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A Qualitative Study to Develop an Understanding of How Student Learning, Behaviour and Experiences Have Changed Within Craft Education.

Abstract 

This qualitative study involves semi-structured interviews used as a subjective interpretive tool. Three experienced craft educators who have worked in further and higher education over their long-standing careers gave their thoughts, opinions and observations.  The study interprets their phenomenological experiences of working with and observing craft students over the last twenty years. The transcribed thirty-minute interviews give data which enables exploration of ideas, opinions and reflections that describe the changes in students learning, behaviour and experiences within craft education. 

Through interpretive analysis, key themes have been identified from the study. These include the impact of technology on craft and education, changes to sensory and tacit knowledge and cultural and social shifts in craft education which include upbringing, historical influence and environmental considerations. The data collected refers to the impact that technology has on practical skills, attitude, motivation, discipline and patience required in craft practice. Changes in sensory experiencing and tacit knowledge when using tools and materials are discussed and ideas and opinions around this form data to interpret and explore and research further. Cultural shifts, the impact of the covid pandemic and environmental considerations in regard to materials and resources also inform this study. 

The research findings indicate many factors that could be interpreted as impacting on the changes to craft students learning, behaviours and experiences. These range from changes in behaviours and attitudes from the impact of technological development to societal and cultural changes that have slowly evolved. These changes are identified from the data and explored through further secondary research. Each theme has potential for more in-depth study giving opportunity for future developments within this field of research. 
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Glossary of words
Craft – In the context of this study the word ‘craft’ is used broadly to mean anything that is made by hand, which could include a material item, a drawing or handwritten text.
Technology – In the context of this study refers to any use of digital tools which could apply to education or social context e.g. internet, social media or digital learning. 
Sensory – In the context of this study the word sensory is referred to as a bodily experience or embodiment when using craft and materials rather than just the recognisable 5 senses we most associate with this word. 

Introduction 

This study has grown from personal experiences of observing changes in students’ learning and experiences when studying craft. Exploring how other craft educators feel regarding these changes has both confirmed ideas around this area of study, but also, given interesting and new perspectives around changes to student’s behaviours. 
(Mcleod, 2024) states that ‘Phenomenological research attempts to uncover the meaning in lived experiences that are often overlooked in daily life. In other words, phenomenology asks the basic question: What is this (primal) experience like?’. This study therefore aims to collect data through semi structured interviews to investigate ‘lived’ experiences when working with craft.  Research around material learning and knowledge informs this study with reference to phenomenology, tacit knowledge and sensory experiencing specifically in relation to craft, although this theoretical underpinning is often applied broadly to learning not just craft education. According to (Hadjimichael, 2019) tacit knowledge is the knowledge that we draw upon in use, but is difficult to have consciousness of, or to express in language. The term tacit knowing is attributed to Michael Polyani and his famous phrase ‘we can know more than we can tell” (Polyani,1966).
Polyani’s example of a blindman learning to use a stick and how the stick eventually becomes ‘indwelled’ or experienced as part of the body can be compared to a crafts person using a specific tool whilst making. ‘In the vocabulary of Polanyi, when we understand or master something, we begin to dwell in it (Polanyi, 1961, p. 148)’ (Festre & Ostbye, 2021). In an article by Tim Ray (Ray, 2009) Polyani is said to described ‘focal awareness’ interacting with ‘subsidiary awareness’ which could be interpreted as conscious and subconscious action when creating.  There are many examples of craft practitioners describing and researching their phenomenological experiences when making and creating craft. This is often described as an embodied experience. (Groth, 2016) states that her research suggests that the physical making and crafting of a design involves the embodied mind, whilst Robert Morris in his ‘Notes on the Phenomenology of Making essay discusses making as a bodily experience. (Adamson, 2010). Within this study, data from the interviewees can be interpreted using these phenomena. 
The fast pace that technology impacts our everyday, and with the use of AI, social media tools and digital developments, the impact on human’s material experiences and engagement with the ‘real’ world is highlighted within this study. There are many examples of how digital technologies impact our behaviours and bodies as human beings. This includes concentration, attitudes and behaviours towards learning and physical abilities and skills in dexterity and tacit knowledge. 
‘Education providers are beginning to perceive detrimental effects of the Internet on children’s attention, with over 85% of teachers endorsing the statement that “today’s digital technologies are creating an easily distracted generation” (Firth, et al. 2019)
This echoes some of the data collected from this study with interviewees stating that students’ concentration levels have changed as students become easily distracted and unable to focus for long periods of time. Hoehe & Thibaut state that “Social media use can have a profound effect, e.g., the size of an adolescent’s online social network was closely linked to brain anatomy alterations as demonstrated by structural MRI.’ (Hoehe & Thibaut, 2020). Research such as this demonstrates the neurological and cognitive changes that are occurring from recent use of digital technologies and supports some of the experiences described within the data collected within this study. Cultural shifts in education, social interaction and pastimes have also all been influenced by technology and our digital era. Through this study, the theme of craft and culture has become prevalent and through this the exploration of craft and practicing craft gives individuals and communities identity and connects generations when used as a form of non-verbal and visual communication. According to Tony Stubblebine, CEO of MEDIUM (online) 
‘In many ways, a civilizations intangible cultural heritage is linked to its traditional forms of craftsmanship. They tell stories of lives lived, of past, of a way of being. Crafts signify the evolution of existence; they point us towards the role of rituals and traditions.” (Craft & Culture, 2016) 

