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Abstract 

The relationship between gender, age, study mode, locus of control, extracurricular 

activities, learning approaches and academic achievement: the case of full-time and 

part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree students 

 

The massive expansion of self-financing sub-degree programmes is a major 

development in Hong Kong post-secondary education over the past decade. More 

full-time and part-time students from less advantaged academic backgrounds are 

able to access higher education. Given the specific nature and academic background 

of these students, there is a need to develop a greater understanding of major factors 

which shape their educational success. 

 

Many studies have explored the relationship between individual student 

characteristics, learning approaches and academic achievement on Western tertiary 

students. Comparatively little is known about such relationship in the Hong Kong 

Chinese sub-degree context. The research aims to investigate the relationship 

between individual student characteristics, learning approaches and academic 

achievement of Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. Biggs’s 3P 

learning model suggests that gender, age, study mode, locus of control and 

extracurricular activities influence learning approaches and subsequently affect 

academic achievement. 

 

The present study uses a quantitative approach from the positivist paradigm to 

empirically test the 3P model of the relationships between gender, age, study mode, 

locus of control, extracurricular activities, learning approaches, and academic 

achievement. 131 full-time and 130 part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree 

finance students participate in this research. Biggs’s Revised Two-Factor Study 

Processes Questionnaire (R-SPQ-2F) and McAuley’s Revised Causal Dimension 

Scale (CDSII) are used to measure learning approaches and locus of control 

respectively. Regression analysis is used to examine the fit of the variables to 

hypothesized models. The results suggest that locus of control and extracurricular 

activities influence the learning approaches of full-time and part-time Hong Kong 

Chinese sub-degree finance students. The study suggests that the deep approach is 

positively associated with academic achievement. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction  
 

1.1 Outline of the Research Problem 
 
 There is a long history of low participation rates in higher education in Hong 

Kong. Only 2% of the 17-to-20-year-old age group could receive higher education 

in 1980 in Hong Kong (Education and Manpower Bureau, 2006). The government 

altered its policy in 1989 to expand the university places from 8% in 1990 to 18% 

in 2000 (Mok, 2001). This change of policy is partly due to a large demand for a 

well-educated workforce and the removal of a highly qualified workforce through 

emigration during the pre-1997 period. The majority of places for 

government-funded undergraduate degrees go to secondary graduates who achieve 

the best results in pubic examinations.  

 

 In 2000, a target was set by the government to increase the percentage of senior 

secondary school graduates receiving higher and further education from 30% to 

60% by doubling sub-degree places by the year 2010 (Tung, 2000). In response to 

the government policy for the massive expansion of higher education, the number 

of self-financed full-time sub-degree students such as higher diploma and associate 

degrees programmes offered by tertiary institutions had increased more than 550 

percent from 2621 to 17,077 from 2000 to 2005 (Heron, 2006).  

 

Given the growth of the Hong Kong sub-degree sector over the past decade, there 

is a need to develop a greater understanding of major variables to shape full-time 

and part-time sub-degree students’ educational success. Studies on different 

variables such as individual student characteristics which influence learning 

approaches and academic achievement are important for sub-degree educators. 

Biggs’s 3P (Presage Variable - Process Variable - Product Variable) learning model 

suggests that individual student characteristics influence their learning approaches 

and subsequently affect academic achievement (Biggs, 1987, 1989, 1992). To date, 

little research has been conducted on Hong Kong Chinese full-time and part-time 

sub-degree students. Through greater understanding of the relationships between 

individual student characteristics, learning approach and academic achievement, 

educators may be better equipped to design teaching methods and course 
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curriculum which may improve students’ academic achievement.  

 

Brains count a lot more than brawn in the 21st century. Different stakeholder 

groups such as employers, academics and students are necessarily attuned to 

different demands and circumstances. Comparatively little is known about any 

difference in learning approaches between full-time and part-time Hong Kong 

Chinese sub-degree students. The present study extends prior research as it is 

conducted in the setting of Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. The 

results of the present study may improve understanding of the relationship between 

individual student characteristics, learning approaches and academic achievement in 

the case of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. 

The findings have significant implications for sub-degree educators to help to 

enhance teaching practice, course curriculum and assessment. Accordingly, the 

main research questions are presented below. 

 

1. Is there link between age, study mode, gender, locus of control, extracurricular 

activities and the learning approach of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese 

sub-degree finance students? 

 

2. Do full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students seek 

to use a particular learning approach?  

 

3. What is the relationship between learning approach and academic achievement of 

full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students? 

 

4. Is there link between gender, locus of control, extracurricular activities, learning 

approaches and academic achievement of full-time and part-time Hong Kong 

Chinese sub-degree finance students? 

 

1.2 Objectives of the Research 
 

The objectives of the present study are (1) to examine the psychometric 

properties of the research instruments including Biggs’s Revised Two-Factor Study 

Processes Questionnaire (R-SPQ-2F) (Biggs et al., 2001) and McAuley’s Revised 

Causal Dimension Scale (CDSII) (McAuley et al., 1992) for full-time and part-time 
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Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students; (2) to investigate the effects of 

gender, age, study mode, locus of control and extracurricular activities on learning 

approaches; (3) to examine the relationship between learning approaches and 

academic achievement and (4) to investigate the effects of gender, age, study mode, 

locus of control, extracurricular activities and learning approaches on academic 

achievement. Biggs’s 3P model contends that gender, age, study mode, locus of 

control and extracurricular activities influence learning approaches and 

subsequently affect academic achievement. The focus of the study is to identify the 

magnitude of the relationships between these variables among full-time and 

part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. 

 

1.3 Background of the Theoretical Framework 
 

Some educators believe that academic achievement is closely associated with 

individual differences in academic ability (Bloom, 1976; Carroll, 1963; Schmeck & 

Grove, 1979; Walberg, 1980). Studies have shifted the focus of the study of 

individual differences in academic achievement to variables other than academic 

ability in differing contexts over many decades (Biggs, 1993a, 1993b; Drew & 

Watkins, 1998; Kember, 2001; Laurillard, 1979; Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; Marton & 

Säljö, 1976a, 1976b; Messick, 1994; Pratt et al., 1999; Säljö, 1981; Schmeck et al., 

1991, Sinclaire, 1991; Thomas & Bain, 1984; Watkins, 1986). These variables 

include locus of control (Crittenden, 1996; Findley & Cooper, 1983; Ho et al., 1999; 

Stipek & Weisz, 1981; Watkins, 1984), learning approaches (Biggs, 1987, 1989, 

1993a, 1993b; Curry, 1991; Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983; Murray-Harvey, 1994; 

Ramsden, 1988; Richardson, 2006; Wittrock, 1991), gender (Belenky et al., 1986; 

Clinchy & Zimmerman, 1982; Gilligan, 1982; Meyer et al., 1994) and teaching 

approaches (Prosser & Trigwell, 1999; Stevenson & Lee, 1996; Watkins & Biggs, 

1996). Research studies have shown that individual student characteristics such as 

locus of control and self-concept are major variables affecting learning outcomes in 

tertiary education (Minnaert & Janssen, 1992; Power et al., 1987; Watkins, 1986). 

The locus of control reflects students’ attitude and responsibility allocation for their 

learning (Jonassen & Grabowski, 1993). An internal locus of control reflects a 

belief that students accept personal responsibility for their academic performance 

and academic achievement is related to the internal causes such as effort, study 

skills and interests. An external locus of control indicates that students have little 
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personal control over their academic performance and academic achievement is 

related to the external causes such as luck, teacher’s help, family’s help or course 

difficulty (Sinclaire, 1991). Self-concept is defined as an individual’s thoughts 

about the self and perception of self where experiences with the environment 

generate the perceptions and thoughts (Rosenberg, 1979; Shavelson et al., 1976). 

 

Educational researchers found that the traditional models of learning developed 

by psychologists were not enough for understanding the complexities of how 

students learn the higher cognitive skills required in higher education (Säljö, 1988). 

