, & Johansson, 2008).  

 

The traditions of realism are based on behavioral facets including mental entities from a 

cognitive perspective. However, the traditions of constructivism are concerned with the 

phenomenon in question. These include conceptions of learning within the academic 

framework of curriculum, which utilizes the theoretical construct of cognitive theory. 

Phenomenography presents the phenomena of learning from both an individual 

perspective and from that of the group of learners. This is óindividual constructivismô and 

ósocial constructivismô but approached through a constitutional perspective as 

ñdiscourse is given a critical role in this constitution of the world in social practicesò 

(Richardson, 1999; Säljö, 1997).         

 

Traditional content analysis has a predetermined framework of categories within which 

the phenomena are codified. In contrast, in phenomenographic analysis, the codification 
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and categorization of the said phenomena is a process of discovery (Marton & Saljo, 

1997). This is because qualitative content analysis of the collected data involves 

theoretical and thematic coding which includes open, axial and selective coding that 

have their basis in the philosophical and methodological construct of the researcher, 

which is interpreted on the basis of the research question (Flick, 1998). Content analysis 

and the phenomena as human experience has led to the comparison and connection of 

phenomenography to the phenomenological traditions of research, within the realms of 

psychology, philosophy and the sciences. 

4.3 Phenomenology visςàςvis Phenomenography 

With human experience as the object of research, one of the pre-eminent schools of 

philosophical thoughtðphenomenology, and its investigation of the study of 

experienceðhas led to comparison and contrast with the phenomenographic research 

approach (Marton & Booth, 1997). Though both the research traditions of 

phenomenology and phenomenography have their influence within phenomenological 

philosophy or the concept of intentionality, the variations in ways of experiencing a 

phenomenon are presented through phenomenography; whereas a specific meaning or 

essence of a range of experiences is captured through phenomenology (Hsu, 2008).  

4.3.1 What is Phenomenology   

Based on the philosophical focal point of intentionality propounded by German 

Philosopher, Franz Brentano (1973); phenomenology represents phenomena as all the 

scientific knowledge around the world which is established within our immediate 

experience. According to Husserl, the founder of modern phenomenology; it is possible 

for the perception of phenomena to remain uncontaminated through the experience of 

the historical and intellectual construct (Marton, 1988; Webb, 1997).  

 

Phenomenology is described within three sources, including:  

¶ Goetheôs phenomenology (1960) of nature where the ordered phenomena in the 

natural environment such as colors and developments in flora and fauna are 

presented as a singular natural experience (Østergaard, Dahlin, & Hugo, 2008) 

¶ philosophical phenomenology or Husserlôs (1973) pure philosophical construct 

of the ñabsolute point zeroò and the development of the entire knowledge 

spectrum from it (Østergaard et al., 2008) and 

¶ anthropological phenomenology, which is Merleau-Pontyôs (1962) dual 

emphasis within the cultural context on ñaction before cognitionò and looking at 

ñthe meaning of action and experienced meaningò (Østergaard et al., 2008) 

All the three sources subscribe to the argument posed by Husserl of the need to ignore 

the outer immediate experience and reducing the contents of personal consciousness 
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of the external world and treat it as pure or singular phenomena (Groenewald, 2004). 

The aim of phenomenology is to present the essence of the experience in its totality 

through the various ways in which a human being experiences and extrapolates ñthe 

phenomenon of interestò (Marton & Booth, 1997). So the phenomenon of experience, 

which is the common thread of the phenomenological and phenomenographic traditions, 

also raises the question of Phenomenology-vs-Phenomenography. 

4.3.2 Phenomenology-vs-Phenomenography       

The singular interest in presenting ñthe fullness of all the ways in which a person 

experiences and describes the phenomenon of interestò differentiates phenomenology 

from phenomenography which ñis focused on the ways of experiencing different 

phenomena, ways of seeing them, knowing about them and having skills related to 

themò (Marton & Booth, 1997). Though both traditions share the common object of 

research in human experience, the approach in interpreting the object of the research 

or the phenomenon in question is very different. The focus of phenomenology is on ñthe 

most invariant meaning or essence of an experienceò whereas phenomenography is 

identifying ñthe variations of an experienceò (Kebaetse, 2010). There is also a variation 

in the population sample used to conduct phenomenological research which could even 

be a single individual, whereas phenomenography requires a sample of  a number of 

individual experiences for the analysis (Kebaetse, 2010).  

 

Phenomenology differs from phenomenography as ñin the former, the researcher (the 

philosopher) is exploring [his or her] own experience by reflecting on it. In the latter, the 

researcher is exploring other peopleôs experiences by reflecting on themò (Marton & 

Booth, 1997). The second-order perspective that connects the individual experience or 

that of a group of people with the object of the research, and their connection to the 

world, is pre-eminent for the phenomenographic researcher. The first-order perspective, 

or the personal experience of the researcher, with respect to the phenomenon is filtered 

or ñbracketedò within phenomenographic analysis. In phenomenology, the ñresearcherôs 

own experienceò is prominent in the analysis; in phenomenography such ñjudgements 

about the object of experience are bracketedò (Marton & Booth, 1997). This leads us to 

the element of commonality within these research traditions and the possible overlap. 

This is represented through the various phenomenographic approaches adopted by 

researchers including Experimental, Discursive, Naturalistic, Hermeneutic and 

Phenomenological Phenomenography (Hasselgren & Beach, 1997; Kebaetse, 2010). 

4.4 Phenomenography ς Approaches within the Research Tradition 

Five distinctive approaches within the phenomenographic research tradition have 

developed since its origins in the 1970ôs as a part of its initial evolution at the Department 



92 
 

of Education, University of Gothenburg, Sweden (Hasselgren & Beach, 1997; Kebaetse, 

2010; Marton & Säljö, 1976).   

   

1. Experimental phenomenography is an enterprise with its focus on the outcomes 

to learning that are analyzed through quantitative measures; but processed 

through the qualitative rigour required for the phenomenographic analysis and 

categorization.  

2. Discursive phenomenography or pure-phenomenography is focused on the 

actual collection of experience and conception in comparison to the research 

outcome.  

3. Naturalistic phenomenography has its focus on collecting data within the 

authentic environment without manipulation. A natural analysis of these actual 

observations is the key to this phenomenographic approach.  

4. Hermeneutic phenomenography has its focus on the interpretation of data by the 

researcher who is the interpreter and the experience that is the object of 

interpretation. This approach has value in interpreting raw data dating to a certain 

period and its relevance to the actual period of research. 

5.  Traversing back a-full-circle, phenomenological phenomenography or a 

phenomenographic approach with its construct in Grounded Theory has its 

ñfocus on the essence of the learning experience rather than on describing the 

outcomes of learningò (Hasselgren & Beach, 1997; Kebaetse, 2010).  

 

The above classification of the various approaches presents a somewhat nebulous 

framework for the research tradition of phenomenography, the reflective overlap with 

the phenomenological traditions and the various steps towards undertaking 

phenomenographic analysis have been criticized in various research quarters. This 

present study falls within the domain of pure phenomenography by exploring the central 

phenomenon of architecture studentsô approaches to learning and developing the 

classification through the phenomenographic research method. This taxonomy has 

been further reinforced through a new and original phenomenographic representation, 

which classifies these identified approaches based on the studentsô experiences through 

data collection in the four institutions. 

 

Phenomenography as a research method has been used in this study with emphasis on  

¶ the phenomena or the object of conception;  

¶ the categories of description and the outcome space;  

¶ the data collection and analysis;  

¶ the reliability of the data;  
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¶ the research process involving physical and computer-aided analysis.  

 

It is also important to understand the criticisms levelled on this research tradition that 

would not only present phenomenographic analysis in the perspective of this study, but 

also the steps taken in following this research method.  

4.4.1 Phenomenography: Criticism of the Approach 

Criticism of a research methodology brings the process and the steps undertaken within 

the research method in perspective, and its reliability needs to be checked at every stage 

of the research. Reliability of qualitative data and its analysis has its basis in the 

replicability of the results within a qualitative methodology. As phenomenography is a 

part of the qualitative research tradition, Marton (1986) a key member of the Gothenburg 

research group, confronts this question of replicability as a reliability test for the findings 

such as categories of description as they are arrived on the basis of discovery. As 

discoveries need not be replicated, this holds true for both the context of the discovery 

in terms of the hypothesis which is the phenomenon in question, or the object of 

conception, including the categorized fragments of experiences within each category 

(Sandbergh, 1997).  

 

The question of inter-judge reliability leads us to limitations currently observed in 

phenomenographic studies, including the involvement of an individual researcher for a 

project, the research approach of discovery and interview being central as the key data 

collection tool for phenomenography (Kebaetse, 2010). Whereas phenomenographic 

research as a team with researchers of varied backgrounds does help in both the 

process of data collection and analysis, it is also seen as a solution to inter-judge 

reliability. This is done through consultation and verification of both the primary data 

collected, and also in the process of codification and categorization (Bruce, 1994; Drew 

et al., 2001; Kebaetse, 2010).  

 

Saljo (1988) presents key pointers for effective inter-judge reliability within a team of 

researchers including consensus, comparisons with parallel studies, a strong case of 

thorough literature review as its basis; and graphical representation in constructing the 

outcome space on a relational basis of the analyzed categories (Bruce, 1994). 

Involvement of an individual researcher has an effect on both reliability and identification 

of the categories and on the process of discovery. Input from the dissertation supervisor 

and the committee can be a key reliability check for the individual researcher. For the 

discovery process, the identification of categories should be considered as the strength 

of phenomenography for the researcher who stays committed to the transcript and 

presents the true picture of the phenomenon in question (Kebaetse, 2010). The reliability 



94 
 

of the research findings is further enhanced through publication in research seminars, 

peer-reviewed journals and conferences to validate the phenomenographic results 

(Gerlese S. Åkerlind, 2005b).  

 

Saljo (1997) has questioned the interview process as the important data collection tool 

within phenomenography because of the issue of reliabilityðwhether the utterances 

within an interview are experiences related to the phenomenon or initial reflections of 

the individual based on the questions posed on the object of conception (Säljö, 1997). 

Some points to be considered include the experience of the interviewer in conducting 

semi-structured interviews of qualitative rigour, the encouragement of the interviewee to 

give in-depth responses, and renegotiating questions with further probes or prompts to 

elicit the experience of the phenomenon in question. The interviewer has to be aware of 

unexpected behavioral swings of the interviewee and conduct the interview in 

comfortable surroundings to avoid such situations. Feedback from interviewees, often 

considered as a key validity check, is not followed in phenomenographic research as 

the results are based on the collective experience and not individual interviews in 

presenting the meaning of the identified categories (Kebaetse, 2010; Gerlese S. 

Åkerlind, 2005b). 