The use of craft practice as a social and community-based activity as well as the use of craft objects to pass on traditions, stories, superstitions and generational history is a theme that has grown in importance within this study. Data collected refers to the importance of craft and making craft and how the absence of this within our digital world is influencing community, communication and social behaviours. 

Context of study 
Within this small qualitative study, interviewees have been chosen with specific criteria to give a focused perspective on the changes to student learning, behaviour and experiences. All participants have been working in craft education within further education and higher education students for over 20 years and therefore have a broad and similar time span of experiences to enable reflection of changes over a specific time scale. Researcher positionality is also considered within this qualitative study as many of the observations and opinions rely on phenomenological experiences and the attempts to share these experiences as craft practitioner. Several examples of ‘bias’ or leading questioning were observed within the interview process which is important to note. This could also be a consideration when interviewing work colleagues as perhaps an opportunity to share such experiences may not be as objective if the interview was carried out by a stranger. Whilst there were several insightful findings from the data collected from the interviews, there were also many similarities, thoughts and opinions between the interviewer and interviewees which impacted on some leading questioning which may not have been useful during this process. Within his article ‘Revisiting Bias in Qualitative Research: Reflections on Its Relationship with Funding and Impact ‘Paul Galdas stated that:

‘Recognizing and understanding research bias is crucial for determining the utility of study results and an essential aspect of evidence-based decision-making ‘(Galdas, 2017)

Therefore, in recognising and acknowledging the researcher’s positionality within the collation of research the bias can be considered and becomes part of the qualitative analysis. It must also be noted as a limitation to this study, that all staff chosen work in the same institute and therefore work with a similar demographic of student. If this study were to be developed or expanded, it would be useful to select participants with similar experience but from different locations and educational institutions which although more time consuming would give a more expansive search. 