Cognitive skills refer to a faculty for the processing of information and applying 

knowledge to examine the logic of the argument, to interrelate with previous 

relevant knowledge and to relate concepts to experiences (Biggs, 1979). How 

student approach learning has been an important research area in higher education 

(Biggs, 1987; Entwistle, 1981; Hattie, 2008; Marton & Säljö, 1976a, 1976b). The 

term learning approach refers to the relative emphasis on the understanding of 

concepts or the memorization of facts. A large amount of model development and 

empirical tests has been conducted in the area of student learning in tertiary 

education over the past two decades (Hattie, 2008; Marton & Booth, 1997; Marton 

et al., 1997; Prosser & Trigwell, 1999). Research has consistently identified two 

major learning approaches which are called the deep and surface approach (Biggs, 

1987; Marton & Säljö, 1976a, 1976b; Murphy & Tyler, 2005).  

 

Biggs (1979) suggested that students undertake the deep or surface approach 

which are influenced by the corresponding motive and strategy at tertiary level. 

Technically speaking, a student’s motive for learning influences their learning 

strategy. The combination of motive and strategy is called a learning approach. The 

motive refers to why students want to engage in learning. The strategy reflects how 

students approach a learning task. The surface approach is related to extrinsic 

motivation. Extrinsic motivation reflects that students carry out the learning task 

due to positively reinforcing consequences but students need to balance avoiding 

failure against working too hard. Biggs (1987, p.15) explained that extrinsic 

motivation was displayed when a student “sees the task as a demand to be met, a 

necessary imposition if some other goal is to be reach (a qualification for 

instance).” Life will be unpleasant if students are not willing to engage in the 
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learning task and fail to gain a paper qualification. The strategy used focuses on 

selected details and reproduction of knowledge without an in-depth involvement 

with the learning task. The surface approach emphasizes a reproduction of learning 

materials normally not involving understanding to meet the minimum requirements 

in course assessment (Biggs, 1993a, 1993b). Students tend to assimilate the learning 

materials without any further analysis, deal with a problem without showing interest 

and are concerned with time required to complete the learning task. Students 

adopting the surface approach seek to meet the teacher’s minimal requirements with 

minimal time and effort (Biggs, 1993a, 1993b).  

 

The deep approach, on the other hand, is related to intrinsic motivation. Intrinsic 

motivation reflects students seek meaning from their learning tasks in order to 

satisfy their curiosity about topics and interest in the subject matter of the learning 

task. Biggs (1987, p.15) characterised intrinsic motivation as displayed when “a 

student is interested in the academic task and derives enjoyment from carrying it 

out”. Intrinsic motivation is desirable in learning because it provokes “the return to 

a previously encountered task or task area on one’s own without apparent external 

constraint to do so” (Maehr, 1984, p.119). Students who are intrinsically motivated 

will continue their learning because positive feelings such as enjoyment, pleasure, 

and satisfaction are acquired (Ushioda, 1996). Deci (1978) stated that “intrinsically 

motivated learning will involve trial and error, following one’s curiosity, feeling 

free to learn what interests one, developing one’s potential as one experiences it 

(p.198)”. The strategy used is designed to maximize understanding and involve a 

personal commitment to learning, which means that students link the learning 

content to personally meaningful contexts or to previous knowledge. The deep 

approach refers to a real understanding of what is learned in which students 

understand the content, the argument and the meaning of the learning materials and 

are able to construct a critical view. The deep approach implies an active orientation 

to the learning task with a focus on a search for meaning (Biggs, 1993a, 1993b). 

Students adopting the deep approach feel the learning task is interesting and 

challenging and there is in-depth personal involvement with the task. Students read 

widely, discuss with their peers and teachers, think about the task or problem 

constantly, form a critical view and seek integration between the current learning 

task and their previous knowledge (Biggs, 1993a, 1993b). The subjective rewards 
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such as enjoyment, satisfaction, or feelings of success arise from engagement in 

learning tasks bring a self-sustaining pattern of motivation in learning (Ushioda, 

1996).     

 

Biggs’s 3P learning model (Biggs, 1987, 1989, 1993a, 1993b) offers a 

comprehensive theoretical framework on student learning especially in higher 

education. The 3P model assumes that students complete their learning tasks for a 

variety of reasons and these reasons influence the way they do their learning tasks. 

The 3P model addresses three components in the classroom which proposes that 

personal and situational factors influence a student to adopt a specific approach to 

learning which influences the academic achievement. The model which was 

developed originally by Dunkin and Biddle (1974) showed classroom learning as a 

multivariate integrated system of a mixture of presage, process and product 

variables. These three sets of variables include (1) before the learning takes place 

such as the learning environment and individual student characteristics (presage), (2) 

while learning is taking place; i.e. students’ approach to learning (process) and (3) 

the learning outcomes after learning has taken place (product). The model proposes 

that personal and situational factors (presage) influence a student to adopt a specific 

approach to learning (process) which influences the academic achievement 

(product).  

 

Presage components consist of two kinds of factors. Individual student 

characteristics presage factors brought to the learning situation include prior 

knowledge, gender, age, academic background and personality. Teaching presage 

factors include the teachers’ personal characteristics and institutional factors such as 

teaching methods, course assessment, workload and curriculum content. Learning 

approaches are the process factors. The academic achievement which students 

achieve from the learning process is the product factor. The product factor can be 

described quantitatively (how much is learned), qualitatively (how well it is learned) 

and institutionally (grade point averages). In general, depth or accuracy of learning 

has been measured through assessment results such as grade point averages. Marton 

& Säljö (1976a, 1976b) and Watkins (2001) contended the deep approach was 

associated with qualitatively better learning outcomes.  
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The studies of the factors relating to academic success are key topics in higher 

education (Ruban & McCoach, 2005). Studies on factors which influence academic 

achievement are important for teachers and students who are concerned about the 

reasons for academic success. Academic achievement is an important predictor of 

performance at other levels of education and of job outcomes such as job 

performance and salary (Kuncel et al., 2005). The 3P model serves as the 

conceptual framework for the present study in which the relationships between 

individual student characteristics, learning approaches and academic achievement 

of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree students are examined. 

Empirical studies are carried out using surveys.  

 

The nature of the tertiary sector has changed markedly with respect to factors 

such as the changing teaching contexts, accountability, the concerns with quality 

assurance, the structure and administration of education institutions, the spectrum 

and depth of curricula, methods of course delivery and course assessment in Hong 

Kong (Chiu & Cunich, 2008). Although the sub-degree institutions play an 

increasingly important role in Hong Kong’s higher education system, there has been 

less written about the empirical test of the 3P model on full-time and part-time 

Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree students.  

 

Following the massive expansion of higher education in Hong Kong, 

considerable pressure has been put on the human resources within the system. There 

is a pressing need to understand the relationship between individual student 

characteristics, learning approaches and academic achievement in order to enhance 

the effectiveness of student learning in sub-degree learning environment. Teachers 

may make use of the relationships between individual student characteristics and 

learning approaches. For example, teachers may teach students about the value of 

being conscientious and being open-minded about their learning tasks in an attempt 

to lead students to cultivate an internal locus of control belief towards their learning 

tasks. Teachers may assign tasks such as group discussion and project-based 

learning in an attempt to encourage students to adopt the deep approach.  

 

1.4 Recent Development in Hong Kong Higher Education  
 
 The Hong Kong educational system is regarded as competitive and 
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examination-oriented (Hau, 1992). Entry to government-funded universities is very 

selective and assessed by a series of public examinations in Hong Kong. The 

secondary school system is mostly free and compulsory. Each Hong Kong primary 

and secondary school obtains the same amount of funding per student which is 

US$2,180 per primary student and US$3,252 per secondary student (Hong Kong 

Government, 1997). A number of international schools, however, do not obtain 

Government funding in Hong Kong. The equal school funding diminishes the 

adverse impact on poorer students entering poorer schools, a phenomenon which is 

observed in the US (Betts et al., 2000). The government released a white paper in 

relation to the expansion of tertiary education in 1978 which projected that 

enrolment in the universities would reach 14.5% of the population in 1988. It was 

difficult to rely on the two traditional universities including the University of Hong 

Kong and the Chinese University of Hong Kong to reach this target. The 

government altered its policy in 1989 to expand the university places from 8% in 

1990 to 18% in 2000 (Mok, 2001).  