 

Such criticisms present cautionary steps to be adopted by the researcher, They include 

the collection of data through interviews where the interviewee accounts ñfrom actions 

to experience, and from concrete to abstractò, presentation of fully developed 

categorization within the categories of description using adequate interview extracts, 

reflective process for the data collected, and formulation of categories with the focus on 

interpretation. They also include established categories framed in the scope of literature 

within the phenomenographic research traditions including a logical and through 

analysis of embedded meaning (N. Entwistle, 1997). Chapter 6, Sub-section 6.9.2 of 

this study explains the various steps undertaken in the phenomenographic research 

method, and pilot study (Chapter 5) (Iyer & Roberts, 2014).          

4.5 Phenomenography: The Research Method 

In simple terms ñphenomenography enables the researcher to identify the range of 

different ways in which people understand and experience the same thingò and ñis 

interested primarily in surfacing variation of experience and understandingò(Cousin, 

2009). Marton has stated that ñeach phenomenon in our world can be seen and 

understood in only a limited number of distinctively different ways.ò He further states that 

ñunderstanding is defined as the experiential relations between an individual and a 

phenomenonò (Marton, 1992).  
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Thus a phenomenographic study helps in mapping the experiences based on the 

understanding of the participating individuals of the phenomenon being studied. 

Phenomenography involves the identification of a limited number of ñqualitative different 

experiences and understanding of a particular phenomenonò(Cousin, 2009) and the 

emerging categories of description represents the research findings through the 

outcome space of the phenomenon in question, elaborated is Sub-section 4.5.2.  

 

The categories of description, identified on the basis of the participantsô experiences, 

hold the key in identifying conceptions and understanding of the particular phenomenon. 

The possibility of connecting the original experience with the participant is ruled out as 

the ñscientific knowledge about conceptions is based on the exploration of delimitations 

and holistic meanings of objects as conceptualizedò and ñis based on differentiation, 

abstraction, reduction and comparison of meaningò (L. Svensson, 1997). Thus, 

phenomenography as a research method is based on the disconnection of the original 

experiences from the participants, through iteration and filtration (explained further in 

Sub-section 4.5.5); thus differentiating and abstracting these experiences as the 

categories of description. The phenomenographic analysis is further elaborated as ten 

steps in Chapter 6, Sub-section 6.9.2. 

4.5.1 Phenomenography: The Phenomenon & the Object of Conception 

The qualitatively different ways of experiencing a phenomenon is the focus of 

phenomenography in comparison to identifying the nature of the phenomenon. The 

phenomenographic researcher sets out on the mission of segregating the variation in 

the ways of experiencing the phenomenon. The structural and referential relationships 

in these variations are representative of the interpretations within what is experienced 

and explained in Sub-section 4.5.2. The experience of an event within a specific context 

can be described as a phenomenon. The phenomenon is presented as the unit of 

phenomenographic research described as the way of experiencing a context and these 

variations of the phenomena in question being the object of the research method (Brew, 

2001; Bruce, 1994; Kebaetse, 2010; Marton & Booth, 1997).  

 

The subject, comprising the individual or a group of people, and the object of research, 

i.e. the ways of experiencing, share a relationship that is presented as conceptualization, 

understanding or perceiving the phenomenon. This act of perceiving that experience is 

the collective description of the said phenomena through individual experiences at a 

collective level (Andretta, 2007; Marton & Booth, 1997). The phenomena of peopleôs 

understanding, that constitutes the range of experiences of both the individual and the 

group of people, is characterized by investigating the variation that ñcan be understood 

in a limited number of qualitatively different waysò (Marton, 1988).  
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Marton (1986) feels that identifying the limited ways of understanding the phenomena 

through this process facilitates the transition ñto a qualitatively better perception of 

realityò (Webb, 1997). These limited ways or outcomes are represented as ócategories 

of descriptionô with the qualitative enhancement of the object of research presented 

through the óoutcome spaceô. These outcomes are presented as a ñpool of meaningò 

which includes fragments of the individual experience and categorized as a pool of 

collective fragments of experiences (Gerlese S. Åkerlind, 2005b).  

4.5.2 Phenomenography: The Structural & Referential Facets 

Conception in phenomenographic research or the unit of description is described as 

ways of conceptualizing, experiencing, seeing, apprehending and understanding. It 

includes two interconnected facets, the referential facet that represents the meaning of 

the conceptualized object of research at a global level; and the structural facet that 

presents a specific blend of characteristics which is the focus of the research and 

observed in detail (Marton & Pong, 2005). Marton, (1994) has elaborated on the two 

stages of analyzing data in traditional phenomenography through the referential and 

structural facets of the identified phenomena within the outcome space, by hierarchically 

depicting the potential conceptions (Shamblin, 2006). 

 

Svensson (1997) has further elaborated on phenomenographic analysis by looking at 

parts of the data, differentiating these parts and interpreting the data based on their 

referential meaning. These unit-based differentiations go through further analysis and 

descriptions based on their characteristics. The fundamental basis of delimitating these 

parts is not sequential, but is related to the content of the referential meaning of the data. 

This content, together with the formation of these whole-characteristics ñmakes the 

organization of content central in the descriptionò when the units are analyzed together 

(L. Svensson, 1997). The importance in phenomenographic analysis is the focus on the 

referential facet and interpreting the identified conceptions related to the phenomena 

being studied based on its interpretation at the global level or the macro-context of 

research. 

 

Prosser et al. have elaborated on phenomenographic analysis using the structural and 

referential components in the constitution of categories of description for university 

science teachersô conceptions of teaching and learning. This phenomenographic 

research that focused on teachers rather than students benefited in two aspects from 

ñthe structural and referential method of analysis of the conceptionsò (Prosser, Trigwell, 

& Taylor, 1994).  
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¶ The categories of descriptions were identified based on ñan internal structure of 

relations between the categoriesò and as Marton (1990) has stated that ñthe 

relations between the categories are of a logical character, and the categories 

have been ordered into a hierarchy in terms of inclusiveness (in which) they are 

progressively differentiated and integrated,ò (Prosser et al., 1994) pointing to the 

relevance of the referential facet.  

 

¶ Saljoôs (1979) report on the ñdislocation in the internal structureò of the categories 

highlighting the differentiation required between ñtwo qualitatively different 

groups,ò (Prosser et al., 1994) pointing to the role played by the structural facet 

in the phenomenographic analysis. 

 

Pang (2003) has further extrapolated on the identification of each category within the 

outcome space including its description through structural and referential facets of 

phenomenographic analysis. The structural facet is represented by ñthe internal and 

external horizons of the phenomenonò in comparison with the referential facet that 

ñinvolves the meaning given to the experienceò (Hallett, 2010; Pang, 2003). The 

structural and referential facets for the phenomenographic analysis in this study has 

been further explained in Chapter 6, Sub-sections 6.10.1 and 6.10.2. 

4.5.3 Phenomenography: The Phenomenon in Question 

Tan (2009) has presented the case of the phenomena or the object of research i.e. 

conception which is central to phenomenography and is presented from the theoretical, 

analytical and pedagogical facets through three interconnected questions focusing on 

the methodological rigor of the research method. ñWhat is a way of experiencing a 

phenomenon? What is the exact difference between the two (different) ways of 

experiencing a phenomenon? How can different ways of experiencing a phenomenon 

be brought about?ò (Tan, 2009). The object of conception for this study has focused on 

studentsô learning approaches from four institutions with the research questions 

mapping the phenomenon in question through phenomenography (Marton, 1981; 

Marton & Säljö, 1976; Tan, 2009).  

 

The research questions within this study, including what approaches to learning are 

being adopted by the students in the architectural design coursework, is reviewed 

through the theoretical facet of phenomenography. What this core phenomenon of 

approaches to learning is,  and how the first year architectural design coursework 

impacts on their learning approaches in the subsequent years,  has presented the 

analytical facet. Whereas the question, why approaches to learning evolve in the 
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architectural design coursework from the first year to the final year of the architecture 

program, gives a perspective on the pedagogical facet of the research. 

4.5.4 Phenomenography: The Categories of Description & Outcome Space 

The categories of description are presented as the results of phenomenography with 

interpretation, analysis and graphical depiction of the outcomes of this research method 

having a logical correlation to the said categorization or the object of the research, 

termed as the outcome space (Bruce, 1994; Marton, 1988). Outcome space and 

categories of description go hand-in-hand within the phenomenographic tradition of 

research. These categories of description are based on the collective platform of the 

limited variations that exist of experiencing the phenomenon. The phenomenon being 

studied is represented through a structure-of-awareness, termed the outcome space, 

involving the structural and referential facet (Bailey, 2002; Hsu, 2008).  

 

The structural facet includes the external horizon or the refinement of the collective 

experiences to the entire context within the internal horizon, which involves the 

refinement of the categorized variations in these collective experiences and their 

relationship to the said context. In turn, the external and internal horizon determine the 

delimitation of the theme of awareness or the phenomenon in question. The meaning 

derived from the relationship of the collective and categorized variations of experiences 

is further presented as the referential facet (Bailey, 2002; Hsu, 2008; Pang, 2003). 

Whereas the categorized variations determining the categories of descriptions are 

primarily hierarchical, the vertical and horizontal axis of the outcome space graphically 

represent the structural and referential facet of the said phenomenon in question (Bailey, 

2002; Hsu, 2008).  

 

The factors that determine the quality of an outcome space include the revelation of key 

understandings through each category within the outcome space; the logical, 

hierarchical and structurally-inclusive parallel to the identified categories; and presented 

as outcomes limited to their minimum variation within the categories of the phenomenon 

in question (Marton & Booth, 1997; Gerlese S. Åkerlind, 2005b). This has led to the 

importance given to the in-depth understanding of data collection and analysis; but also 

the reliability of the data collected together with the qualitative rigor required within the 

phenomenographic research tradition. 

4.5.5 Phenomenography: Data Collection 

Data is primarily collected from the research participant in the form of interviews with the 

aim of encouraging the selected group to extrapolate on their personal experiences of 

expressing their ñawareness of or ways of understanding the given phenomenonò 
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(Kebaetse, 2010) and reflect on the phenomenon, thus traversing from action to 

experience within the interview (G. S. Åkerlind, 2011). The researcher is in a position to 

access information on the experience of the interviewees, with the exception of their 

emotional intentions and physical actions that can be collected through direct 

observations. This data gathering within phenomenography includes open-ended 

questions (Vartiainen, 2009).  

 

Since the focus of phenomenography is the range of collective experiences in the 

sample or the group being interviewed, the transcripts are presented as a collective 

whole with the categorized meanings being extrapolated from this data. The interviews 

are generally audio recordings, and are precisely transcribed, making them the focus of 

phenomenographic analysis. The analysis of the transcribed data and developing the 

categories of description requires the researcher to keep an open mind and explore the 

interviews as a collective experience. The emerging categories during the iterations of 

scanning the data are prescribed towards the collective experiential context in 

comparison to the context of an individual interview. Variations or the ópool of meaningsô 

are codified in the context of the individual interview, i.e. óin situô or segregated and 

combined within the decontextualized context of the collective experience of the data in 

its entirety (Gerlese S. Åkerlind, 2005b).  