Methods 
Planning for this study came from previous interests and observations around changes to students learning, behaviours and experiences. As these experiences were phenomenological in nature, qualitative methods are appropriate to this study and an interpretivist philosophy is applied. 
“The main purpose of qualitative research - whatever kind - is to provide an in-depth description and understanding of the human experience . . . human phenomena, human interaction, or human discourse” (Lichtman, 2006)
At first the study was intended as a vehicle to explore how students felt about craft education. However, on reflection, it was clear that craft students would be unaware of any changes experienced unless they studied craft over a long period of time, which would be highly unlikely given the average length of undergraduate study is a three-year degree. It was therefore decided that interviewing experienced craft educators would give a more useful perspective of changes as they would have experienced students studying craft over a longer period of time and would be able to reflect on this. The participants were chosen because of their experiences of working closely with craft students over a long period of time. All participants have been working in craft education for over twenty years. According to Ramsook
‘Participants should be selected based on the certainty that participants possess real experiences and intimate knowledge about the phenomenon that is studied.” (Ramsook, 2018)
Within her article ‘’ She also states that ‘purposive sampling is justified since certain individuals possess specialist knowledge, capacity and willingness to engage in discussion about the phenomenon.” (Ramsook, 2018). Therefore, the purposeful selection of participants is relevant to this study and the design of the research method. 
An ethics approval process was conducted prior to starting the study and an UWTSD ethics approval form was completed in preparation for the interview procedure. Consideration was given to communicating research intentions to relevant supervisors and research committees giving clear purpose for the research as well as intended outcomes and objectives. Research methods and activities are described and processes for data protection and storage explained. Health and safety of participants and staff is considered within a risk assessment section which covers the health and wellbeing of participants and staff involved and clear communication is given to participants regarding the procedures used and the use of the data collected for this study.  The ethics approval form is then signed by both the principal researcher and supervisor before sending to the ethics committee for approval before research begins. Following approval, all interviews were carried out online using TEAMS which enabled the recording and transcription of the interview for further scrutiny. Preparation for the interview and consideration of questions to be used was researched and explored. For the purpose of this study, as an explorative exercise, it was decided that a semi-structured interview would be the most suitable method. Open questions were selected which would give some structure to the interview but also allow for the conversation to flow with the intention that this would give ‘space’ for description of experiences, ideas and possible themes to emerge. The opening question simply asked the participants to reflect on any changes they observed in student learning and behaviours since the start of their careers in education encouraging discussion and giving opportunity for the participant to give their opinions and ideas.
Consideration was also given to allowing the participants time to consider the ‘open’ questions within the interview with the use of silence and a supportive environment which allowed for a relaxed conversation. 
“The semi-structured interview is more powerful than other types of interviews for qualitative research because it allows for researchers to acquire in- depth information and evidence from interviewees while considering the focus of the study. (Ruslin, et al. 2022)
Participants were also asked to complete a participants approval form via email, which clearly stated the purpose of the interview and the context within which it would be used.  The approval form not only gave clear rationale for the research but also ensured the participants were confident that the data collected is kept confidentially and would only be used for this study. The intention being that the participants felt reassured and confident that the research is carried out in a professional and organised manner and fully understood it’s use as research data for the proposed purpose. 

The interviews were conducted in private as an informal interview giving the participants a relaxed environment to openly discuss their opinions and feelings around the subject. The transcripts were downloaded as text to then be used for interpretive analysis. The transcripts from teams were mostly accurate, but required some adjustment in line with the recorded voice as some words and phrases were transcribed inaccurately. This was carefully corrected before analysis began. Each transcript was filed and saved anonymously with names replaced by numbers. This was to ensure that the processes described on the ethics approval form was adhered to. Each transcript was analysed, and key phrases and words were extracted and collated into an interpretive table. This table consisted of three simple columns one for the ‘voice’ or quote from the participant, one for interpretive notes and the third for the documentation of any key themes that come from the data. Quotes from all participants were collated and then grouped according to key themes that emerged from the analysis. Thematic analysis was formed as a subjective interpretive tool which is then supported by secondary literature and research around the identified themes. According to Finlay:
“Thematic analysis is a qualitative research method that aims to identify patterns and meanings within data. Thematic analyses can take multiple forms, some of them systematic, others intuitive; some more explicitly scientific, others creatively artful.” (Finlay, 2021)
To this end, this explorative research study aims to explore the process of semi-structured interviewing and the interpretation of the data obtained to form thematic analysis and feed further and future research ideas. 

Emerging Themes 
The data collected within the interview process all gave phenomenological experience of observing and working with craft students and observing and reflecting on their learning, behaviours and experiences within the context of craft culture and education. This gives individuals experiences and examples of student behaviours in order to build a picture of changes but also identify commonality between the different experiences and identify emerging themes. The impact of technology on craft students is a recurring theme within the data, this is a broad theme as it covers examples such as the introduction of digital processes in craft education as well as the use of digital devices in the everyday, such as social media and research using the internet. Phenomenological experience and sensory and tacit knowledge are all themes that repeatedly occur within the interview data and again, this is a broad theme which covers both the experience of learning through making and ‘the hand’ as well as our sensory experiencing in the ‘real’ world’ and the sensory ability to understand and connect with materials and the world we live in. Cultural and social influences also featured heavily in the data which can be grouped as a theme covering influences such as upbringing, historical influence, environmental considerations and craft culture. This key theme covers not only the culture of craft but also social influences such as hobbies and pastimes and social activities that have altered as a result of technology and impacted on the use of craft and our interaction with the material world. Curricula and changes to education at all levels were referred to within all three interviews as a contributary factor to the changes in craft skills. This theme overlapped with the impact of technology, sensory experiences and cultural and social influences but is an important element of the study with education at the core of the research.  