 

Sub-degree programmes are often taken by students from less advantaged 

academic backgrounds who are not able to achieve sufficiently high grades in 

public examinations to obtain an offer on a full-time undergraduate programme due 

to a limited number of government-funded university places in Hong Kong. Using 

the sub-degree programme as a stepping-stone into university, therefore, is a major 

objective for these students to gain admittance to the government-funded 

universities in Hong Kong. Some students have been prevented from completing 

schooling because of economic factors. For example, some students are able to 

continue their post-secondary study in overseas countries but such opportunities 

may not be available for low income groups in Hong Kong (Chiu & Cunich, 2008). 

Some worked their way up through different route. Part-time sub-degree 

programmes provide an opportunity to extend the education beyond the period of 

compulsory schooling for those who did not have that chance in higher education. 

 

 The government-funded universities played a major role in the higher education 

in the past. The number of government-funded universities had increased from 2 to 

8 by 2003. The list includes the University of Hong Kong, Chinese University of 

Hong Kong, City University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong Baptist University, Hong 
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Kong Polytechnic University, Hong Kong University of Science and Technology, 

Lingnan University and Hong Kong Institute of Education. Hong Kong still has an 

elite university system. Most students go directly from secondary school to 

government-funded university in Hong Kong. The role of private higher institutions 

is very limited in Hong Kong. The first private university in Hong Kong, Shue Yan 

University, a private higher education institution with a 35-year history, was 

recognized by the government in 2006 (Chan & Lo, 2007). It is notable that 

graduation rates from all government-funded universities are high. Once at 

university, it appears that there is a lessening of the public examination pressures 

(Mok, 2001).  

 

 The Hong Kong Education Commission document “Learning for Life: 

Framework of Education Reform” (Education Commission, 2000) emphasized the 

need to provide a diversified, multi-channel and multi-layer higher education 

system in Hong Kong. This policy proposal pointed out the need to offer 

opportunities for Hong Kong people to develop their skills and competencies in an 

attempt to maintain Hong Kong’s competitiveness in the knowledge-based economy. 

A target was set by the government in 2000 to increase the percentage of senior 

secondary school graduates receiving higher and further education from 30% to 

60% by the year 2010 (Tung, 2000). “In achieving this target, the government will 

facilitate tertiary education, private enterprises and other organizations to provide 

options other than the traditional sixth-form education, such as professional diploma 

courses and sub-degree courses” (Tung, 2000, p.23). The growth of associate degree 

and higher diploma programmes on a self-financing basis has emerged in Hong 

Kong (Lam & Hui, 2006). Other developed nations such as South Korea and US 

had reached the 80 percent target for participation of high school-leavers in higher 

and further education and Australia reached 70 percent (Heron, 2006). 

 

 Continuing education is another major education development in Hong Kong 

over the past twenty years (Chiu & Cunich, 2008). The scope for continuing 

education includes not only part-time studies in a range of certificate, diploma, 

degree, masters and doctorate level but also full-time post-secondary educational 

provision. Continuing education units of the government-funded universities and 

private education institutions offer various sub-degree or degree programmes with 
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distance learning or face-to-face teaching in collaboration with universities from 

Australia, UK, US and Mainland China on a financially self-sustaining basis. 

Continuing education is viewed as an alternative to a range of post-secondary 

educational provision and is an important part of a multi-channel and multi-layer 

higher education system in Hong Kong.  

 

 The community college is a pioneering movement in the Hong Kong higher 

education system which is modelled largely on the North American system and it 

has been the gateway for students on the verge of enrolling in government-funded 

universities (Chiu & Cunich, 2008). The objectives of sub-degree (associate degree 

and higher diploma) programmes offered by the community college are to provide 

an education that prepares students for work and further study. By emphasizing a 

combination of broad-based education and practical specialisms, the programmes 

aim to provide students with a solid foundation of generic skills including 

languages, interpersonal, communication, quantitative, problem-solving, analytical 

and critical thinking and to enhance whole person development by broadening the 

learners’ perspectives (Lee & Young, 2003). The widening of access to higher 

education is important for Hong Kong to maintain its competitiveness. The 

self-financing sub-degree programmes offered by community colleges may be a 

practical solution to upgrade the quality of the human resources without the support 

of government funding in Hong Kong.  

 

 The associate degree programme is a stand-alone qualification designed to 

provide an alternative education path on a vocational basis or academic 

enhancement for further studies in the US. Advocates of community colleges argue 

that these colleges provide access to higher education for 

academically-disadvantaged secondary school graduates who would be otherwise 

barred from entering universities (Cohen, 2001). Students could be using the 

community college to improve their academic knowledge and develop vocational 

skills.  

 

 Community colleges in Hong Kong are under three different jurisdictions: (1) 

University Grants Committee (UGC); (2) Vocational Training Council (VTC); and 

(3) independent (self-financing). Under these jurisdictions, there are university 
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affiliated or non-university affiliated community colleges. The following charts 

illustrate the different types of community colleges in Hong Kong.  
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Chart 1   Community Colleges in Hong Kong accredited by the Hong Kong  

                    Council for Academic Accreditation (HKCAA) 
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Notes: ( ) Figures in brackets represent the number of schools as provided by the 

Hong Kong Council of Academic Accreditation (HKCAA) 

Source: HKCAA  

 

 

Chart 2: University Affiliated Community College Units 
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School systems in the US were egalitarian by the 19th century. The community 

college is an American system which transformed the Western world to an 

egalitarian approach to education (McLean, 1995). School were formed to offer 

universal opportunities and against formal and institutional barriers of class 

differentiation. The first community college was established in Illinois in 1901 

(Vaughan, 1999). The aims of the community college are to provide students with 

pre-professional education and to prepare students for a transfer to a university and 

for general education. Community college systems are modelled after the US 

around the world which offer support for the principles of economic equality and 

opportunity. American university education provides a four-year degree which 

emphasizes theory; in contrast, the community college focuses on applied learning 

and vocational skills enhancement.  

 

The value of the community college is stated as: “Community colleges are public 

institutions of higher education. They are characterized by a two-year curriculum 

that leads to either the associate degree or transfer to a four-year college. The 

transfer programme parallels the first two years of the four-year college. The degree 

programme generally prepares students for direct entrance into an occupation. 

Because of their low tuition fee, local setting, and relatively easy entrance 

requirements, community colleges have been a major force in the post-World War II 

expansion of educational opportunities in the United States. They are also referred 

as junior colleges.” (Columbia Electronic Encyclopedia, 6th edition, Columbia 

University Press) 

 

American community colleges offer a wide range of broad-based liberal studies 

and highly vocational studies. There are nearly 1200 community colleges in the US 

recognized by the American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) in 2006. 

About 87% are government-funded and 13% are operated on a self-financing basis. 

About 44% of community college students transfer to the undergraduate 

programmes in 2007 (http://www.aacc.nche.edu). Students with financial 

constraints are rated community college as their first choice to transfer to the degree 

programme. Community colleges are no longer looked upon as a second choice for 

the academically-disadvantaged students in the US. Thirty states have passed 

legislation to ensure the credit transfer from selected community colleges to public 
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universities (Levin, 2001).    