 

The interviews are the preferred qualitative tool in collecting data within the 

phenomenographic tradition due to the substantial data describing the phenomenon that 

is collected together with the flexibility that is inbuilt in qualitative semi-structured 

interviews (Shamblin, 2006) and the representation of the intervieweeôs ñlived 

experienceò (Ashworth & Lucas, 1998). Qualitative interviews as a tool include the 

characteristics of understanding the phenomena in the intervieweeôs life with reference 

to the world; the interpersonal and sensitive approach of interaction with the interviewer; 

thus leading to a qualitative, positive and experiential, descriptive, open, theme-based 

and, on a specific line of conservation (Shamblin, 2006). The transcription process 

involves the transformation and distancing required on the part of the researcher from 

the interview, together with further editing the researcherôs experience and reading the 

text in the context of the object of conception or the phenomenon in question (Dortins, 

2002).  

 

The data collection for this research using phenomenography was done through semi-

structured interviews conducted by the principal researcher with students randomly 

chosen from the four architectural institutions. The interviews were recorded and 

transcribed verbatim according to the norms on anonymity, consent, data protection, 
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participantsô participation and health and safety stipulated by the Research Ethics 

Committee, Welsh School of Architecture; Cardiff University (Iyer, 2012a, 2012b). The 

semi-structured interviews were conducted as described in the literature review in the 

settings of the design studio, thus connecting the intervieweeôs experience to the 

architecture studentsô learning context. The steps undertaken including data collection 

and analysis for this research are explained in Chapter 6, Sub-section 6.9.2.    

4.5.6 Phenomenography: Data Analysis and its Reliability 

Data collection through semi-structured interviews in the phenomenographic research 

tradition requires the researcher to focus on the dialogue structure with the interviewee. 

The question originally posed for the research problem, the functional analysis of various 

expressions and their intended meanings, together with returning to the question initially 

posed to the interviewee, is the normal sequence in an interview. The data analysis 

involves a brief sequence including the subdivision and delimitation of the fragments or 

sequences of experience from the complete data of transcribed interviews, comparison 

of these fragments to both the interview and the complete data; with the steps involved 

in pooling similar sequences and categorizing the variations into the categories of 

description (Anderberg & Åkerblom, 2011).  

 

Data analysis in phenomenographic research method as described by Dahlgren and 

Fallsberg (1991) and Åkerlind (2005) includes a series of steps. This commences with 

the precise transcription of the recorded interview and written notes which prepares the 

groundwork for the collected data as a whole. The researcher repeatedly reads these 

transcripts in a process called iteration or familiarizing oneself with this collected data, 

i.e. the experiences as a whole. This reading also helps in editing and corrections 

according to the researcherôs judgement. The next step involves the phase of 

compilation and condensing the data where answers to specific questions are grouped 

together to filter important facets of the phenomenon or the object in question.  

 

The fragments of data in each transcribed interview are compared and classified using 

other fragments of the whole data. Clusters of fragments or preliminary groups of 

categorized experiences emerge at this stage. The researcher articulates the emerging 

categorizations through the repeated process of iteration and preliminary nomenclatures 

for the identified categories are given. This step is also termed as labelling or coding, 

using an acceptable analogy or metaphor of the categorized experience. These 

categorized descriptions of the phenomenon are compared and contrasted in a 

penultimate stage of iterations and emerge as the final categories of description (Daly, 

Adams, & Bodner, 2012; Hsu, 2008; Kebaetse, 2010; Risos Rio, 2008; Skavberg 

Roaldsen, Biguet, & Elfving, 2011), further articulated in Chapter 6, Sub-section 6.9.2.  
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The importance of certain descriptions in the intervieweeôs experience that in time 

develop into categories of description are due to their frequency; but also their position 

generally at the commencement of the experience; and finally the emphasis given to the 

description over the entire experience also termed as ñpregnancyò (Hsu, 2008). The 

criteria used to rationalize the validity of phenomenographic analysis includes the 

distinctive characteristics of the identified categories of description and its relationship 

to the phenomenon in question; the logical connection of these said categories; and a 

prudent approach towards conclusively identifying the critical variation of these 

descriptive categories (Marton & Booth, 1997).      

 

Reliability of the phenomenographic research tradition as a methodology within the 

construct of the epistemological foundations of established qualitative research is 

considered deficient by some researchers as depicted in Figure 14 (Trigwell, 2006). This 

has led some researchers more towards the phenomenological ground. Certain quarters 

within the qualitative tradition question the subjective nature of utilizing the identified 

categories in phenomenography, with praise for being faithful to the actual data collected 

during analysis; but criticism for not raising the analysis from the experiential to the 

abstract level (N. Entwistle, 1997; Kebaetse, 2010).  

 

The yardsticks in establishing the phenomenographic research method through 

exemplar research studies includes the following: acknowledgement of the researcherôs 

background for the phenomenon being studied; the attributes of the research 

participants and correlation to related contexts; justification for the questionnaire design; 

steps to enable unbiased data collection; avoidance of  presuppositions such as a 

framework for the phenomenon, and approaching research analysis critically; explaining 

data analysis with controls and checks while interpreting the phenomenon; and allow 

other researchers to scrutinize the phenomenographic results using extracts of the 

analyzed experience (Marton & Booth, 1997).         

 

Reliability within the construct of replication in phenomenography as a qualitative 

methodology is another criticism, which is countered by the argument of 

phenomenographic analysis being a process of discovery. This is extended further in 

reliability at the level of codification, categorization and the actual analysis. But these 

questions on reliability have presented an excellent grounding for phenomenography as 

a research method and its effectiveness as a process of discovery and unravelling 

approaches to learning within the spectrum of educational research. Many of the studies 

within established educational research using phenomenography have had significant 
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influences in contemporary educational theory as explained in Chapter 2, suggesting 

good levels of validity. 

 

This research has adopted phenomenography placing the criticism in perspective from 

the literature review through the pilot study (Chapter 5) (Iyer & Roberts 2014). This 

research method has been used in formulating the research question and its elaboration 

in framing and conducting semi-structured interviews. Further steps were taken for the 

physical analysis of the collected data and the digital platform in presenting the analysis 

(Chapter 5).               

4.5.7 Phenomenography: The Digital Platform using Qualitative Research Analysis 

Software 

The data analysis within phenomenography and its focus on qualitative rigor places a 

heavy burden on the individual researcher or the team involved, including the steps 

involved in the physical process of undertaking the analysis (Chapter-6, Sub-section-

6.9.2). Various qualitative research analysis software including Leximancer, Atlas.ti, 

CATPACTM (TerraVision package), HOMALS (developed by Department of Data Theory 

of the University of Leiden using SPPS 8.0), HyperQual2; and various versions of NVivo 

including NUD*IST (Non-numerical Unstructured Data Indexing Searching and 

Theorising), NVivo7,  NVivo 8TM have been used for phenomenographic research 

analysis (Ballantyne, Thompson, & Taylor, 1998; Bazeley, 2010; Kebaetse, 2010; 

MacGillivray, 2010; Mankowski, Slater, & Slater, 2011; Penn-Edwards, 2010; Prinsloo, 

Slade, & Galpin, 2011; Ryan, 2000; Serig, 2006; Shanahan & Gerber, 2004; Vartiainen, 

2010; Zanting, Verloop, & Vermunt, 2001; Zhao, McConnell, & Jiang, 2009).  

 

Phenomenographic analysis is effectively streamlined using the computer-aided 

platform where there is a large amount of data involved, thus engaging the researcher 

with an unbiased, reliable and reproducible platform for an iterative and qualitatively 

rigorous  process (Penn-Edwards, 2010). The syntactic properties of the data can be 

identified and coded using flap boards in Atlas ti or nodes in NVivo as well as network 

views provided by the computer-aided platform; thus helping in the visualization of the 

emerging categories. These include multiple coding strategies available in the platform 

that enables the researcher to visualize the whole data (MacGillivray, 2010; Vartiainen, 

2010). 

 

NVivo, a qualitative data analysis software platform, is a widely used platform in the 

qualitative research tradition. It enables coding possibilities in the platform using the 

nomenclature of ónodesô including óparent and childô nodes. The researcher is in a 

position to commence with the open coding process and can create an aggregate set of 
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codes called a ónode treeô. The platform can also represent the identified fragment of 

description in the context of the individual transcript or that of the cluster of coded 

fragments within the specific node (Kebaetse, 2010). The platform enables the 

researcher to analyze transcripts individually and prepare nodes in reference to the 

object of conception. The codification process within the NVivo platform of creating 

nodes at multiple levels using work queries gives the researcher an engaging qualitative 

platform to work on the steps discussed in phenomenographic analysis (Serig, 2006; 

Shanahan & Gerber, 2004; Zhao et al., 2009).  

 

NVivo-10 has been extensively used in parallel to the physical analysis of the data 

collected for both the pilot study (Iyer, 2012a; Iyer & Roberts, 2014) and the final study 

(Iyer, 2012b) of this research. Phenomenography and its role in the current study has 

been further reviewed through its importance in the field of higher education that has 

been further extrapolated in Chapter 2. 

4.6 Phenomenography & Higher Education 

The established research using phenomenography in higher education is based on the 

seminal research done by Marton & Saljo (1976) as a part of the original Gothenburg 

research group. Their research helped in looking qualitatively at different levels of 

understanding and undertaking detailed analysis of the studentsô descriptions of the 

treatment of the task which helped in the distinction between deep and surface 

approaches to learning (N. Entwistle, 1997). This validated qualitative differentiation 

from phenomenographic research is the starting point in this research based on the 

studentsô experiences in understanding their learning approaches in architectural design 

is central to this research method (Sub-section 4.5.5).  

 

Marton and Saljo (1976) analyzed the responses of several students who were asked 

to read an extract from a text-book. The students were instructed that questions would 

be based on their understanding of the text within the extract. The authors found ñthat 

while some students tried to make sense of the text, others placed emphasis on 

memorizing it; these seemingly opposing study strategies were described as deep and 

surface learning respectivelyò(Cousin, 2009). Deep and surface approaches as 

metaphors has had a lasting impact on ongoing research in higher education in the three 

decades that followed. Cousin (2009) feels that ñit is important to note that Marton and 

Saljo never claimed that deep and surface approaches are innate attributes of students; 

they accepted that the same student might use both approaches at different times, 

depending on the task in handò(Cousin, 2009).   
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Booth (1997) has stated that in phenomenography, two aspects of learning as a 

phenomenon are questioned which includes the ñWhatò of learning and the ñHowò of 

learning. She goes on the ascribe the ñWhatò as ñthe conception held of the content of 

the learning taskò and the ñHowò which ñconcerns more the nature of the act of tackling 

the learning task;ò further indicating that ñthe teacher has to take an analytical stance to 

the phenomena to be taughtò and help the learners ñreveal their experience of learningò; 

and also ñensure that the tasks of learning are integrated into that world which the 

learners experienceò (Booth, 1997). The research question for this research is 

extrapolated in the semi-structured interview, where the ówhatô and óhowô of the learning 

approaches in the design coursework is presented through a series of introductory 

questions followed by probing into the learning approaches and conceptions. This brings 

us back towards understanding the importance of phenomenography in research within 

higher education and moving forward to its relevance in allied design fields including 

design education, adding further impetus to its role in architectural education.  