Discussion 

Theme 1 - Impact of Technology on Craft
Within this broad theme several sub themes have been formed that will be discussed within this study using examples and quotes from the participants observations.

Traditional Crafts in a digital world
Within all of the data from all three participants there was an overarching view that the standard of craft skills in students had generally fallen, especially in the last 10 years. This could be attributed to many factors which will be discussed within the themes within this study. We can interpret from the following quote that technological and digital enhancements have affected traditional craft skills, with the use of the words ‘diluted’ and ‘lost’ being key to this statement:

“Traditional crafts may get a little bit diluted and lost in the huge advancements of where technology is or what technology is bringing” (Participant 1)

Whilst all participants described digital technology as essential in the student’s learning, many of the comments and ideas around why the student’s craft skills were poorer, came from the impact of technology, there were also views over the impact of a changed curriculum at school level. 

“I think it's probably a sort of easy way out by saying that technologies ruined it (craft) I think the curriculum is quite a bit responsible for it.” (Participant 3)

This view that the student’s previous learning and curriculum has a large part to play in the idea that technology is ‘ruining craft’ and so exploring curricula and the craft and creative content would also be a useful element within future research. For example, Sarah Dawood (2017) expresses her concerns over the drop in number of students studying art and design at university within her article “Why are fewer students taking on art and design at university’ that:

‘The Government has given science precedence over the arts in recent years – chancellor Philip Hammond pledged £23 billion towards science and technology development in his 2016 Autumn Statement with little mention to arts funding, and prime minister Theresa May promised to develop the UK’s STEM and digital skills when outlining her industrial strategy in January.’ (Dawood, 2017).

It was also noted that the impact of COVID and the way students had to suddenly switch to digital methods of working had impacted approaches to working with materials and craft both within and outside of the curriculum.

‘because of times like that (COVID) they've had to be on computers, and then they're sort of forced to be on computers and then. You don't know any different.
So that that's the route they they're going on.’ (Participant 3)
Hoehe & Thibaut state that ‘Almost overnight, nearly our entire personal, professional, educational, cultural, and political activities were moved online. The dictum of social distancing necessitated virtual togetherness. The way that society were forced onto digital online activities changed work, study and social activities suddenly and for the younger generation this became the ‘norm’ which perhaps explains the increased use of digital technologies and processes. (Hoehe & Thibaut, 2020).
Immediacy of Technology.
From the data collected, it is also possible to group several statements from interviewees that all echo the theme of student’s expected immediacy within their work and processes and a reliance on digital tools to sometimes replace hand crafted practice. Whilst this is of course one of the main reasons for developing digital tools the importance and perseverance to build and enhance ‘hand’ skills is not often seen as important. Given the students are studying ‘craft’ this is a concern. 

‘The ability to concentrate is not there. They can't seem to spend a lot of time on a project. If it doesn't happen within 10 or 15 minutes, sometimes it's like, oh, it's taken a long time.’ (Participant 2)

The above quote describes experiences of students expecting fast results often for processes and hand-made techniques that take a long time to refine. This perhaps comes from expectations that everything in life is fast and immediate. Technology now allows us to source information quickly through the internet, our phones and devices allow us to take photographs and films immediately and send and load straight away. Social media and TV programmes are ‘on demand’ and immediate. Technology and digital developments have created a world of immediacy. This is also echoed in Hoehe & Thibaut’s article ‘Going Digital: how technology use may influence human brains and behaviour” that some of the results of our digital era could be affecting ‘attention capacity’ ‘loss of sustained concentration on a single task’ ‘memory processing’ and ‘social cognition’ (Hoehe & Thibaut, 2020)