 

The Hong Kong community college system is modelled after both the American 

and British higher education system. The development of the associate degree is 

influenced by American model. The higher diploma programmes are modelled on 

the United Kingdom’s Higher National Diploma (HND) and have a longer history 

than the associate degree programmes in Hong Kong (Wagner, 2001). With a 

significant shift of the manufacturing base from Hong Kong to Mainland China and 

a rapid expansion of service industries in Hong Kong during 1990s, there is an 

urgent need for higher education and skills training for Hong Kong people. The 

Vocational Training Council and two Hong Kong Technical Colleges provide higher 

diploma programmes in the 1980s. The Higher Diploma tends to be towards 

vocational and technical programmes (Chiu & Cunich, 2008).  

 

Associate degree or higher diploma programmes operate on the basis of a 

three-year and a two-year curriculum. Secondary form five graduates with a 

minimum of passes in English, Chinese and Mathematics will be admitted to the 

first year of the three-year programme. Secondary form seven graduates will be 

admitted to the first year of the two-year programme. With a satisfactory academic 

performance, community college graduates are expected to transfer to second year 

at government-funded or British-style three-year university programmes or to third 

year at overseas or American-style four-year university programmes (Chiu & 

Cunich, 2008).    

 

The University of Hong Kong, the Hong Kong Baptist University and the 

Chinese University of Hong Kong have established their community college to 

offer associate degree or higher diploma programmes since 2000. Most of the 

government-funded universities have established their community colleges 

providing full-time self-financing sub-degree programmes including associate 

degree, higher diploma and professional diploma in 2007 (Chiu & Cunich, 2008). 

The government only offers partial financial assistance to these sub-degree students 

including means-tested grants, non-means-tested loans and travel subsidies 

(Education and Manpower Bureau, 2006). The HK$5 billion Continuing Education 

Fund sponsors students to pursue continuing education, training courses and 
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sub-degree programmes to facilitate the expansion of higher education sector. The 

government has used a public-aided approach to expand the higher education sector 

from public dominance to a public-private combination.  

 

The Department of Extra-mural Studies was established by the University of 

Hong Kong in 1956, the first continuing education unit in a university in South-East 

Asia, with a mission of providing higher educational and lifelong learning 

opportunities to the community. The institution was re-named as The School of 

Professional and Continuing Education of The University of Hong Kong (HKU 

SPACE) in 1992. HKU SPACE offered 1,077 part-time continuing education 

programmes and a total number of enrolment was 111,708 in 2006 (Chiu & Cunich, 

2008). HKU SPACE offers many part-time programmes as joint ventures with 

overseas universities from Australia, the United Kingdom, the United States and the 

Mainland China from degree to doctorate level, professional programmes and short 

courses for personal, professional and career advancement to people from all walks 

of life. The delivery mode is mostly face-to-face lectures and tutorials as well as 

on-line learning. 

 

HKU SPACE had taken the lead by setting up the first community college in 

March 2000 to provide the first-of-its-kind associate degree programmes on a 

self-financing basis to serve as an alternative route to higher education in Hong 

Kong as a response to the Education Commission’s call for the expansion of 

sub-degree programmes (Lee & Young, 2003). The community college offers 

flexible modes of learning including group discussions, project-based learning, 

on-line learning and experiential learning. The college has nearly 5,000 students in 

its associate degree and higher diploma programmes in 2007. Teachers are not 

likely to adopt an examination-oriented teaching mode in order to ensure students 

achieve high academic grades in the competitive A-level examinations (Chiu & 

Cunich, 2008).  

 

Two education goals of the community college are to offer specialized vocational 

training and academic preparation for continuing higher education in Hong Kong. 

The college encourages students to use the deep learning approach, that is, the 

attempt to think through the material and master its intricacies. The fundamental 
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teaching principle of the community college is to provide a student-oriented and 

interactive learning environment.  

 

The massive expansion of sub-degree programmes is a major development in 

Hong Kong post-secondary education over the past decade. The Hong Kong 

government intends that the expansion of higher education would be driven by 

self-financing education institutions due to budgetary constraints. The 

self-financing associate degree or higher diploma programmes are seen as bridging 

programmes to the degree programme in Hong Kong. Under this new articulated 

system of post-secondary education, more students from less advantaged academic 

backgrounds are able to access higher education. Given the specific nature and 

academic background of these students, there is a need to develop a greater 

understanding of major factors which shape their educational success. 

 

With a portrayal of an examination-oriented and utilitarian type of education, 

there have been anecdotal descriptions about Hong Kong Chinese students as 

rote-learners. It is argued that the examination-oriented entry selection results in a 

didactic teaching and rote-learning approach for most secondary school students in 

Hong Kong (Watkins & Biggs, 2001). For most of the sub-degree students, their 

previous educational experiences can be summarized as didactic teaching and 

passive learning in response to tightly structured examination-oriented courses. 

Research studies in various countries (Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983; Kember & Gow, 

1991; Marton & Säljö, 1976a, 1976b; Thomas & Bain, 1984) showed that students 

were likely to adopt the surface approach rather than the deep approach if the 

learning environment was unfavourable such as didactic teaching approach, heavy 

workloads and lack of intrinsic motivation.  

 

1.5 Significance of the Research  
 

The aim of the present study is to investigate the relationships between age, 

gender, study mode, locus of control, extracurricular activities, learning approaches 

and academic achievement of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese 

sub-degree students by using the 3P model. The 3P model is not a theory to explain 

how to teach but a framework for putting together the key variables in the 

classroom to understand the way they may operate in relation to each other. The 3P 
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model was empirically tested in the context of secondary and tertiary students in 

Hong Kong (Biggs 1987, 1989, 1992; Chan et al., 1991; Drew & Watkins, 1998). 

The present study is not concerned with systematically operationalising and testing 

all possible variables of the 3P model. Although the 3P model provides a 

comprehensive conception of the relationships between individual student 

characteristics, learning approaches and learning outcomes at tertiary level, 

empirical results of the model for university students in Australia, Hong Kong, US 

and UK are mixed partly due to differences in the context of the learning 

environment, learning culture and disciplines (Marton & Säljö, 1997; Prosser & 

Millar, 1989; Ramsden, 1992; Trigwell & Prosser, 1991; Van Rossum & Schenk, 

1984).  

 

The present study uses a quantitative approach from the positivist paradigm to 

empirically test the 3P model of the relationships between gender, age, study mode, 

locus of control, extracurricular activities learning approaches, and academic 

achievement. A quantitative method is employed to test the model because the focus 

of the study is the relationships to explain how the variables are related with each 

other. The variables and hypothesis are developed and operationally defined in the 

present study to test theories by using large enough samples in an attempt to answer 

specific research questions. The research questions are addressed through a survey 

method. Academic achievement is measured by grade point average. The survey 

instrument measuring locus of control is the Revised Causal Dimension Scale 

(CDSII) (McAuley et al., 1992). Biggs’s Revised Two-Factor Study Processes 

Questionnaire (R-SPQ-2F) (Biggs et al., 2001) is used to evaluate learning 

approaches.  

 

The present study is conducted with three cohorts of full-time and part-time 

sub-degree finance students because it is one of the major programmes with 

sufficient numbers of full-time and part-time students to facilitate a comparison of 

study mode in the present study. 131 full-time and 130 part-time Hong Kong 

Chinese final-year sub-degree finance students participate in this research on a 

voluntary basis. Both full-time and part-time students are from Hong Kong and 

have Cantonese as a first language. Multiple regression analysis is used to examine 

the relationship between presage and process variables and to examine the fit of the 
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variables to hypothesized models. Although the community colleges have an 

increasingly important role to play in Hong Kong higher education that was not 

envisaged ten years ago, there has been less written about the empirical test of the 

3P model on Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree students. The present study tries to fill 

that gap at a time of rapid development of sub-degree programmes in Hong Kong. 

An understanding of the relationship between individual student characteristics, 

learning approaches and academic achievement can assist teachers in curriculum 

design and in using different measures to facilitate the deep approach. The 

establishment of this relationship may allow teachers and counsellors to improve 

students’ academic achievement.  