4.6.1 Allied Design Fields using Phenomenography  

A study conducted by Isomªki (2007) on the clarification with reference to ñInformation 

Systems (IS) Designersô conceptions of human users (of IS) by drawing on in-depth 

interviews with 20 designersò reflected on their ñlived experiences in the work build up; 

a continuum of levels of thought, from more limited conceptions to more comprehensive 

ones reflecting variations of the designersô situated knowledge related to human-

centered design. The resulting forms of thought indicate three different but associated 

levels in conceptualizing users; the separatist form of thought; the functional form of 

thought and the holistic form of thoughtò(Isomäki, 2007). This study has presented the 

creative process in practice-based learning context from a different perspective in 

comparison to deep and surface approaches of conceptual-to-memorization; applicable 

to the text-based learning context. The conception of knowledge for designers is 

correlated from the holistic perspective whether they are catering to technology or at the 

macro to micro level, to the human-centered environment at large; amalgamating 

various layers of information systems design.      

 

Zoltowski et al. (2012) have studied the incorporation of human-centered approaches in 

the subject area of design. The phenomenographic study involved thirty-three student 

designers and seven categories of description were identified. The categories formed a 

two-dimensional outcome space; where the two dimensions seem to be indicate 

ñhuman-centered design approachesò and ñprogression of design skills and strategies 

from novice to more expertò correlated with the vertical and the horizontal axis of the 

said space. ñFive of the categories were nested hierarchically. From less comprehensive 

to more comprehensive, those categories included: Human-centered design as óUser as 
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Information Source Input to Linear Process,ô óKeep Users' Needs in Mind,ô óDesign in 

Context,ô óCommitmentô and óEmpathic Design.ô Two categories represented ways of 

experiencing human-centered design that were distinct: design was not human-

centered, but óTechnology-Centeredô and human-centered design was not design, but 

óServiceò (Zoltowski, Oakes, & Cardella, 2012). This study provides a pointer towards 

the contentious nature within the classification of studentsô learning approaches in 

architectural design in this research, which primarily studies human-centric design in 

architecture.  

 

Kleiman (2008) has studied the conceptions of creativity in higher education by 

interviewing twelve academics from a range of disciplines. The main question was the 

ódefinition of creativity,ô which has manifested through a range of statements; correlative 

to various manifestos and studies.  ñFive main categories of description, describing 

qualitatively different ways of understanding creativity in the context of learning and 

teaching, were constituted. They focused varyingly on the experience of creativity as a 

constraint-focused experience; a process-focused experience; a product-focused 

experience; a transformation-focused experience and a fulfillment-focused 

experienceò(Kleiman, 2008). Kleiman states that the study is ñstill emergent and requires 

further analysis and distillation in order to depict both the relational and hierarchical 

aspects of the variations.ò He has further elaborated on the emergence of some patterns 

and relationships in ñthe five key aspects of variations that, if placed on a continuum of 

inclusivity, would almost certainly situate creativity as a constraint-focused experience 

at the ólowerô end, and creativity as a fulfillment-focused experience at the óhigherô end. 

It would also appear logical that creativity as a process-focused experience ought to 

precede creativity as a product-focused experience. However that is problematic, as it 

is clear from the research data that there is a conception of creativity-as-process that is 

not linked to productò(Kleiman, 2008). This study presents the abstract conception of 

creativity from a óconstraint, process, product, transformation and fulfillment-focused 

experienceô, which has a direct bearing on the design process that the students chart in 

the architectural design coursework.  

 

Svensson et al. (2010) have explored technological literacy through the use of 

technological objects, which in todayôs society ñis increasingly integrated with 

technological systems.ò Technological literacy has been seen from the question of ñhow 

concrete (objects) and abstract levels (systems) are linkedò(M. Svensson & Ingerman, 

2010). This phenomenographic study has looked into ñpupilsô experiences of 

technological systems as embedded in four everyday objects.ò They have identified ñfive 

qualitatively different ways of understanding systems, ranging from a focus on using the 
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particular objects, over-focusing on the function of objects, seeing objects as part of a 

process, and seeing objects as system components, to understanding objects as 

embedded in systems.ò They further ñsuggest an educational strategy for teaching about 

systems in technology educationò (M. Svensson & Ingerman, 2010). This study points 

towards a deeper understanding of the influence of tools ranging from the analogue-to-

digital domain traversed by the studentsô in their learning approaches within architectural 

design.     

4.6.2 Phenomenography and Design Education 

Phenomenography has been applied to study qualitatively the teaching and learning 

approaches of both teachers and students in various fields of design education. The 

variation in design facultyôs approaches to teaching design was carried out by Trigwell 

(2002) reporting ña significant variation in descriptions of how design teaching is 

approached but that overall, the approaches adopted by design teachers are described 

as being more student-focused than most other areas of higher- education teaching.ò 

These variations were identified using the Approaches to Teaching Inventory (ATI) and 

similar variations were found by comparing with studies carried out on qualitative 

descriptions of design teaching (Trigwell, 2002).  

 

Drew et al. (2001) have explored ñissues associated with phenomenographic 

methodology used in a study to investigate the qualitatively different ways that students 

approach their learning in the context of first and second year fashion design coursesò 

(Drew et al., 2001). This phenomenographic study has pointed that the process to 

design followed learning paths within the deep and surface approaches to learning 

proposed by Marton and Saljo (1976). These categories in fashion design included 

product-focused strategies with the intention of demonstrating technical competence 

and developing the design process, process-focused strategies to develop the design 

process, and concept-focused strategies towards developing oneôs own conceptions.  

Strategy Intention 

Focus of the learning Develop 
technical 
competence 

Develop design 
process 

Develop own 
conceptions 

Making an artefact  
(product focus) 

Approach ï A Approach - B  

Experimenting with 
process 
(process focus) 

 Approach - C  

Visualizing of concepts 
(concept focus) 

  Approach - D 

Table 8: The strategy and intention dimensions of the categories of approaches to learning fashion 
courses (Drew et al., 2001) 
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The outcome space represented the ñfocus of the learning,ò based on ñthe strategy and 

intention dimensionsò depicted in Table 8 (Drew et al., 2001). They have elaborated on 

visual metaphor as a fundamental basis in the development of concepts and its 

prominence in the studentsô learning approaches in comparison to the process and 

product-oriented approaches that are generally adopted. Bailey (2002) further studied 

the fashion design project, explaining that two of the four identified approaches shared 

features described as deep and the other two shared features with surface approaches. 

She has embarked on further research in other streams of design education ñto discover 

whether other art and design students show a similar range of variation in approachò 

(Bailey, 2002).  

Structural: focus of the 
learning 

Referential: intention / act of learning 

To develop 
technical 
competence 
through 
memorizing and 
reproducing 

To develop oneôs 
own design 
practice through 
rehearsing and 
experimenting 

To develop oneôs 
own conceptions 
of fashion through 
seeking meaning 

Production of artworks 
or artefacts 
Product focus 

Approach - A Approach - B  

Process of designing 
Process focus 

 Approach - C  

Visualization of 
concepts 
Concept focus 

  Approach - D 

Table 9: Outcome Space of approaches to learning fashion design (Bailey, 2002) 

 

The four different approaches are similar to the earlier study (Drew et al., 2001) but 

reflect the achievement of empathy and engagement in the learning approaches of 

fashion design students, thus being in a position ñto engage with the studentôs lived 

experienceò (Ashworth & Lucas, 2000). Bailey (2002) has presented the outcome space 

in Table 9 pointing towards a deeper range in design education based on the practice-

based learning context in comparison with the text-based learning context of deep and 

surface approaches (Bailey, 2002; Marton & Säljö, 1976). Bailey has addressed the 

weakness in the earlier phenomenographic study by Linda Drew et al. (2001) by co-

relating and comparing each dimension of the learning approaches within the practice-

based and the text-based learning context in Tables 10, 11 and 12 (Bailey, 2002; Drew 

et al., 2001). 

 

In Table 10, ñthe focus of learningò presents the design process as a distinctive learning 

approach and the intermediary between ñvisualization of conceptsò, which is correlative 

to deep approach and ñtask of producing artifactò that correlates to the surface approach.  
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 Deep----------------------------------------------------------------------Surface 

Text ï based Meaning of Text  Task of reading text 

Practice ï 
based 

Visualization of 
concepts 

Design Process Task of producing 
artefact 

Table 10: The Focus of Learning (Bailey, 2002) 

 

In Table 11, ñlearning intention;ò the students seem to be tending towards developing a 

higher level of technical competence; with some developing their own design practice 

and at the highest level; trying ñto develop oneôs own conceptionsò(Bailey, 2002). The 

importance of design as a learning process is brought to the fore in practice-based 

learning and represents the bridge between the deep and surface approaches related 

to text-based learning.  

 Deep---------------------------------------------------------------------Surface 

Text ï based To understand  To reproduce 

Practice ï 
based 

To develop oneôs 
own conceptions 

To develop oneôs own 
design practice 

To develop 
technical 
competence 

Table11: Learning Intention (Bailey, 2002) 

 

In Table 12, Bailey (2002) has presented the learning activities in the practice-based 

learning context by focusing on design process as a learning approach. ñExperimenting 

with techniques and proceduresò and ñrehearsing techniques and proceduresò being 

correlative to the approaches adjacent to deep and surface approaches, which in turn 

seem to be moving towards the conceptual real world experience on one end and 

ñmemorizing techniques and proceduresò (Bailey, 2002) on the other.  

 Deep-----------------------------------------------------------------------Surface 

Text ï based Organizing and 
integrating 
content 

 Memorizing 
content 

Practice ï 
based 

Relating 
fashion to own 
life world 

Experimenting 
with techniques 
and procedures 

Rehearsing 
techniques 
and 
procedures 

Memorizing 
techniques and 
procedures 

Table12: Learning activities (Bailey, 2002) 

 

The studies by Drew et al. (2001) and Bailey (2002) point to the difference in the learning 

approaches that need to be adopted in practice-based learning context within design 

education. Their work constitutes the foundation for this research, which examines the 

practice-based learning context of architectural education with specific emphasis on the 

design coursework. 

4.7 Summary 

This chapter has summarized the importance of phenomenography in the qualitative 

research tradition, extrapolating on the discussions of whether it falls into the construct 

of a methodology or has to be presented as a research method. Phenomenography as 
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the research method has addressed the central question of what are the approaches to 

learning being adopted by the students in the architectural design coursework by being 

represented as the starting point within ñProgressivismò or learner-focused research 

(Section 2.2) (Marton & Tsui, 2004). The phenomenographic model has been 

considered as the core amongst the progressive models in the 20th century in articulating 

studentsô approaches to learning (J. B. Biggs, 1994, 2011; Marton & Säljö, 1976).  

 

The further connected question of how studentsô learning approaches progress from the 

first year design coursework to subsequent years has been explored through discursive 

(pure) phenomenography (Section 4.4). This phenomenographic research approach is 

focusing on the actual experiences of the architecture students at the four institutions as 

a part of the current research. This in-turn is a digression in comparison to other 

research models where the focus is on the learning context that includes the teaching 

pedagogy, architectural curriculum, evaluation and assessment as well as the learning 

outcomes. 

