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The first thesis advocated and illustrated in these
two papers is that the most important outcomes of
academic learning are the qualitatively different
ways in which the leamers undaerstand that which
they are supposed to learn about, The second
thesis dealt with is thai the qualitative differences in
the outcome can best be made sense of in terms of
the qualitatively different ways in which the learnars
axperience the leaming situation itsetf. [The SSCi®
and the SCI® Indicate that these papers have been
cited in more than 120 and 75 publications, respec-
tively, with the former being the most-clted paper
published in this journal.]
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In Sweden, you have to defend your doc-
toral thesis in public. There is an opponent
{a kind of external examiner) appointed by
the faculty to which you belong, and there
s a committes that decides on the grade
the thesls is awarded. In addition, the de-
fense is open to the public. In exceptional
cases, there may be as many as several
hundrad in the audience, though moretypl-
cally 50 to 60. When ! prasented my thesis'
In 1970, we still had a grading system with
more than five grades, the difference be-
tween which could have a declslve impact
on your academic career (or the Iack of it).
My opponent, Jan Smedsiund from Oaslo,
was probably the most widely known Scan-
dinavian psychologist at that time. He
started his review of my thasis with the
words: “l1cannotfind any flaws in this work,
whatsoever.” This | found extramely heart-
ening to hear as, in actual fact, my secret
pian for the research had been to produce

the bestihesls ever in educational psychal-
ogy . But Smedsiund went an to questionIn
what way | had increased our understand-
ing of what it iakes to learn In our averyday
reality—In schoots, universities, and work-
places. Smeadsiund was guestioning the
exparimental paradlgm (so-called free re-
call learning) and the Instrumental nature
of that which was to be learned (in my case
a ilst of names of famous people).

Smedslund did not ruln my academic
carear; he changed it. The relevance of
knowledge—as compared to its precision
and fack of ambiguity—has become the
most Important aspect of research for me.
My next project was ahout academic learn-
ing, the kind of learning milllons of people
engage in every day around the world. We
used texis and problems from textbooks
withwhichthe participants dealt under com-
paratively natural conditiona. And above
all, we explored learning from the learnars’
own perspectives. How did they under-
stand the text they were dealing with or the
prablem they were frying to solve? And,
how did they experlence the various as-
pects of the learning situation itseif?

There were four of us—Lars Qwe
Dahigran, Lannart Svensson, Roger S#ljd,
and myself—working closely together for
four years, basically doing nothing else but
trying to unravel the questions asked. it
was a wonderful team, and those were
wondertul years. The conditions were ideal
for increasing our knowledge ahout what it
takes to learn in our everyday reallty. And,
| dare 1o claim that we have done so, exem-
plifled by the papers feaiurad here and by
subsequent publications?* originating from
the ressarch approach (phenomenogra-
phy%). This grew out of cur Interest in the
qualitatively different ways in which people
experienca, understand, perceive, andcon-
ceptualize not only apecific learning sltua-
tions with their particular objects of learn-
ing, but the world around them.
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