 

Enhancement of the quality of student learning is one of the key topics in higher 

education (Albaili, 1997; Biggs, 1987; Cano, 2005; Drew & Watkins, 1998; Hattie, 

2008; Ho et al., 1999, Lizzio et al., 2002; Prosser & Trigwell, 1999; Salili et al., 

2001; Stevenson & Lee, 1996; Trigwell & Prosser, 1991; Zhang, 2000). Given the 

growth of the Hong Kong sub-degree sector and calls to enhance students’ learning 

outcomes in higher education, there is a need to develop a greater understanding of 

students’ learning approach and academic achievement. Considerable pressure has 

been placed to improve quality of teaching and learning. The findings of this study 

on the relationship between individual student characteristics and learning 

approaches could help toward building a learning model and improve the quality of 

student learning outcomes. The results of the study may provide an additional level 

to the understanding of the impacts of individual student differences on their 

learning approaches and academic achievement in Hong Kong sub-degree learning 

environment. Teachers seeking to motivate sub-degree students may need to pay 

particular attention to how they frame the relevance of students’ learning 

approaches.  

 

It is hoped that the results of the present study may improve understanding of 

how these variables and learning approaches differ in the case of part-time and 

full-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree students. Comparatively little is known 

about any difference in learning approaches between full-time and part-time 

sub-degree students in the Hong Kong context. The findings may provide clues to 

the inconclusiveness of past research especially in Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree 
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students.  

 

1.6 Structure of the Thesis 
 
 The study is organized into five parts. Chapter 2 begins by describing the 

framework for the study, research objectives, literature reviews on learning models, 

Biggs’s 3P model and characteristics of Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree students. 

Chapter 3 is followed by an explanation of the research paradigm, methodology, 

research instruments and data collection procedures. Chapter 4 contains the 

empirical results of two studies. Study one validates research instruments and tests 

the relationships between the individual student characteristics and learning 

approaches of both full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance 

students. Study two focuses on empirical tests of the relationship between academic 

achievement and learning approaches as well as the relationships between 

individual student characteristics and academic achievement of both full-time and 

part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. Chapter 5 provides 

discussion of research findings, implications of the results and limitations of the 

study. The conclusions in chapter 6 contain an overall summary of research findings, 

suggestions on sub-degree teaching and learning and recommendations for future 

studies. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 
 

2.1 Introduction 
 

Some educators (Bloom, 1976; Carroll, 1963; Schmeck & Grove, 1979; Walberg, 

1980) believed that individual differences in academic ability exert a strong impact 

on academic achievement. For the past three decades, many studies have shown that 

academic achievements can be affected by individual differences other than 

academic ability and these differences include self-concept, self-confidence, 

self-esteem (Allen, 1992; Fuertes et al., 1994; Hau, 1992; Hau & Salili, 1991; Ho et 

at., 1999; Kwok & Lytton, 1996; Schmeck et al., 1991; Sinclaire, 1991), gender 

(Arnor et al., 1999; Davies & Brember, 2001; Herlitz et al., 1997; Meyer et al., 

1994; Miller et al.,1990 Richardson & King, 1991; Ruban & McCoach, 2005; 

Sadler-Smith, 1996; Stumpf & Jackson, 1994; Thomas, 1988; Wilson et al., 1996), 

age (Boon, 1980; Clennell, 1990; Harris & Brooks, 1998; Nyberg et al., 1996; 

Richardson, 1995; Richardson & Woodley, 2003; Sadler-Smith, 1996; Sadler-Smith 

& Tsang, 1998; Watkins & Hattie, 1985; Woodley, 1984), ethnicity (Hackett et al., 

1992), and self-efficacy (Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; Murphy & Tyler, 2005; Wilhite, 

1990). Many research studies on tertiary education in the West have explored the 

impact of different learning approaches on learning outcomes (Beckwith, 1991; 

Hattie, 2008; Trigwell & Prosser, 1991; Watkins, 1983; Zeegers, 2001). This 

chapter provides a review of the literature on different models of student learning. 

The conceptualisation of student learning and the development of student learning 

models will be reviewed first to illustrate that the surface and deep learning 

approach play a key role with respect to academic achievement. The literature 

relating to Biggs’s 3P learning model demonstrates the theoretical relationships 

between individual student characteristics, learning approaches and academic 

achievement. A number of arguments for the 3P model are evaluated from different 

perspectives. Finally, applications of the 3P model are discussed in the Hong Kong 

Chinese sub-degree context. 

 

Learning is a complex activity and can be viewed as the interaction of individual 

student characteristics, learning process, teaching environment and learning 

outcomes (Richardson et al., 1987). Students undertake a learning task from the 

perspective of their own needs, perceptions, motivation and existing resources. 
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Each of these factors influences every other factor (Biggs, 1987). Different learning 

models provide a theoretical framework of the relationships between the individual 

student characteristics, teaching environment, assessment, learning processes and 

learning outcomes. The term learning approach refers to the processes used by the 

student to achieve the learning outcomes (Entwistle, 1988). Students have different 

motives for learning and their expectations influence their learning outcomes. The 

learning approach adopted depends on variables within the students as well as 

teaching and learning environment. In turn, how students approach their learning 

will affect their learning outcomes. The learning outcomes can be defined 

quantitatively which is how much a student learns and qualitatively which is how 

well a student learns. Both quantitative and qualitative learning outcomes are 

measured through assessment results such as course work, tests and examinations to 

generate grade point averages.  

 

The study of student learning has become an important research area over the last 

30 years in higher education (Biggs, 1987, 1989, 1993a, 1993b; Curry, 1991; 

Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983; Hattie, 2008; Leung & Kember, 2003; Marton & Säljö, 

1976a, 1976b; Murray-Harvey, 1994; Ramsden, 1988; Richardson et al., 1987; 

Säljö, 1981; Trigwell & Prosser, 1991; Watkins & Biggs, 1996; Wittrock, 1991; 

Zhang, 2000). Through greater understanding of the relationship between learning 

approach and academic achievement, educators may be better equipped to design 

appropriate learning materials and teaching methods which improve students’ 

learning outcomes. There has been an important conceptual shift from considering 

the learner as a passive recipient of information to viewing the learner as an active 

processor of information over the past 30 years (Biggs, 1978, 1979, 1984, 1985, 

1987, 1989, 1992; Entwistle, 1981, 1987, 1988; Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983; Hattie, 

2008; Marton & Säljö, 1976a, 1976b; Trigwell & Prosser, 1991; Watkins, 1982, 

1984, 1998). This shift has been associated with increasing recognition of the 

importance of cognitive and social constructivist theories of learning. Some earlier 

studies (Bennett, 1978; Bloom, 1976; Carroll, 1963; Gagne, 1974; Wissler, 1903) 

were conducted to identify variables that can be used to predict academic 

achievement. These studies focused on the impact on academic achievement of such 

factors as Intelligence quotient (IQ), socio-economic status, prior knowledge, 

interest in the subject matter, the instructional process and environmental 
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characteristics. These studies emphasized how much students had learned. Studies 

by Marton and Säljö (1976a, 1976b) focused on qualitative differences in how 

tertiary students approached learning and argued that previous studies were 

insufficient for explaining the complexities of how student learn in higher education. 

Different factors such as individual student characteristics, teaching environment, 

peer impact, assessment methods and study mode might have various degrees of 

impact on student learning in primary, secondary and tertiary education. That view 

has been influenced by the recognition that student learning in higher education 

such as community college and university has its own distinctive context. A 

different learning model is needed to investigate the interaction of individual 

student characteristics, learning and teaching environment and academic 

achievement in higher education sector. 