     

The final research question on how do approaches to learning evolve in the design 

coursework from the first-to-fifth year of the program has been presented through the 

phenomenographic categories of description that are depicted within the outcome space 

(Sub-section 4.5.4). The evolution of the studentsô learning approaches is 

phenomenographically analyzed by the interconnected facets that represent the 

framework of the outcome space through the referential and structural facets (Sub-

section 4.5.2) depicted graphically in Chapter 6, Section 6.11.   

 

The various stages within the phenomenographic research method are discussed in 

detail and an emphasis on both the physical and digital platforms as enablers for the 

researcher is presented. This research has undertaken phenomenography using the 

physical process of analysis and also bridged the digital paradigm using NVivo 10. The 

steps undertaken will be further discussed in the Chapters 5 and 6 through the pilot 

study together with the final study focusing on the classification of studentsô learning 

approaches in architectural design.  
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Chapter 5: A Phenomenographic Study in Understanding 

!ǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ Learning the Coursework of 

Architectural Design- Pilot Study  

The summarization of phenomenography as the research methodology for this research 

and its role in educational research has been reviewed in Chapter 4. The current chapter 

presents the earlier pilot study conducted to trial the emerging classification for the 

overall study on architecture studentsô approaches to learning, using 

phenomenography. The pilot study was conducted by the researcher so as to clarify 

studentsô approaches to learning in architectural design coursework and to place it in 

the perspective of phenomenographic studies in higher education and allied fields 

including design education (J. Biggs, 1979; Drew et al., 2001; Isomäki, 2007; Marton & 

Säljö, 1976). The phenomenographic research-based framework, data collection 

through semi-structured interviews and analysis was based on the fashion design 

studies of studentsô learning approaches conducted in the United Kingdom in four design 

departments with a sample of seventeen students (Bailey, 2002; Drew et al., 2001). This 

pilot study has provided the pedagogical research platform to conduct the overall study 

on the classification of studentsô learning approaches in architectural design (Iyer, 

2012a, 2012b; Iyer & Roberts, 2014).   

 

The studentsô approaches to learning between the first and fourth year of their 

architectural design coursework has been examined by charting the variation, and by 

exploring the reasons for the differences encountered in the pilot study. 

Phenomenography has been used in this study in understanding the learning 

approaches, with the objective of exploring this variation from a qualitative perspective, 

using the data collected through semi-structured interviews with thirty-nine students at 

Rizvi College of Architecture, Mumbai and the Faculty of Architecture, Manipal Academy 

of Higher Education, Mangalore in India. These institutions were identified by the 

researcher based on their recognition by the Commonwealth Association of Architects 

(CAA) amongst all the architectural institutions in India. The CAA international 

accreditation has recognized the international standards of architectural education being 

offered at both these institutions. A sample of thirty-nine students were interviewed for 

the pilot study based on the problems listed in the earlier fashion design studies that had 

a sample of seventeen students (Bailey, 2002; Drew et al., 2001) and the literature 

review conducted in Chapter 4, Sub-section 4.5.4. The phenomenographic data 

collection was conducted according to the requirements of the Research Ethics 
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Committee, Welsh School of Architecture; Cardiff University within the stipulated time 

period of February to June 2012 (Iyer, 2012a).   

 

Rizvi College of Architecture located in Bandra-West has been affiliated to the University 

of Mumbai since its establishment in 1992 (RCA, 2004). Faculty of Architecture has, 

since 1980, become the twenty-second constituent institution of Manipal Academy of 

Higher Education, the first private university to be established in India in 1953 (MAHE, 

2017). Both institutions have been recognized by the Commonwealth Association of 

Architects for the dissemination of international standards of architectural education 

since their establishment (MAHE, 2017; RCA, 2004).   

 

The semi-structured interviews conducted at the two institutions have focused on the 

studentsô learning approaches in the first and fourth year architectural design 

coursework, using their design project as the learning context. This study has charted 

the identified approaches by correlating them to the surface and deeper dimensions 

(Marton & Säljö, 1976) as-well-as the strategic dimension (J. Biggs, 1979). The pilot 

study has been conducted on the lines of earlier phenomenographic studies in fashion 

design, which examined the variation in studentsô learning approaches in the United 

Kingdom (Bailey, 2002; Drew et al., 2001; Iyer & Roberts, 2014) (Appendix-III). 

5.1 Research Questions & Framework for the Semi-structured Interview 

The pilot study aimed to identify the studentsô approaches to learning in their design 

project work and evaluate how these change during the first and fourth year. This has 

been further analyzed through connected questions on why there is a variation in 

approaches to learning and what are the reasons for differences. These questions have 

a parallel to the two aspects of learning as a phenomenon described by Booth including 

the ñWhatò and the ñHowò of learning (Booth, 1997).  

 

The research question for this study has been further expanded in the semi-structured 

interview, where the ówhat,ô óhowô and ówhenô of learning in architectural design is 

presented through a series of introductory questions on learning approaches in the first 

and fourth year. This is followed by probing into the learning approaches of a specific 

design project in the first and fourth year. A question asked to fourth year students 

specifically makes comparison between their first year and current year. The 

conceptions related to the approaches to learning were part of the final set of questions. 

5.2 Approaches to Learning and Architecture Education 

Chapter 3 has presented a pedagogical research literature review in architectural 

education specific to the learning approaches in design coursework. Explored as a 
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journey through architectural experience (Alexander, 1977; Hertzberger, 2002, 2005; 

Rasmussen, 1964; Zumthor, 1998), learning approaches are an important facet of 

reflective practice gained through professional knowledge and the academic journey 

within the institution (Schon, 1983). They have also been explored through design 

exercises undertaken by the student and reflected in architectural practice (Unwin, 

2009). Pedagogical research within architectural education commonly make a 

distinction between the design and learning processes that students undertake, and the 

final output of their work, or the design product.  

This evolution from product to process-centric approaches in architecture studentsô 

learning experience has been explored in this pilot study using phenomenography. 

Similar studies in fashion design by Drew et al. comparing studentsô learning approaches 

with Marton and Saljoôs established deep and surface approaches (Bailey, 2002; Drew 

et al., 2001; Marton & Säljö, 1976) have been further reviewed in Chapter 4.  

 

Design education from a micro-to-macro perspective amalgamates fields such as 

product and fashion design, but also examines built environment in the realm of interior 

design, architecture and planning. Phenomenographic studies in these fields of design 

education would further widen the scope of research methodology undertaken in earlier 

studies. As presented in Chapter3 and 4, the research question is explored using 

phenomenography as there is little published evidence of the chosen methodology being 

used to investigate the studentsô approaches to learning in architectural design 

coursework (A. Iyer, 2015).  

5.3 Phenomenography - the Research Method 

As indicated in Chapter 4, phenomenography has been presented in the overall study 

as a research method where the exploration is based on varied experiences of the 

phenomenon in question. ñPhenomenography is not hypothesis-driven though it always 

starts with the broad speculation that variation of perception is likely to exist in relation 

to a given phenomenonò (Cousin, 2009). The nature of the questions is driven towards 

exploration of this experience. This is relevant in the pilot study, as phenomenography 

is used to explore and compare the approaches in the first and fourth year, with a focus 

on studentsô learning experiences in architectural design, parallel to the reviews in 

Chapters 3 and 4. This comparison was necessary to map the changes in studentsô 

learning approaches between the first and fourth year, including understanding this 

evolution. 

 

Phenomenographic studies, involving semi-structured interviews for data collection to 

map these learning experiences, have been further reviewed in Chapter 4. The sample 

includes seven to ten interviews, involving a random selection of individuals amongst 
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the population from which this ñsensible minimumò is selected (Cousin, 2009). The 

interviews are transcribed and the collected data is compared, grouped and physically 

analyzed by the researcher, using qualitative research analysis software depending on 

the complexity of the research project. The transcribed data is studied in detail through 

three to four repetitive iterations to explore the variations, and then filtered into themes. 

The experiences are decontextualized from their original context and these variations 

are then categorized into descriptions. The identified categories of description can be 

hierarchical or have distinctly varied positions that are represented in the final outcome 

space or findings. These act as the basis for the phenomenographic analysis. The steps 

for undertaking this analysis have been described in further detail in Chapter 6, Sub-

section 6.9.2.  

5.4 Pilot Study - Data Collection & Analysis 

The data for this phenomenographic study was generated by selecting students on a 

random basis from the first and fourth year of the two institutions. After an initial 

discussion with the faculty on the design project for the concerned years, the semi-

structured interviews with the students were conducted. These interviews endeavoured 

to categorize the studentsô approaches to learning in architectural design through the 

discussion of their design project by charting their experiences and identifying the 

underlying conceptions.  

 

The questions were based on the framework of the semi-structured interview 

questionnaire prepared for the fashion design study, with a set of introductory questions, 

followed by a probe on the learning approaches and conceptions (Drew et al., 2001). 

 

¶ The introductory questions asked to the first and fourth year students included a 

briefing on the architectural design coursework and a discussion on the design 

project. The students were encouraged to elaborate on their project and on their 

expectations in undertaking this project. 

¶ The first and fourth year students were further probed on the design process and 

the approaches in undertaking the design project. The terms expressed by the 

students on pedagogical research related to architectural design correlating to 

the elements, principles and process of design, were probed to extrapolate their 

learning experiences.  

¶ The fourth year students were further questioned for a comparative analysis in 

their approaches while undertaking the project in their current year in comparison 

to the first year.  
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¶ Finally, the first and fourth year students were probed for the conceptions of the 

phenomenon in question, approaches to learning in architectural design.  

 

The data collection and interim analysis included the recording, transcription and initial 

filtration through the iterative process of physically analyzing five interviews each, from 

the first and fourth year. This analysis on the design process adopted in architectural 

design were identified as the initial themes or codes. These included, 

 

¶ To seek direction from the faculty and as a medium of increasing oneôs 

knowledge-base of the design process in architectural design.  

¶ To recognize the value of group-collaboration in the design coursework as a 

medium of increasing oneôs learning and understanding of the design process. 

¶ To increase oneôs understanding of the design process through self-analysis. 

 

The interim analysis thus presented three important themes including the role of design 

faculty in architectural design, collaboration within studentsô groups and understanding 

the design process through self-analysis.  

 

These emerging themes from the studentsô learning experiences revealed further 

directions in the identification of the final categories of learning approaches. They 

represent the preoccupation amongst the first year students of approaching architectural 

design by focusing on the design solution. These product-based approaches were the 

major themes identified, which focused on the series of steps undertaken by the 

students and how they followed the instructions of the faculty in the design project. The 

focus on the process of design amongst the first year students through the instructions 

provided by the faculty and developing their knowledge-base in the design coursework 

was represented as a minor theme within the identified approaches. 

