Researching Learning in Networked Learning —
Phenomenography and Variation theory as empirical
and theoretical approaches.
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The assumptions of phenomenography

Variation as a Characteristic of Learning
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Phenomenography and variation theory for research into learning in
networked learning
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The university is a statutory organisation referring to the institution as formulated by law, to conduct
higher education in line with the needs of society, against an historical and cultural background.
Education and research are its two main activities, the latter being mostly associated with universities
rather than colleges, and it has been given a mission to direct its work outwards, towards society. The
main focus is on the statutory nature of higher education, and its distribution.

The university is an organisation of buildings referring to the spaces for educational activities that are
seen on visiting the university. The focus is on how the buildings look and what goes on inside them as
well as on the overall appearance of the campus.

The university is a knowledge-based organisation referring to the ways in which the university is
structured around the knowledge that comprises its teaching and research activities: faculties and
departments, programmes and courses. Focus is on the way that the knowledge that is handled in
higher education is organised to support the students and the teachers in their learning and teaching.

The university is an organisation for study referring to the various kinds of activities that take place in
which the students and teachers are involved: for example, lectures, projects, problem-based learning,
practical work. The nature of courses, the ways learning is assessed, and the preparation for study are
also found here. Focus is on what students and teachers do in higher education, and how different
establishments structure their teaching.

The university is a social organisation refers to the relationships between teachers and students, the
atmosphere of the place, and the advantages and constraints for the individual student. Focus is on how
students experience higher education and what it means for the individual in practical, social terms

Figure 1. The five ways of experiencing the institutions of higher education, following a study visit
to one (Wigforss & Booth, 2007).
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Outcomes of phenomenographic and variation theory studies.
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