 
2.2 Models of Student Learning 
 

A number of models have suggested that student learning outcomes are 

influenced by a variety of variables which include individual student characteristics, 

teaching environment, teaching methods, and demographic factors (Biggs, 1993a, 

1993b; Haertel et al, 1983; Kember, 2001; Laurillard, 1979; Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; 

Marton & Säljö, 1976a, 1976b; Messick, 1994; Pask, 1988; Pratt et al., 1999; 

Prosser & Trigwell, 1999; Ramsden, 1987; Reid, 1989; Säljö, 1981; Schmeck et al., 

1991, Sinclaire, 1991; Thomas & Bain, 1984; Watkins, 1986). The following 

models (Carroll, 1963; Bloom, 1976; Bennett, 1978; Bloom, 1976; Gagne, 1974; 

Glaser, 1976; Harnischfeger & Wiley, 1976; Walberg, 1980) outline some holistic 

conceptions of student learning in classroom settings. These models demonstrate 

the link between cognitive factors, the teaching process, the study environment and 

learning outcomes.  

 

Carroll’s model (1963) suggested that the degree of student learning is a function 

of five key variables which are (1) aptitude, (2) the ability to understand 

instructions, (3) perseverance, (4) an opportunity to learn and (5) the quality of 

instruction. All of the factors that directly affect student learning can be explained 

by the amount of time actually spent in the course of a learning task which resides 

within the individual. Carroll’s model establishes a solid conceptualization of 

student learning which has influenced the development of other learning models.  
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Bloom (1976) proposed that the students’ affective entry characteristics are major 

pre-requisites for learning. Affective entry characteristics are conceived as 

task-specific attributes which include their attitude toward the subject matter, 

attitude toward school and individual self-concept. Bloom argued that improved 

attitudes toward school and an improved self-concept are factors which affect 

successful learning experiences.     

  

 Bennett (1978) proposed that quantity of schooling, time allocated to curriculum 

activity, total active learning time, total content comprehended, achievement on 

curriculum tasks and feedback are major factors influencing success in primary 

school learning. The model defines student learning activities as mediating all other 

features of the learning situation and emphasizes that learning time is a key element 

of learning achievement; the amount of learning time is directly related to 

achievement. All of the above models are concerned with both quantity and quality 

of instruction. Quantity of instruction consists of time and opportunity to learn; 

quality of instruction is concerned with learning outcomes which are measured by 

the acquisition of content or academic outcomes.    

 

The following three learning models have originated from psychological learning 

theory. Bruner’s learning model (1966) proposed four major components of 

instruction: (1) implanting a pre-disposition toward learning; (2) structuring the 

body of knowledge to be taught; (3) sequencing the presentation of materials to be 

learnt; and (4) specifying the nature of rewards and punishments. He stressed that 

the curricula should provide different possibilities for structure and sequence in 

order to offer various options for all learners.   

  

Gagne’s learning model (1974) revealed eight types of learning, the learning 

outcomes and the required conditions to generate them. His model emphasizes the 

importance of specific intended learning outcomes for individual students which 

require various types of learning environments. Four key categories of learning 

outcomes including (1) verbal information; (2) intellectual skills; (3) cognitive 

strategies and (4) attitudes are needed in response to various types of learning 

conditions. The model indicates that instructional design could offer external 
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support to improve the desired learning outcomes. Gagne provides different 

examples to illustrate how specific intended learning outcomes could be achieved in 

different types of learning conditions. The model is concerned with both the 

acquisition of content and changes in students’ attitude.  

 

 Glaser (1976) proposed a theory of teaching and learning organized around four 

requirements: (1) an analysis of the competence and skills to be comprehended; (2) 

a description of the initial phase of learning; (3) implementation of conditions to 

make the change from the student’s initial state to the state of competence; and (4) 

assessment criteria to determine the short- and long-term outcomes of the 

conditions implemented. The model points out that many aspects of teaching are 

based on the use of information derived from assessment rather than the personality 

of the teacher.  

 

These three models emphasize instruction through a series of stages or phases 

and are not concerned with learning time and individual personality. They highlight 

the importance of cognitive learning outcomes beyond the acquisition of content. 

Higher order outcomes including intellectual skills, cognitive strategies, the process 

of knowledge acquisition and ability for lifelong learning are emphasized by these 

three models which had various implications for the development of curriculum and 

instructional procedures.   

 

 Walberg (1980) proposed a model of educational productivity which described 

nine educational productivity factors that have causal impacts on learning. These 

factors include intellectual ability, motivation, student age, quantity and quality of 

teaching, social and psychological environments of the class, home and peer group 

and exposure to the mass media such as TV. Each of these factors may be necessary 

but are insufficient by themselves for the acquisition of content and classroom 

learning. Three clusters are generated by these nine factors which are aptitude, 

teaching, and the learning environment.   

 

All of the above models suggest that the degree of student learning in classroom 

environments is a function of aptitude, time allocated to curriculum activity, the 

social environment of the class, and the quantity and quality of teaching at primary 
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and secondary level. The models provide a holistic framework for student learning 

in classroom environments. The learning outcomes of these models emphasize the 

acquisition of content or academic achievement. But none of these models 

demonstrates an exact relationship between different factors at tertiary level. 

  

Marton and Säljö (1976a, 1976b) revealed dissatisfaction with the above studies 

which emphasized how much students had learned. In the context of students 

reading a text, Marton and Säljö (1976a, 1976b) found that students adopted a 

learning approach with one of two intentions – to remember the words used or to try 

and understand the author’s meaning. If the motive was to memorize the original 

words, the student would remember the words; if the motive was to discover 

meaning, they would to try to understand the text. In their research, they focused 

instead on qualitative differences in how students approached learning and 

identified two major learning approaches -- deep and surface approach. The 

outcome of the reading or the students’ understanding of the text is determined by 

the learning approach.  

 

Studies in learning approaches (Biggs, 1978; Marton & Säljö, 1976a, 1976b; 

Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983) reported the differences between the deep approach 

and surface approach. The surface approach points to an understanding of the text 

as a fragmentary word list. The surface approach emphasizes a reproduction of 

learning materials not involving understanding to meet the minimum requirement in 

assessment. The deep approach emphasizes an active orientation to the learning 

materials with a focus on a search for meaning. The deep approach results in 

meaningful understanding. Related studies (Marton & Säljö, 1997; Prosser & Millar, 

1989; Ramsden, 1992; Trigwell & Prosser, 1991; Van Rossum & Schenk, 1984) 

found that the surface approach lead to poorly structured and lower quality learning 

outcomes and low grade point average. Marton (1981) suggested that research into 

learning should be undertaken from the perspective of the student rather than that of 

the teacher or the academic researcher. Säljö (1988) argued that the learning models 

previously discussed were insufficient for explaining the complexities of how 

students learn the higher cognitive skills required in tertiary education. The focus is 

on how students use knowledge to interpret or argue their views or reality, rather 

than on what or how much they know.  
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Some studies on student learning (Biggs, 1987; Entwistle, 1987; Evans et al., 

2003; Gibbs, 1992; Kember et al., 2008; Ramsden, 1987) have focused on the 

differences between individual students in terms of the styles and strategies which 

they use and the importance of their cognitive and affective processes in achieving 

learning outcomes. The cognitive approach emphasizes the students’ perceptions, 

strategies and interpretations of learning, as well as the importance of their 

cognitive and affective processes in mediating the impact of teaching environments 

upon learning outcomes. Studies derived from the application of a number of 

instruments such as the Approaches to Student Inventory (ASI) (Entwistle & 

Ramsden, 1983), the Approaches and Study Skills Inventory for Students (ASSIST) 

(Entwistle et al., 2000), the Learning and Study Strategies Inventory (LASSI) 

(Weinstein & Palmer, 1990) and Study Process Questionnaire (SPQ) (Biggs, 1987) 

provide a measurement of surface and deep approaches of secondary and tertiary 

students. The deep and surface approaches are the building blocks of the Entwistle’s 

model and Biggs’s model of learning.   