 

The major theme discussed amongst the fourth year students was adopting conceptual 

approaches by exploring the abstract facets of design. The studentsô experiences were 

pointing towards the development of their own conceptions; but their focus on final 

portfolio submissions represented a digression towards product-centric approaches to 

learning. The interim findings gave a new direction to the practice-based context of 

studentsô learning approaches in architectural design. Based on the emerging 

categories, variations were identified in comparison with the earlier fashion design 

studies (Bailey, 2002; Drew et al., 2001). There was consistency in the themes that 

emerged between the first and fourth year in both the schools, and the decontextualized 

experiences were further analyzed. 
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5.5 Final Categories of Approaches to Learning  

The studentsô approaches to learning in architectural design, based on their experiences 

while undertaking the design project are represented through six categories of learning 

approaches using phenomenographic analysis (Appendix III) (Iyer & Roberts, 2014). 

The pilot study has identified a wider range, in comparison with the four identified 

approaches to learning  from the earlier fashion design studies (Bailey, 2002; Drew et 

al., 2001), considered in Chapter 4, Sub-section 4.6.2.   

 

Table 13 depicts these six categories of learning approaches from the pilot study (Iyer 

& Roberts, 2014). This includes the descriptive and paraphrased, theme-based versions 

together with the meta-categories based on the emerging classification that is the focus 

of the final study.  

 

These meta-categories represent the approaches to learning from the architectural 

perspective within the canvas of learning approaches in higher education, allied fields 

and design education through the surface and deeper dimensions, as well as the 

strategic dimension explained in Chapter 4, Section 4.6 (Bailey, 2002; J. Biggs, 1979; 

Drew et al., 2001; Marton & Säljö, 1976). 

5.5.1 Approach A: Product-Based Unidirectional Approach 

Approach A as the dominant theme focuses on the series of steps taken by the 

architecture students from the introduction of the design problem to the completion of 

the final solution. The intention of the first year students is the consistent technical 

presentation and execution of the solution for the design project. The learning 

Identified 
Learning 

Approaches 

Descriptive Paraphrased Theme-based  
Learning Approaches 

Learning Approaches as  
Meta-categories 

Approach-A 
Series of steps from introduction to 

completion with emphasis on presenting a 
good output 

Product-Based 
Unidirectional Approach 

Approach-B 
Understand architecture using experiences of 

the faculty as a scaffold to present the 
learning outcome 

Product-Based 
Multidirectional Approach 

Approach-C 
Evolving perceptions of architecture within 

design process based on a product-focused 
outcome 

Dependent & Product-
Focused Strategic 

Approach 

Approach-D 
Evolving perceptions of architecture through 
design  process based on a process-focused 

outcome 

Independent & Process-
Focused Schema 

Approach-E 
Conceptualizing thought process in evolution 

of architecture based on  perceptual 
experiences  

Experiential, Practical & 
Process-Focused Schema 

Approach-F 
Conceptual and abstract focus based on 

creative & experiential level of understanding 
architecture 

Perceptual, Conceptual & 
Process-Focused Schema 

Table 13: Final Categories of Approaches to Learning identified in the Pilot Study using 
Phenomenographic Analysis (Iyer & Roberts, 2014) 
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approaches adopted are product-based with the aim of focusing on the presentation of 

a good portfolio. Architectural design has been correlated with other coursework in this 

dominant theme to present functional and technically correct solutions following 

unidirectional approaches in the first year.  

 

First year studentôs extract - ñéI donôt think so. Like in engineering we can learn and 

study one night and give exam but for architecture we have to study step by step. Like 

in every class we learn something. We canôt miss any class because we have only 

practical works. We have to make models, we have to make sheets. We learn from those 

sheets. We have to go for site visits and like if we are studying about doors. We have to 

see how door works.ò 

 

This category is represented as a minor theme amongst the fourth year students, who 

seemed to be pressed for time and wanted to complete their design portfolio and present 

a technically acceptable solution, thus reinforcing unidirectional approaches in their 

design coursework.  

 

Fourth year extract - ñé understanding of the process will help is come up with better 

solutions and faster solutions. In the best way possibleéò 

5.5.2 Approach B: Product-Based Multidirectional Approach 

Approach B is the other dominant theme in the first year. This categorized approach has 

focused on the understanding gained by the students in trying to experience architecture 

as a design-based process through the instructions provided by faculty in the design 

studio. The studentsô intention is to use faculty as a support or a learning scaffold by 

reflecting on his or her instructions in working out the design solution for the design 

project and following the product-based approach. Approach B is multi-directional in 

comparison to the unidirectional characteristics of Approach A, as the students try to 

evolve their design process based on multiple design experiences communicated by 

faculty, instead of the series of steps undertaken towards functionally and visually 

acceptable design solutions. Approach B represents the importance given by the first 

year students to facultyôs instructions in architectural design coursework.  

 

First year extract - ñI wouldnôt say that Iôm 100% sure about my work. Every time I design 

something, I know itôs not 100% right. There are flaws, there are good points too. And 

coming to faculty and discussing. They do tell you what you could do in order to make it 

better, so itôs never like you are 100% right, you are always learning. Understanding is 

ébasically how you think, how you perceive and how you make the other person believe 

in the idea. So you have to even convey your idea to the person.ò 
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This multidirectional approach is less dominant amongst the fourth year students, being 

adopted at certain intervals with the intention of satisfying the requirements for the final 

assessments at the institution, including the submission of their design portfolio.   

 

Fourth year extract - ñBut that kind of enthusiasm that I used to have to design in general, 

has really been reduced to a chore, you know, like just finishing it off and you know just 

coming up with something that the teacher likes and that everyone is happy óok my jury 

will go wellô etc. So that passion is there but not as much as I started off withé.ò 

5.5.3 Approach C: Dependent & Product-Focused Strategic Approach 

Approach C, a minor theme in the first year, represents the studentsô focus on evolving 

their own perceptions of architecture. The studentsô intentions are based on product-

focused approaches by depending on the series of steps needed to be undertaken as a 

part of the design process. These steps are in contrast to the unidirectional steps 

undertaken in Approach A. The students are dependent on taking these steps towards 

the commencement of the process of design in experiencing architecture.  

 

First year extract - ñgetting more knowledge in terms of architectural design is for the 

betterment of us. So that we can put our creativity and our knowledge both together, 

compiling it and we can make a very good design because there is a limit to creativity, 

there is no limit but when it comes to reality, there is a limit and when this knowledge 

comes into the reality and combines with creativity, we can have better designs in 

future.ò 

 

Few students in the first year adopted this identified category by reflecting on their recent 

experiential journey in architectural education and the process of understanding design. 

There was a large quantum of fourth year students who have adopted Approach C. The 

question of why are they are taking this product-focused approach required a complete 

cross-sectional analysis of the five-year architecture program that is being undertaken 

for the final study of this research. Approach C has presented an optimal resolution of 

two important aspects in architectural design. The students are able to dabble into the 

perceptual qualities of architecture at a superficial level and balance the criteria set by 

the faculty and the institution towards the final submission of the design project. 

 

Fourth year extract - ñButé.it means a lot. Iôveé One aspect of it is design; the other 

aspect of it wouldédesign of spaces, physical spaces. The other aspect would also be 

to do with philosophy, what is my philosophy, what am I communicating to people.ò 
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5.5.4 Approach D: Independent & Process-Focused Schema 

Approach D is the dominant theme in the fourth year with the gradual movement from 

product to process-focused approaches with the students independently adopting the 

design process instead of following a series of steps representing Approach C. The 

studentsô exposure of architecture and the scale of the projects being undertaken at an 

urban level is distinctive in this identified category. The students have focused on the 

sensitivities of various aspects of architecture which has represented the underlying 

intentions within Approach D. Their focus is on sensitizing themselves independently to 

various aspects of architecture with underlying intentions towards the evolution of their 

schema-based perceptions in the design project.  

 

Fourth year extract - ñeverything that you learn registers in a different way, the books 

that we read. It doesnôt come to us when we want... Maybe unconsciously we are using 

ité.somewhere elseé because we have read it somewhere... So for me thatôs the 

differenceé different kinds of learningé some things come to us then and there but 

some things just come to us, involuntarilyé you donôt remember where you have read 

it.ò 

 

This identified category was consciously applied to the process of design by few first 

year students representing the limited exposure to architecture in their learning 

experience that was a barrier to the added sensitivity required. 

 

First year extract - ñI think architectural design cannot be taught like a theory subject, itôs 

what, by, when they give us more and more work, we realize, you know, we grow and 

realize that the changes that could be made and small things that come into our mind 

which we, you know, keep in mind the next time we are given another project. So, I think 

thatôs what learning is. Self-learning, more than being taught.ò 

5.5.5 Approach E: Experiential, Practical & Process-Focused Schema 

Approach E is represented as a minor theme amongst the fourth and first year students 

in architectural design. They are using this learning approach subconsciously by 

focusing on conceptualizing the thought process and using it in the evolution of their 

design process. This process-focused approach is based on the studentsô innate 

understanding of architecture as the underlying intention directly correlative to their 

perceptual experiences.  

 

The first year students who portrayed these underlying intentions were not aware that 

they were experiencing this identified category. A few fourth year students following 

Approach E were focusing on the experiential and practical facets of large-scale design 
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projects. This was coupled with submission deadlines given by the institutions that 

discouraged them from adopting this learning approach.  

 

Fourth year extract - ñNowadays, learning has come up to é just livingé we went for a 

play and weôve just noticed  some detail here and there and, nowadays I am starting to 

find that I am learning, you know moreéin a open.. Itôs not learning in a classroom, in a 

studio, just end up learning wherever you are going, so I think thatôs how it has 

changed..ò  

5.5.6 Approach F: Perceptual, Conceptual & Process-Focused Schema 

Approach F represents certain glimpses in the studentsô learning experiences on the 

conceptual and abstract-based, perceptual aspects required within the underlying 

design process. The studentsô innately creative and experiential level of understanding 

architecture was reflected amongst few fourth and first year students who explained their 

lived experiences in the design project. The aspirations and expectations of learning 

outcomes under the directions of the design faculty were seen to be inhibitors in the 

direction of Approach E and Approach F, with many students tending to move 

backwards towards the product-driven and faculty-oriented approaches represented by 

Approaches C and D. 

 

Fourth year extract - ñto meéArchitectural design is something... O... on the lines of 

daily life. It started off in the first year as a very... You knowévery particular subject, you 

had to do é..And you go to college... And now... as time has progressed... Itôs sort of 

become é like... a daily thing... That...Wherever you look, you are éé something... 