‘Lack of concentrations……. now everything is just so fast.
The flick the scrolling and that’ (Participant 2)

This quote refers to the use of phones and devices as a distraction to a task and suggests this is the reason for ‘lack of concentration’, but as described by Hoehe & Tibaut perhaps the fast-paced technology and consistent exposure to it, is affecting concentration. (Hoehe & Tibaut, 2020). The participants observation around this subject are linked back to craft but can be applied to all education and learning in some way. It is perhaps more prevalent in traditional craft as the making processes are often slow and require practice and patience to refine and develop high skill levels. This is often observed as laziness by the interviewees as they describe students as wanting to find the quickest and easiest way to achieve their making. This often involves choosing to use a machine rather than crafting by hand, but perhaps in our digital world this is all that students know. All of the participants interviewed have twenty years of experience in craft education and come from an era where, waiting for a tv programme to come on or spending time refining craft skills was expected because today’s technology was not available at the time. The observation of cultural shifts in having to wait, as in the examples above are described by the participants as their observations of changes in behaviours and attitudes.

‘I think they see the immediacy as now a way of life. We can get a McDonald's at 12:00 at night.’ (Participant 2)

‘And it's always. It's quite often the quickest route out as well.’ (Participant 2)

‘Pace is not the answer.
You know you need to think as you go along and that ability also to think of five steps forward.’ (Participant 2)

‘Yeah, there's also laziness about it, I think.
I think they would go down the easy route rather than I would think of a craft as being a struggle because they don't want it to be a struggle. It's like, do you know what, the CNC can do that for me? (Participant 2)


Theme 2 - Phenomenological experience and sensory and tacit knowledge

Experiencing materials
Within all of the data collected there were many references to the sensory experiences of working with materials as well as the tacit knowledge we develop through using materials and tools.

‘What is lost from hand drawing…. Smell, taste, scale’. (Participant 1)

This quote in particular, describes a very sensory experience of drawing, whilst smelling and tasting the materials and working to a range of scales. Large scale drawing often involves close contact to materials such as dusty charcoal which has a specific smell and creates a ‘dusty’ atmosphere which can almost be tasted. 

‘So, there's a kind of really slow nurturing how I feel about getting people back into understanding what materials are, how to touch them, how to be with them (since COVID) (Participant 1)

Again, there was reference to the impact of COVID and the possible changes to student’s relationship and react to material processes. The examples below show worrying reactions to the use of materials, with sensory experiences of materials and process workshop becoming uncomfortable and unable to interact with materials and processes. This could be interpreted as an unfamiliar and disconnected relationship with materials introduced to them. Both of these examples were described following the COVID pandemic and the interruption of face-to-face teaching. 

‘Two years ago, to take a student down into a workshop three or four of them would have to have headphones on or they'd have to leave immediately. They couldn't stand the sound of the wood workshops. They couldn't stand the sound of certain things. They were intimidated by the physical spaces’ (Participant 1)

‘Issues with students wanting to wear latex gloves all the time because they don't want to touch the materials and that can be anything from clay to paint to charcoal. And they're wearing gloves.’ (Participant 3)

Materials and Messiness.

One of the advantages of working digitally for many is the cleanliness and convenience of a computer or device, but many of the observations from the participant data saw this as a negative in some respects, with examples of young children being encouraged to paint on iPads rather than with actual paint because of the inconvenience and ‘mess’ that real paint gives. This example in some ways could be linked with the previous examples of students ‘uncomfortableness’ when experiencing materials due to lack of interaction with these materials at a younger age. The lack of excitement and engagement with materials was a common thread amongst the participants observations.  

‘I know that my kids were doing painting a few weeks ago and that was done on an iPad rather than with paint because a lot of it is they're not messing the room up.’ (Participant 3)

‘A lot of them, they come, and it is just ticking boxes.
And it's a means to an end.
They're not excited about the materials.’ (Participant 3)

Material connection and the environment. 
An interesting observation came from the discussion around human connection with materials during the interviews and despite several participants stating that the students seemed to lack excitement over materials, the example below shows success in enthusing the students through processing clay from the ground. Perhaps the connectivity of making objects from materials directly from the ground excited the students more as our current generation seem to have a greater awareness of sustainable and renewable materials and the environmental factors around this.