 

Entwistle (1987) proposed a heuristic model of the teaching-learning process in 

higher education that highlighted a relationship between student, teacher, and 

institutional procedures. The model proposes that student learning approaches and 

learning outcomes are influenced by students’ previous knowledge, their level of 

intellectual ability and their learning motivation. The model focuses on the impact 

of the learning approaches on the difference in learning achievement. It points out 

that learning outcomes are the result of a complex interaction between learning, 

teaching and assessment. 

 

Entwistle and Ramsden (1983) devised the Approaches to Studying Inventory 

(ASI) to identify four learning approaches: Meaning, Reproducing, Achieving, and 

Non-academic. They suggest that the meaning approach consists of the intrinsic 

motivation to learn and specific learning strategies of relating new ideas to previous 

knowledge and the use of evidence to form views. The reproducing approach 

consists of the extrinsic motivation to obtain a qualification and the use of rote 

memorization. The non-academic approach consists of disorganized study methods 

and negative attitudes toward learning (Entwistle, 1988). Student learning 
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approaches are influenced by various teaching approaches and subsequently 

influence learning outcomes. The model does not consider the exact relationship 

between individual student characteristics, teaching context and learning processes.  

 

2.3 Biggs’s 3P Model of Learning 
 

Biggs’s 3P model (1985, 1987, 1989, 1992, 1993a, 1993b, 1999) provides a 

theoretical framework of the relationships between the individual student 

characteristics, teaching context, learning approach and learning outcomes. Biggs 

(1979) suggested that students go about their studies for different reasons and that 

these reasons affect the way they go about their learning. Technically speaking, a 

student’s motive for learning influences his/her strategy for learning. Students 

undertake the deep or surface learning approaches which are influenced by the 

corresponding motive and strategy at the tertiary level. The interaction between 

individual student characteristics and the content of the learning task influences the 

learning approach.  

 

Considering the complexity of the teaching and learning context, a 

comprehensive framework is needed to examine a complex multi-faceted learning 

process. Biggs’s 3P model (1993b, see chart 3) proposes that personal and 

situational factors influence a student to adopt a specific approach to learning which 

in turn influences the learning outcomes. The model, developed originally by 

Dunkin and Biddle (1974), shows classroom learning as a multi-variate integrated 

system consisting of variables in a series of stages entitled presage, process and 

product. These three sets of variables include (1) before the learning takes place, 

such as the learning environment and individual student characteristics (presage), (2) 

while learning is taking place; i.e. students’ approach to learning (process) and (3) 

the learning outcomes after learning has taken place (product). The 3P model 

focuses on student motivation: what students tend to get out of a learning task 

affects the learning approach they adopt, which in turn influences the learning 

outcomes or academic achievement. For instance, presage variables such as 

personality characteristics affect a student’s learning approach which directly 

influences learning outcomes. The model identifies the relationship between student 

personality characteristics, teaching environment, students’ perceptions of the 

teaching context, students’ learning approaches and learning outcomes. 
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Chart 3: Biggs’s 3P model of student learning (Biggs, 1993b) 
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 It is assumed that tertiary students have developed stable learning motives and 

learning strategies as a result of their different personalities and perception of 

various learning environments. Presage components consist of individual student 

characteristics and teaching (presage) factors. First, the individual student 

characteristics brought to the learning situation include prior knowledge, academic 

standard and personality. Secondly, teaching presage factors include the teachers’ 

personal characteristics together with institutional factors such as teaching methods, 

course assessment, workload and curriculum content. The presage factors such as 

students’ perceptions of the learning environment might directly influence learning 

outcomes. The two kinds of presage factors affect each other to determine the 

learning approach. The interaction between individual student characteristics and 

the teaching context involves a meta-cognitive activity called “meta-learning” 

(Biggs, 1985) which means that students focus not only on the content of what is to 

be learned but also on how to go about the task. 

 

 Learning approaches are the process factors. The 3P model suggests that students’ 

motives for learning and strategies for learning are combined to reflect learning 

approaches. The learning approach also reflects the interaction between individual 

student characteristics and the learning context. The 3P model’s theoretical 

conception of learning approaches differs from other theorists in its two 

components: how students approach a learning task (strategy) and why they want to 

approach it in the first place (motive). Different motives are associated with various 

learning strategies, the two together generating a learning approach. The 3P model 

proposes three different learning approaches -- surface, deep and achieving 

approach.  

 

 The definition of the deep approach is based on the students’ personal 

commitment to the learning process. The deep approach is concerned with striving 

for enhanced understanding by using and comparing concepts and ideas. The 

guiding principle of the deep approach is to maximize understanding to satisfy 

intrinsic interest by engaging with the learning tasks properly. Other characteristics 

of the deep approach include students’ tendency to use meta-cognitive skills, to 

develop learning materials that generate new ideas, to provide other solutions from 

an inquisitive-critical perspective. The deep approach results from an inner need to 
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achieve a complete understanding of the learning materials. This approach is 

entirely task-oriented and is what most teachers would like to ask their students to 

adopt in their study. 

 

The surface approach emphasizes the reproduction of knowledge with little 

attempt to integrate information (Biggs, 1993a, 1993b; Marton & Säljö, 1976a, 

1976b; Thomas & Bain, 1984). Students using the surface approach tend to 

assimilate the learning materials without asking in-depth questions, study the 

material in a linear manner, deal with a problem without showing interest; and are 

concerned with the time required to complete the learning task. The surface 

approach often makes little use of meta-cognitive skills and is motivated by the 

student’s need to avoid failure at school and the desire to minimize effort while 

finishing assigned learning tasks. For instance, the student wants to pass tests and 

assignments without exerting too much effort, so that there is the negative force of 

fear of the outcomes of failing. The goal is not to engage with the learning task 

optimally, but to achieve the extrinsic goal, so that learning tasks are seen as a chore 

to be got out of the way.  

 

It appears to be commonly believed that rote learning is synonymous with the 

surface approach. That is not so; the guiding principle of the surface approach is 

extrinsic to the purpose of the task by investing minimal time and effort to meet 

requirements. Rote learning, however, may confer advantages in certain types of 

assessment environments. Evans et al. (2003) found that students who used the 

surface approach tended to emphasize superficial learning strategies and were 

reluctant to engage in reflection. These students learn materials in a less 

comprehensive way. Biggs (1993a, 1993b) argued that rote learning of selected 

facts, without understanding their meanings, is one of the common strategies used 

in the surface approach, but is not the only way. In some circumstances, rote 

learning may be appropriate. For example, public examinations or performing in a 

play, memorizing lines or already understood factors may be needed to achieve the 

goal which is considered to be the surface approach. It is argued that the learning 

environment and assessment methods would affect the student learning approach. 

Tang (1991) found evidence of such a strategy among Chinese students. Studies by 

Biggs (1993a, 1993b) and Salili (1995) suggested that students from the Chinese 
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and Japanese culture believed that a deep understanding is achieved through 

memorization and the surface approach may be acceptable in certain circumstances. 

Using the deep approach is time-consuming and some students might lack the time 

to be deep about everything they learn. For example, Lizzio et al. (2002) found a 

positive relationship between deep approach and academic achievement of 

commerce degree students, but this relationship was not present in science or 

humanities degree students. It is possible that memorization and rote rehearsal seem 

suitable for certain types of learning material or examination formats.  

 

In the achieving approach, the learning involves both memorizing and 

understanding. Students using this approach are motivated to excel regardless of 

their interest. The approach is based on ego-enhancement by obtaining high grades 

which involve organizing time and workspace, seeking cues from teachers as to 

what is expected and prioritizing. The achieving approach might lead to either the 

deep or surface approach, depending on the students’ perception of the learning 

environment, assessment methods or teaching context. If the assessment requires 

the testing of factual information, then the surface approach is used; if 

demonstration of deep understanding of the material is required, the deep approach 

is adopted. Although the learning approach may vary depending on the contextual 

demands, deep and surface approaches are mutually exclusive for learning tasks. 

