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Conceptions of Knowledge:  Do They have a Role in ‘Shaping’ Experiences of Learning and Teaching?
Introduction: This paper addresses the ‘Reshaping Student Experiences’ Domain.  From a cognitive perspective, there is a large amount of research that specifically addresses the role of an individual’s epistemological beliefs (e.g., Buehl & Alexander, 2001; Hofer & Pintrich, 1997).  In this literature links have also been made between epistemological beliefs and learning outcomes.  In contrast, from a phenomenographic perspective (e.g., Marton & Booth, 1997), which focuses on general conceptions of learning and teaching, research on conceptions of knowledge has been sparse.  This is surprising, given the phenomenographic object of research, which includes conceptions of and approaches to learning and teaching and conceptions of disciplinary knowledge.
In the epistemological beliefs literature, it is accepted that their multifaceted and multidimensional nature and the difficulty of their articulation make their empirical investigation complex.  Thus, Buehl and Alexander (2001) argue that an exploration of epistemological beliefs should involve their separation from “related belief systems … or disentangle the beliefs in their analyses and interpretations” (p. 389).  In contrast, in this paper, the opposite is proposed.  An argument is made that an individual’s conception of knowledge should be explored as part of their more general experiential field (i.e., learning, teaching, understanding, knowledge).  Using a hermeneutic perspective, in which parts of experience are understood to both define each other and the whole experience, an individual’s view of knowledge is seen to play a crucial integrating role.
Methods: Meta-analysis of a local programme of research (involving the author) comprising five different qualitative, interview-based studies were used to provide evidence of the development of views of knowledge in both learning and teaching, and to explore the role of an individual’s view of knowledge in the development of experiences of learning and teaching.  Two of the studies were longitudinal.  In one, the development of 35 students’ experiences of learning and knowledge was tracked over three years in two Australian universities.  In another, the development of 20 teachers’ experiences of teaching, learning and knowledge was tracked over two years.  Three other cross sectional studies on different aspects of learning and teaching were used to complement the longitudinal studies.  The studies draw participants from Australian and New Zealand universities.
Results/Discussion: Together the studies show evidence of: a) a convincing generic pattern of development of conceptions of knowledge that parallels the epistemological beliefs literature; and b) a direct relation between particular views of knowledge and particular experiences of teaching and/or learning.
References
Buehl, M., & Alexander, P.A. (2001).  Beliefs about academic knowledge.  Educational Psychology Review, 13, 4, 385-418.

Hofer, B.K., & Pintrich, P.R. (1997). The development of epistemological theories: beliefs about knowledge and knowing and their relation to learning.  Review of Educational Research, 67, 88-140.

Marton, F., & Booth, S. (1997). Learning and awareness.  NJ:Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.