‘Yeah, I think that when they are shown, when they learn the process of processing clay… a found material that sort of lights a fuse with a lot of them.’ (Participant 3)

The connectivity that crafts people feel to their materials is described by (Singh, 2018) cited by (Niedderer and Townsend, 2024) as being:

‘a chain of events arising within often repetitive acts of making, embracing sensory and embodied experience of materials which can foster focus and an ‘in the moment’ experience (Singh, 2018). 

This experience of connecting with a material from the natural environment is perhaps a positive to explore in craft education moving forward. 

Tacit Knowledge in Craft
Tacit knowledge in craft is often associated with experienced highly skilled practitioners who are so familiar with the materials and tools they use it becomes embodied. Within the data collected for this study there were many references to the tacit and material knowledge required in craft and how these sensory experiences and understanding are no longer obvious to a craft student. The examples below, demonstrate the participants ways of expressing or explaining the sensory experiencing of working with materials:

	‘You know when you cut something, a piece of wood, you know, I know instinctively how much to push.’ (Participant 2)

The description of the amount of pressure required to complete the task can be compared to Hodgkin’s example from Polyani’s research that states:
‘All our conscious acts, Polanyi maintained, are influenced by a host of these unconscious tacit factors. He took his examples not only from science and medicine but also from music. The pressure of the ivory keys on the fingertips of a pianist was one such example’ (Hodgkin, 1992)
The participant goes on to describe their experiences of working with materials and how the user needs to ‘learn a material language’ in other words, get to know and be so familiar with the material that they work in a sensory and tacit way. The examples below show other participant quotes that describe similar scenarios and experiences, which evidences the importance of these skills that are required in craft and material making. 

I've said it before, it's like each material you work with, it's a language and you have to start off with hello.
And you know, it's not when I teach glass cutting, I say to them, let the glass talk to you.
It has got its language. All you got to do is learn it. And no matter how much you tell them this, they either pushing too hard or they don't push enough.
It has got its language. All you got to do is learn it. And no matter how much you tell them this, they either pushing too hard or they don't push enough.’ (Participant 2)

These examples can be compared through a wider perspective within an article by Olsson & Lloyd that discusses the embodied knowledge of car mechanics and how they were observed within the study. During the study the researcher's observation of participants working on their cars, observed they frequently used tactile language to describe what they were doing:
You have to develop a feel for it - too hard and it breaks! (Olsson & Lloyd, 2017). Further examples from the participants interviewed within this study similarly describe such experiences with working with craft and materials:

‘And it's that that ability to move the hand where the hands getting very rigid now and just moving buttons you know.
Yeah, it's like mixing the plaster with the apprentices.
You know, it's like they keep saying, well, when do we pour?
And I said, wait, there isn't the time. You have to feel the plaster, go. And you know, if you leave that too long, you're not going to get a good result if you leave it too early… ‘(Participant 2)

The quote below explores the idea that perhaps because the students use their head and hands in different ways that the sensory touch has changed. There is evidence in Hoehe & Tibaut’s research to suggest that there could be changes to ‘tactile receptors on the fingertips’ although:
‘It remains to be determined whether this reshaping of cortical sensory representation occurs at the expense of other motor coordination skills.’ (Hoehe & Thibaut, 2020)
Despite this, the participant interviewed was of the opinion that the use of phones and digital devices is affecting the way that students think and work:

‘I think it's phones and all this, you know, it's like and they don't use this and this as much (points to head and hands) especially at school hand and the eye and even the hand and the brain it seems to be like a way they can't feel things through the hand anymore.’ (Participant 2)

Within this quote, changes to the way students use their head and hands is described as different with an observation to the change to using the ‘hand’ although this could not be fully described or articulated by the participant. This can also be applied to the real and digital worlds that the students reside in. When dealing with ‘scale’ in design, as an example, the students might design an object on a computer with dimensions and proportions but be unable to apply that scale to the real world as the image of the design remains on the digital screen at a specific screen size.  When they then go to the workshop to make their work, they request materials that are completely inappropriate to making the object. This was described as happening regularly by one of the participants:

‘scale.
They can't do it.
It's like always thinking it’s on the computer like you've got a computer sized screen.
Because that's what they work on.
So they come down (to the workshops) and say, oh, can I have a piece of board 5 meters by 8 meters and you say to them well, what is that for? “(Participant 2)

This example shows a lack of understanding of scale in their ‘real’ environment and their request for materials that are completely oversized for their making intentions, shows a disconnect between the digital space that they design and the real material world within which they want to make products. 