Whereveré like even as you walk down the streets, youôre looking at stuff and... So, 

this could have been...in that way and we do that and é before you realizeéand you 

actually realize...Itôs sort of taken over everything and sort off... you are doing... So that 

what architectural design is. What counts as understandingé I would say... 

understanding counts asébasically an acceptance... when you talked about 

knowledgeéitôs when we talked about awareness and when we are gaining, we are 

éé., we are awareémind is open to different thingséthatôs just knowledge.. It just 

about how you chooseéto deal with it, your understanding of it. Your acceptance of it..ò  

 

The studentsô approaches to learning adopted in the first year is predominantly product-

focused, dependent and unidirectional learning strategies whereas the fourth year 

students are predominantly following process-focused, independent and multidirectional  

learning strategies leading to a few depicting practical and experiential, perceptual and 

conceptual, schema-based strategies in the architectural design coursework. 
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5.6 Discussion on the Pilot Study 

The pilot study has presented the emerging classification of learning approaches 

adopted by the first and fourth year students of the architecture program with a variation 

between product and process-focused approaches to learning, moving towards the 

independent and schema-based approaches. The experiential and practical together 

with the conceptual and perceptual facets of the design process through the six identified 

approaches to learning are represented within the matrix depicted in Figure 15.  

 

This matrix (Figure 15) represents the identified approaches to learning relating it to the 

studentsô intentions towards the act of the learning depicted in Table 14. The range of 

qualitative differences in the studentsô learning approaches from these findings 

represents both practice-based learning context and the depth of understanding 

required in perceiving the architectural design coursework. The pilot study findings 

represent a wider range of identified categories in architectural design in comparison to 

the earlier fashion design and text-based studies within the established surface and 

deeper dimensions (Bailey, 2002; Drew et al., 2001; Marton & Säljö, 1976).  

 

The relational order of the categories have presented Approaches A and B as product-

focused, with the students attempting to undertake the design project following a series 

of steps using unidirectional and multi-directional learning strategies towards solution-

centered learning outcomes representing the surface dimension. Approach C varies 

from Approaches A and B as the experiential nature of understanding architecture is 

Figure 15: Matrix depicting the categories of description with reference to the approaches to learning adapted 
within the outcome space using the phenomenographic approach 
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slowly being grounded in the studentsô experience, but they are still dependent on 

product-focused strategies. Approaches D and E represent the elevation of studentsô 

understanding towards independent experiences based on practical and process-

focused schema in architectural design. The learning approaches are evolving into 

process-focused outcomes and moving towards the conceptual level. Approach F 

represents the innate characteristics in the studentsô learning experiences towards 

understanding the ethos of the design project and being equated with the deeper 

dimension.  

 (Intention) Act of learning 
Series of steps 
from 
introduction to 
completion of 
design project 

Understanding 
based on  
instructions-
based scaffold 

Evolution in 
understanding 
based on 
independent 
schema 

Self-analysis of 
architecture based 
on concept-focused  
experiential & 
perceptual 
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Unidirectional & Multi-
directional 
(Product-focus) 

Approach A Approach B   

Production, evolution 
& execution of design 
project 
(Product Focus) 

  Approach C  

Process of design 
based on Independent 
& Experiential Schema 
(Process focus) 

  Approach D Approach E 

Visualization of 
Perceptual & 
conceptual Schema 
(Concept focus) 

   Approach F 

Table 14: Outcome Space of approaches to learning in the coursework of architectural design 

 

The question of how the students approached the design coursework in the fourth year 

in comparison to the first year has been identified in this phenomenographic study 

through the predominance of product-focused learning approaches demonstrated by the 

first year students. Approaches A, B and C are the preferred learning approaches and 

represented the first year studentsô recent introduction to architectural design.  Their 

intention to follow product-centered approaches, by trying to follow the instructions of 

the design faculty, is representational of taking multi-directional learning strategies in 

the practice-based learning context of architectural design. There were few experiences 

where the first year students followed Approaches D and E that represented the 

transition towards process-focused approaches and understanding architectural design 

at a deeper level. The literature review in Chapter 3, Sub-section 3.5 on the skills and 

craft-based approaches; Sub-section 3.7 on the role of tutor, critique and assessments 

as-well-as Sub-section 3.6 elaborating the importance of collaborative learning 

represent the identified Approaches A, B and C in the broader context of pedagogical 

research in architectural education.  

 

The fourth year students were predominantly adopting Approaches C and D with few of 

them moving towards Approach E, and Approach F on rare occasions.  This represents 
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the fourth year studentsô movement in the direction of developing their own conceptions 

based on the perceptions and experiences of architecture. This transformation in the 

studentsô learning approaches was curtailed by the rigours of their final portfolio 

submissions, moving them back towards the product-centric surface dimension of 

Approaches A, B and C; away from the process and concept-centric deeper dimension 

of Approaches D, E and F. Tables15, 16 and 17 co-relate  each dimension of the 

established domains of learning approaches to the identified categories within the 

practice-based learning context of architectural design and fashion design; placing it in 

parallel to the text-based learning context by Marton & Saljo (1976). 

 Deep_-----------------------------------------------------------------------_Surface 

Text ï based Meaning of Text  Task of reading text 

Practice ï based 

(Fashion Design) 
Visualization of concepts Design Process 

Task of producing 

artefact 

Practice ï based 

(Architectural 

Design) 

Perceptual & 

conceptual 

Schema 

(Approach F) 

Independent & 

Experiential 

Schema 

(Approaches 

D&E) 

Production, 

evolution & 

execution of 

design project 

(Approach C) 

production & 

execution of 

design project 

(Approaches 

A&B) 

Table 15: The Focus on Approach to Learning adapted from Table-4 (Bailey, 2002)  

 

Table 15, óThe Focus on Approach to Learningô represents the depth of the learning 

approaches in reference to the design process within architectural design in comparison 

to fashion design; presented in the overall framework of deep and surface approaches 

of the text-based learning context. Whereas the text-based studies have identified the 

studentsô focus, ranging from the task of reading the extract and moving towards 

understanding the meaning of the text within the extract (Marton & Säljö, 1976), the 

practice-based field of fashion design presented a more varied range. The fashion 

students have been learning design through the three-pronged range from the 

production of the project, to the actual process of design involved in producing the 

artefact, to visualizing the conceptual aspects in the production of the fashion design 

project (Bailey, 2002).  

 

The pilot study represents a wider range through Approaches A and B from producing 

and execution of the design project to the various steps involved in the design process. 

Further focus has been given to the evolution within the design process involved in the 

production to execution represented by Approach C. Approaches D and E represent this 

wider range further, with studentsô independently experiencing this schema-based 

design process. Approach F represents the deeper domain through perceptual 

conceptualization in the process of design (Iyer & Roberts, 2014).   
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Table 16, óThe Act of Learning Intentionô depicts the macro-to-micro level context of 

architectural design in comparison to fashion design in the practice-based learning 

context; within the overall framework of the text-based learning context. Whereas the 

intentions in the studentsô act of learning within the text-based fields have ranged 

between the reproduction and understanding of the extract given representing the 

surface and deeper domain (Marton & Säljö, 1976), fashion design has presented a 

wider range from the development of technical competence  to the studentsô evolving 

their unique practice of undertaking the design process. The fashion students have also 

developed their own conceptions within the process of design reflecting on the deeper 

domain (Bailey, 2002).  

 Deep_------------------------------------------------------------------------_Surface 

Text ï based To understand  To reproduce 

Practice ï based 

(Fashion 

Design) 

To develop oneôs own 

conceptions 

To develop oneôs own 

design practice 

To develop technical 

competence 

Practice ï based 

(Architectural 

Design) 

To develop 

oneôs own 

conceptions of 

architecture 

based 

Perceptual & 

conceptual 

Schema 

(Approach F) 

To develop an 

evolution in 

understanding 

based 

Independent & 

Experiential 

Schema 

(Approaches 

D&E) 

To develop an 

understanding 

based on  an 

instruction 

based scaffold 

(Approach C) 

To develop the 

series of steps 

from 

introduction to 

completion of 

design project 

(Approaches 

A&B) 

Table 16: The Act of Learning Intention adapted from Table 5 (Bailey, 2002) 

 

Tables 15 and 16 have depicted the practice-based field of architectural design 

representing the studentsô learning intentions through a broader range in the act of 

learning. Whereas Approaches A, B and C focus on the design project from 

commencement to completion, based on  development of skills and instructions given 

by the faculty, and peer-based learning, Approaches D, E and F represent the 

architecture studentsô learning intentions of further evolution in the design process. This 

is represented through the independent learning approaches based on their experiential 

journey during design coursework. Students have further developed their own 

conceptions in understanding the architectural design-schema at the perceptual and 

conceptual level in the deeper domain (Iyer & Roberts, 2014).      

 

Table 17 depicts the identified categories of learning approaches in architectural design 

from this pilot study, compared with earlier studies in fashion design (Bailey, 2002; Drew 

et al., 2001) and established research using phenomenographic analysis on deep and 
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surface approaches to learning (Marton & Säljö, 1976). Tables 15, 16 and 17 represent 

the emerging dimensions of learning approaches in the practice-based learning context 

of architectural design through the pilot study.  

5.7 Emerging Classification of Learning Approaches  

The emerging classification is explored for the entire cross-section of the five-year 

program in the four institutions in Chapter 6. This is in parallel to the review of 

phenomenography in Chapter 4, approaches to learning in higher education in Chapter 

2 and pedagogical research in architectural education in Chapter 3. The six categorized 

approaches identified in this pilot study have further reflected on the research question 

and the review in Chapter 3. This review has given a broad canvas to draw upon to 

define studentsô learning approaches in architectural design. As a further pointer, the 

identified approaches in the pilot  study fall within the spectrum of surface and deeper 

dimensions (A. Iyer, 2015; Marton & Säljö, 1976).  

 

The introduction of architectural design coursework in the first year of the program is 

considered as the stage where the students are going through their formative stages 

with Approaches A and B representing the series of steps undertaken from the problem 

to its final solution. These approaches are bordering the surface dimension (Marton & 

Säljö, 1976). Approaches E and F are being pursued predominantly by fourth year 

students at the conceptual and perceptual level and are within the parameters of the 

deeper dimension (Marton & Säljö, 1976). These identified approaches form a 

framework parallel to the one suggested by Unwin in his work with students in the early 

stages of architectural education at Welsh School of Architecture (Unwin, 2001).  

 

The research method of phenomenography has been further refined through the 

findings of the pilot study and the emerging classification of learning approaches for the 

 Deep_--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------_Surface 

Text ï based Organizing and 

integrating 

content 

 
Memorizing 

content 

Practice ï 

based 

(Fashion 

Design) 

Relating fashion 

to own life world 

Experimenting with 

techniques and 

procedures 

Rehearsing techniques 

and procedures 

Memorizing 

techniques 

and 

procedures 

Practice ï 

based 

(Architectural 

Design) 

Perceptual 

Conceptual 

& Process-

Focused 

Schema 

Experiential, 

Practical & 

Process-

Focused 

Schema 

Independent 

& Process-

Focused 

Schema 

Dependent 

& Product-

Focused 

Strategic 

Approach 

Product-Based 

Multidirectional 

Approach 

Product-

Based 

Unidirectional 

Approach 

Table 17: Approaches to Learning activities adapted from Table-6 (Bailey, 2002) 
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final study (Chapter 6).  The pilot study has raised further questions on why there is a 

change in the approaches to learning between the first and fourth year and what aspects 

of architectural education actually facilitate this change. This study has also raised 

questions of what makes these changes happen, and why there is a difference; thus 

bringing us towards understanding what are the enablers and barriers for learning 

approaches within architectural design.   