Theme 3 - Cultural and social influences

Entertainment, gaming and socialising online.
Changes in students’ ability to communicate was also raised within this study. It is suggested below that the use of technology as entertainment and as a social activity has been a cultural shift that impacts the way that students communicate. It was observed, as stated below, that students don’t seem to discuss craft as an interest and don’t talk to each other in the same way as previous students would have. The subject of isolation is again an interesting one, as many students choose to sit with headphones on, or engage socially on their phones rather than face to face conversations. The real and digital world was discussed and the impact that computer gaming may have on students’ ability to engage in the material and real world around them. The speed that digital technology has changed students’ perceptions of the world is vast, yet the material world remains the same, is also an interesting concept.

So, the other thing that technology brought is isolation. (Participant 1)

‘Their inputs very lacking compared to what it what it used to be, you know, and they don't talk. They don't talk to each other about craft. (Participant 3)

‘Yeah, Entertainment's changed. So, with the technologies as well, not just applying it to craft, but applying it to how kind of people live, past time?’ (Participant 1)

‘So, the reality of these (digital) games is a very real reality. But I do think it's taken people out of actual, real, well, it's still like it's still a reality. I suppose it's just that I'm not tapped into it. (Participant 1)

‘The changing of the peoples and how and who they think they are and who they're becoming, we're kind of dealing a lot with neuro diversity. We've got students that you know in their own identity are confused but also challenged, but also confident about thinking, what is their sexuality, their purpose, etcetera. So, the technology, your social media, your everything else speeded that up and allowed that to happen, whereas the material world didn't change. (Participant 1)


Evolution of the human / skills
As our technological world alters how we function, there is research to show that the human brain, hands and in fact body (especially sensory experiencing) is evolving. 

‘The hand is an interesting thing, and I read somewhere, that like a bird will get bigger wings (through changes in behaviour) because of this that they have. actually, noticed thumbs are getting bigger’. (phone usage) 
(Participant 2)

Demirkiran, et al. states within the “investigation on the effects of smartphone use on Morphological and Radiological Changes of the Fifth Finger” 
“Individuals who use their phones for more than 4 hours daily, shape deformities in soft tissue may still result in clinical discomfort for the patient.” (Demirkiran, et al. 2024)
The physical changes to hands and brains as a result of digital usage continue to be a source of research and as with the above article is often quantitative or scientific, however, qualitative data and observations are also of interest in the evolution of human beings, be it physical, psychological or emotional.

Repair and mending skills
The societal changes that have occurred over the last few decades have also impacted on attitudes and behaviours linked with repair and mending. Several comments from the participants that were interviewed referred to the desire and ability to fix and mend objects which seems to be slowly disappearing due to what was described as our ‘throw away’ culture:

‘It's like, you know, your dad used to teach you how to cut wood, and your granddad would be in the shed mending things. I don't think that goes on.
That life of repair has disappeared.’ (Participant 2)

‘So maybe we've got to that stage where, that throwaway culture that no one actually repairs anything, you know, it's like a hole in your sock, isn't it?’ (Participant 2)

In a recent radio four ‘Women’s Hour’ article Celia Pyms, a textile artist, discusses her ‘darning’ project with a local primary school, where she taught all the children and staff how to darn a sock. This everyday task (historically) is now beginning to be forgotten by our ‘throw away’ culture and Celia describes, not only the craft skills required to ‘mend’ but also the reward gained from fixing and reusing garments as a sustainable satisfaction for humans to enjoy a sense of achievement. (Pyms, 2024). This article can be compared to the comments above, that students’ attitudes towards repairing and mending have changed and also links with participants opinions around a ‘throw away culture’ that has developed over the time period discussed within the interviews. 

Compartmentalising thinking and process
Changes to students thinking and processing was prevalent in all interviews carried out. With the compartmentalising of skills and thinking being a common thread. The application of previous knowledge was also seen as a form of compartmentalising rather than having the ability to use previous skills and develop ideas from that. 
As school curriculum and modular systems are commonplace in education (especially in recent years) with an emphasis on getting grades rather than a holistic learning experience, this was seen as one of the main reasons for this change in behaviour. 

‘How am I going to do this? When they were only just started, but now it's compartmentalised.  Sort of like everything's done in sections but not together.’ (Participant 2)

‘I notice it a lot more nowadays is they're taught something in the first year, but they don't relate that then to what they're doing in the say the second year.
How they can use that, what they've learned in the first year, it's as if that's all sort of dismissed’ (Participant 3)

Conclusion
The aim of this study was to carry out a qualitative study to explore how students learning, behaviours and experiences have changed within craft education over the last twenty years. The process has allowed for acknowledgement of both strengths and limitations of qualitative research methods and the semi-structured interview technique used and recognises that open dialogue encouraged within the interviews is difficult to replicate.  The study has allowed several themes to emerge that will be starting points for future research and study. The themes identified help understand the clear changes in student behaviour that need further investigation with regards to approaching teaching and learning in the future. Examples of student’s behaviour and attitudes described by the participants along with their reflections and opinions give interesting insights into working with students in a practical environment. The impact of technology has brought up themes around the change in quality of traditional craft production and the importance of making using our hands. Student expectation of immediacy in designing and making and ability to concentrate due to our fast-paced digital world has been highlighted and a lack of patience and resilience in learning skills has been highlighted as students become more reliant on technology and machinery to produce work. Tacit knowledge and use of materials in craft is noticeably different to the participants interviewed, with changes to students sensory experiencing observed since the start of their careers at least twenty years ago. There is a noticeable lack of sensitivity when working with craft processes with regards to handling and manipulating materials. Changes to students’ relationships and connectivity with materials and processes were discussed with examples of students not wanting to experience or touch ‘messy’ materials, resulting in to use of gloves rather than human contact to materials that are in no way hazardous. These examples infer a ‘fear’ or distance’ from everyday materials, textures and human or bodily contact with materials. Lifestyle and social pastimes also play an important role on the impact of learning as social media and digital computer games consume leisure time which allow students to live in a digital rather than ‘real’ or material world, drawing them further away from ‘material’ experiences. Social media and online communications have changed the way students spend their time and communicate and learn and there is a lack of face-to-face discussion and general enthusiasm for sharing knowledge. Sensory experiencing in our real, material world is changing and this needs to be considered as technology and AI continues to develop at a rapid pace, suggesting more ‘virtual reality’ rather than the real world. Again, students choose to often socialise in the virtual world through gaming with friends, which again, draws away from real world experiences. Examples of human’s physical and bodily changes are touched upon within this study as our brains and hands change in response to these different experiences and behaviours. Examples of changes to ‘ways of thinking’ were also discussed within the data with several examples of students ‘compartmentalising’ their thinking and a lack of application of previously obtained skills and knowledge. 

The research demonstrates significant changes to student learning, behaviour and experiences in craft education and whilst there are many influencing factors for this, the study of the impact of these external influences on craft and our crafts people of the future bring us a little closer to understanding human interaction with materials in our ever-changing digital world. This interpretive qualitative study has allowed exploration of ideas and opportunities for future research that not only explores the phenomenological experiences of the participants but also opens up questions around the ethnography of craft education for further exploration. (Maggs-Rapport, 2005) discusses the combination of methodological approaches in research using both ethnography and interpretive phenomenology in her study. This describes both the observation of behaviours and cultures as well as the interpretation of feelings and experiences. Her paper ‘makes a case for the potential of combining ethnography and interpretive phenomenology’ arguing that
‘Through a more multidimensional approach to research, the researcher may come closer to understanding both her / his own interpretations of the research phenomenon and the experiences of the participants’ (Maggs-Rapport, 2005) 
These methodologies will be considered for future research as an opportunity to expand initial ideas that have emerged from this study. 
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