5.8 Limitations in the Pilot Study  

The findings of the pilot study were based on the cross-section of the first and fourth 

year of architecture (Iyer & Roberts, 2014) (Appendix II). A complete cross-section from 

first to fifth year used in the final study (Chapter 6) presents a comparison of the current 

findings and encompasses the learning approaches classification within the entire 

spectrum of five years of the studentsô experiences in the design coursework. This pilot 

study was geographically limited to two architectural institutions in India; whereas the 

final study is based on the learning context of four institutions, and from an international 

perspective. The randomization of the participants was based on the willingness shown 

by the thirty-nine students to be a part of the semi-structured interview process and 

these stages of phenomenography are further explained in Chapter 6, Sub-section 

6.12.1. These points have been duly considered as a part of the collated data in the final 

study using phenomenography.  
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Chapter 6: {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ Approaches to Learning in Architectural 

Design ς Phenomenographic Data Collection, Analysis & 

Classification 

6.1 Research Context of the Final Study 

Studentsô approaches to learning in higher education have been expressed in terms of 

surface and deep approaches (Marton & Säljö, 1976) as-well-as strategic approaches 

(J. Biggs, 1979). The focus of the final study in this chapter and Chapters 7, 8, 9 and 10 

is to explore the classification of studentsô learning approaches using the qualitative 

research methodology of phenomenography in the design coursework within the larger 

context of architectural education. Studentsô approaches to learning have been well-

understood in other disciplines including engineering, information technology, 

mathematics, sciences and allied fields of design (Drew et al., 2001; Isomäki, 2007; 

Kebaetse, 2010) explained in Chapters 2 and 4, but less-researched within pedagogical 

research in architectural education reviewed in Chapter 3 (A. Iyer, 2015) (Appendix II). 

The earlier pilot study presented in Chapter 5 (Iyer & Roberts, 2014) (Appendix-III) and 

this study endeavour to fill this gap. This study has looked at the wider context of 

pedagogical research in architecture education (Chapter 3) in developing a taxonomy of 

studentsô learning approaches through the first year design coursework, and its impact 

on the subsequent years.  

 

This study has endeavored to classify the studentsô learning approaches in their design 

coursework for the five-year architecture program further explained in this chapter (Iyer, 

2012b) (Appendix-IV). The research vehicle for this classification is the first year 

architectural design coursework.   

6.2 Aim 

The research aims to compare the studentsô learning approaches in their first year 

architectural design coursework with the subsequent years of their program. The data 

for this study has been collected at four architectural institutions and analyzed using 

phenomenography. The final categories of description and outcome space of this 

phenomenographic research have been presented by combining the physical analysis 

of the collected data and using NVivo 10, a qualitative research analysis software 

platform, to determine the studentsô learning approaches in their design coursework. 

The findings for the four institutions through iterations of decontextualized fragments of 

the learning experiences have been clustered and presented in Chapter 11 as a series 

of illustrative case studies of students using these identified learning approaches. The 

data analysis in this study has enabled the establishment of a series of illustrative and 
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exemplar student personae that summarize the range of different approaches through 

the five years of architectural education. 

6.3 Contribution to Knowledge  

As elaborated in Chapter 2, studentsô approaches to learning in higher education have 

been expressed in terms of surface and deep approaches (Marton & Säljö, 1976). These 

approaches are likely to be influenced by their prior experiences of studying and 

understanding the key concepts of the subject matter, which is vital to the subsequent 

approaches to studying and learning outcomes (Prosser & Trigwell, 1999). This study 

focuses on exploring the architecture studentsô learning approaches using the qualitative 

research method of phenomenography discussed in Chapter 4.  

 

Phenomenography helps the researcher in mapping the experiences of the research 

participants, based on their understandings of the phenomenon. It represents these 

understandings within a limited range or categories of description, helping further in 

building an outcome space for the phenomenon in question through the final analysis. 

The approaches to teaching and learning in various fields of higher education and in 

creative fields within design education have been studied using phenomenography. With 

an emphasis on design education, the review on phenomenography has indicated 

further research that needs to be undertaken in the design curricula for architectural 

education (Chapter 4, Sub-section4.6.2) (Bailey, 2002; Drew et al., 2001; Trigwell, 

2002).  

 

The earlier pilot study has provided impetus towards examining a student cross-section 

in the five-year program for the learning approaches classification in this study. This 

develops on charting the learning experiences of the first and fourth year student cohort 

analyzed using phenomenography in the pilot study. The identified approaches adopted 

by first and fourth year architecture students is connected to how the concepts of deep 

and surface approaches to learning manifest themselves in architectural education. 

These point towards a more complex set of learning approaches than just a simple deep 

and surface division (A. Iyer, 2015; Iyer & Roberts, 2014).  

 

This has further raised the question on whether the categorized approaches form 

different points on a continuum between deep and surface, or whether some are in a 

different dimension. The Chapter 3 review on pedagogical research in architectural 

education has provided further pointers for this study on the classification of studentsô 

learning approaches, and their connection with surface and deeper dimensions, through 

their years of training and reflective practice in architectural education (A. Iyer, 2015). 
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6.4 Objectives 

1. To identify the studentsô approaches to learning adopted by looking at the first 

year architectural design coursework and using that as the research vehicle to 

evaluate their learning approaches in subsequent years of their design 

coursework. 

2. To classify these learning approaches, to understand how they actually manifest 

themselves in architectural education through data collection and analysis using 

phenomenography. 

3. To categorize the studentsô approaches to learning in the first year and 

subsequent years of their architectural design coursework within the outcome 

space of the phenomenographic research method. 

4. To present the outcome of the categories of approaches to learning based on 

the introduction of the first year design coursework in the subsequent years of 

their five-year program through the coursework of architectural design. 

6.5 Research Question 

This study addresses the central research question on, 

¶ What are the approaches to learning being adopted by the students in the 

architectural design coursework from the first year to the subsequent years of 

the program?  

 

The studentsô approaches to learning, i.e. the phenomenon in question have been 

further explored by understanding, 

¶ How does the introduction of the first year design coursework impact on their 

learning approaches within architectural design in the subsequent years of their 

program?  

 

The cross-sectional data collected across the architecture program has presented the 

platform for the other sub-question in the final study where the focus is on  

¶ How do approaches to learning evolve in the design coursework from the first to 

the final year of the program?  

6.6 Scope and Focus 

The students are introduced to various theoretical constructs in the coursework of design 

as a part of their architecture program. This study examines the framework of the 

architectural design coursework in the studentsô first year and using this research vehicle 

to evaluate their learning approaches in subsequent years. The study has focused on 

evaluating the studentsô approaches to learning and its manifestation in the first year 

architectural design coursework of the curriculum and through the entire duration of the 
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program. The design coursework-based model for classifying the studentsô learning 

approaches is the most appropriate way rather than history & theory or technology, since 

architectural design plays a central role throughout their years of architectural education.  

 

The academic context has been explored through the literature review of established 

research in higher education (Chapter 2) and of pedagogical research in architectural 

education (Chapter 3) (A. Iyer, 2015) by focusing on studentsô approaches to learning. 

The Chapter 3 review has explored learning approaches in design coursework (Roberts, 

2006; Webster, 2001, 2004), the design studio (Schon, 1985); in addition to the historic 

and prevailing schools of thought within the architectural curriculum (Bax, 1991; 

Gulgonen & Laisney, 1982; Littmann, 2000). Phenomenography, the research method 

used to categorize the learning approaches is reviewed in Chapter 4. The physical 

domain for this research has been taken by looking at the design curricula of the 

architecture programs at Welsh School of Architecture, Cardiff, UK, Sir JJ College of 

Architecture, India; School of Architecture, University of Texas in Austin and School of 

Architecture, Oklahoma State University, the United States of America.  

6.7 Research Framework  

The research framework for this study included literature reviews on learning 

approaches in higher education research (Chapter-2) and within pedagogical research 

in architectural education (Chapter 3). Chapter 4 has reviewed the learning models with 

specific emphasis on the qualitative research methodology - óPhenomenography;ô and 

differentiated óphenomenographic approachô from óPhenomenology.ô The students' 

experiences of their approaches to learning emphasizing on learning outcomes, as 

foreseen by them and the teachersô community as-well-as its relevance in design 

education and allied fields has been further reviewed from the phenomenographic 

perspective. 

6.7.1 Research Ethics Committee Approval  

The semi-structured interview format was based on the earlier pilot study (Chapter 5) 

(Iyer, 2012a; Iyer & Roberts, 2014) and administered to two architecture students based 

in Dubai, UAE with the collected data being used to refine the questions. The approval 

for the final study proposal using phenomenography was obtained from the Research 

Ethics Committee, Welsh School of Architecture; Cardiff University (Iyer, 2012b) 

(Appendix IV). The approval was used for the four architectural institutions as the 

physical domain of this study. The semi-structured interviews were prepared to be 

conducted on the studentsô cohort for the entire cross-section of the five-year 

architecture program to obtain an in-depth perspective of their learning approaches, 
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using phenomenography by probing on the process, conceptions and difference in their 

approaches to learning.    

6.7.2 Final Study ς Data Collection ς Phase-1 

Phase 1 of the data collection involved a cross-sectional sample of students from the 

first-to-fifth year to understand their learning approaches in the design coursework and 

developing the classification. Phase 1 data was generated from two out of the four 

institutions where this study was conducted. This was done through a series of semi-

structured interviews to explore the learning experiences of the sample of studentsô 

cohort. Using phenomenography as the research method, the design coursework 

introduced in the first year together with the second-to-fifth year of the program at Welsh 

School of Architecture, Cardiff, UK and Sir JJ College of Architecture, India were 

charted. The semi-structured interviews were conducted on this sample of students, 

chosen randomly from each year for an entire cross-section of the five year program 

from the selected institutions (Appendix-IV).  

 

The structure of the semi-structured interviews was based on the framework of the 

earlier pilot study and the fashion design studies. These included the introductory set of 

questions focusing on the architectural design coursework, followed by probing the 

process of design, comparison of this process in the various years of the design 

coursework from the first-to-fifth year, and finally centered on understanding the 

conceptions and approaches to learning from the studentsô learning experiences (Drew 

et al., 2001; Iyer & Roberts, 2014). 

 

The introductory questions were asked to the students of all the five years. This included 

a briefing on the architectural design coursework of their specific year as well as the first 

year of the program. The follow-up questions included a discussion on the design project 

undertaken in the design coursework together with the process of undertaking this 

project based on the structure used in the earlier pilot study. The introductory questions 

included a discussion with second to fifth year students on the impact of the first year 

architectural design coursework on their current year coursework. 

 

The students from the entire cross-section were further probed on the design process 

and the approaches in undertaking the design project. This question and the follow-up 

question on comparative analysis was based on the pilot study. The opening question 

probed the terms expressed by the students on pedagogical research related to 

architectural design correlated to the elements, principles, the process and the design 

product. The second to fourth year students were asked the follow-up question for a 




















































































































































































































































































