For instance, if course grades are more likely to be based on assessments which are 

related to memorization or procedural knowledge, the surface approach may be 

used. Procedural knowledge is related to how to perform a particular task following 

a set of procedures (Turban et al., 2005). For example, a method to balance a 

company financial report would be considered procedural knowledge. As Biggs 

(1999) pointed out: “Procedural knowledge on its own is skill-based, lacking the 

high-level declarative foundation; it is a matter of getting the sequences and actions 

right, knowing what to do when a given situation arises, having the right 

competencies (p.40).” The heart of the learning system is at the process level where 

the learning task constructs or does not construct the desired learning outcomes. As 

Shuell (1986) pointed out: “If students are to learn desired outcomes in a reasonably 

effective way, then the teacher’s fundamental task is to motivate students to engage 

in learning activities that are likely to result in their achieving those outcomes. It is 

important to remember that what the student does is more important than what the 
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teacher does. (p.28)” The following figure shows a brief summary of the deep and 

surface approach which is adapted from Biggs (1987, p.11):  
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     Motive                        Strategy                    

Surface   - Surface motive is instrumental;  - Surface strategy is  
Approach   - key purpose is to meet     reproductive;  

requirements minimally;    - focus on 
     - a balance between hard working  selected details and 
     and failure      accurate reproduction  

through rote-learning 
for assessments;    
-failure to distinguish 
principles from 
examples;  
- focus on discrete 
elements without 
integration;    
-unreflectiveness 
about purpose 

                                                      

     Motive                      Strategy                  

Deep    - Deep motive is intrinsic;    - Deep strategy is  
Approach   - study to satisfy curiosity and actualize  meaningful; 

competence in academic subjects  - read widely;  
- examine the logic 
of the argument;  
- discuss and 
interrelate with 
previous relevant 
knowledge;  
- relate concepts to 
everyday experiences; 
- relate evidence 

 

Figure 1: Deep and Surface Approach (Biggs, 1987) 

 

 How the student approaches a learning task depends on why he/she wants to 

approach it. The students’ motives and their accompanying strategies combine to 

generate the deep approach and the surface approach. Academic achievement may 

be attributed to both learning context and student characteristics. Previous studies 

have typically revealed that the deep approach is positively associated with 

academic achievement and the surface approach is negatively correlated with 

academic achievement (Albaili, 1995; Cano, 2005; Diseth, 2003; Drew & Watkins, 

1998; Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983; Entwistle et al., 2000; Phan, 2006; Watkins, 
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2001; Wong & Watkins, 1998; Zeegers, 2001). On theoretical grounds, it was 

argued that students using the deep approach are often academically high achievers 

(Brown & Nelson, 1983; Bruch et al., 1986; Entwistle & Wilson, 1977) and 

maintain feelings of great satisfaction (Biggs, 1984, 1985). Tooth et al. (1989) 

found a negative relationship between a surface approach and examination 

performance in first-year medical students. Lizzio et al. (2002) found a positive 

relationship between a deep approach and grade point averages among commerce 

students but such relationship was not present among science and humanities 

students. Sadler-Smith (1996), however, found a low correlation between scores on 

the deep approach and academic achievements in a study of business degree 

students in the UK. 

 

The heart of the 3P model is at the process level where the learning approach 

produces or does not produce the expected academic outcomes. The quality and 

quantity of learning (product) is a function of presage variables (e.g. learning 

environment, prior academic performance, individual student characteristics) and 

process variables (e.g. learning approaches). The 3P model assumes that presage 

variables may have both a direct impact on product variables and an indirect impact 

via process variables. The learning outcomes which students achieve from the 

learning process are the product factors. The product factors can be described 

quantitatively (how much is learned), qualitatively (how well it is learned) and 

institutionally (grade point averages or accreditation).  

 

In general, depth or accuracy of learning has been measured through assessment 

results such as grade point averages. It has been suggested that the relationship 

between successful learning outcomes and academic achievement necessarily 

reflects the quality of learning in terms of the understanding of concepts and use of 

knowledge (Watkins & Hattie, 1990). The surface approach is likely to recall 

unrelated detail, which leads to low grades; in contrast, the deep approach leads to 

structurally complex performances, which often lead to high grades. The students 

using the deep approach have an active conception of learning; those using the 

surface approach are likely to have a passive conception of learning. Students’ 

learning approaches can be affected by the “grade point average perspective”. 

Achieving high grades in assessment tasks are the major goal. Students may come 
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to perceive a struggle between learning and achieving good grades at the expense of 

understanding the material they learn. In other words, the process of assessment 

may have the unintended effect of inhibiting rather than facilitating learning.  

 

2.4 Controversy associated with the 3P model 
 

A number of arguments have been raised concerning the 3P model’s assumptions 

and framework. First, there are differences of opinion about the relationship 

between learning approach and learning outcome. Biggs and Rhin (1984) argued 

that the relationship between learning approach and academic performance was 

very clear-cut. They stated that “a deep strategy, based on wide reading, relating 

new knowledge to what is already known, etc. results in better learning, whether 

better is defined as complexity of outcome, satisfaction with performance, self-rated 

performance in comparison with peers, or examination results” (p. 283). Some 

research findings, however, have not empirically supported this relationship 

(Beckwith, 1991; Trigwell & Prosser, 1991, Watkins, 1983; Zeegers, 2001). The 

difficulty may be partly due to the fact that a wide variety of research methods and 

student groups have generated conflicting results in empirical tests. The difference 

between emphasizing the quantity of what a student learns which is generally 

measured by grade point average and the quality of the material learned may be 

responsible for some of the differences in the empirical results. Research findings 

concerning the quality of the learning outcome, however, have also produced mixed 

results (Christensen et al., 1991; Trigwell & Prosser, 1991). The use of different 

research methods, a wide range of academic majors, student background, cultural 

differences, and teaching context have yielded mixed empirical results. 

 

The argument is essentially that students relying on the surface approach, rather 

than deep processing and understanding, may be able to obtain high academic 

results in their study. It is possible that students relying on the surface approach may 

confer advantages in certain types of assessment environments. For instance, some 

Hong Kong students rely on rote learning to memorize several key points which is 

based on a number of past examination papers in an attempt to pass the 

examinations. The examination-oriented entry selection results in the surface 

approach for many secondary school students in Hong Kong (Watkins & Biggs, 

2001). Sadler-Smith (1996) found that there was a low correlation between scores 
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on the deep approach and academic results across twelve undergraduate units. Biggs 

(1987), Entwistle and Entwistle (1991) and Murray-Harvey (1993) reported that 

tertiary students’ learning progress was affected by the learning approach in 

Australia and the deep approach was better than the surface approach as it tended to 

lead to a better quality of learning. Watkins & Biggs (1996) claimed that Chinese 

students who used the deep approach were more successful academically than those 

who used the surface approach. American research studies have found that students 

with high academic achievements were more likely to adopt the deep approach and 

successful students were better able to utilize the deep approach (McKeachie, 1988; 

Schmeck, 1988; Weinstein & Van Mater Stone, 1992). Trigwell & Prosser (1991) 

argued that it was important to encourage the deep learning approach to enhance the 

quality of learning together with an interactive teaching environment, clear goals 

and some independence in learning.  

 

It is interesting to note that some students look for a pragmatic approach to 

achieve academic outcomes which can be a mixture of surface and deep approaches 

to learning. Their learning approach is a function of formats of assessment or public 

examinations in which different learning approaches are used for various subjects. 

For example, students may adopt the following strategies in their learning in an 

attempt to obtain higher possible results: (1) use previous examination papers to 

predict questions, (2) be alert to key points about the marking scheme, (3) memorise 

information needed for assessments, (4) focus on discrete elements with integration, 

(5) read widely and relate material to what is already known, and (6) orientate to 

understand and apply all relevant material. Given that one of the higher education 

missions is to encourage the deep approach, this researcher is of the view that there 

is a strong link between deep approach and academic achievement in Hong Kong 

Chinese sub-degree context. 

 

Second, the 3P model does not provide a specific framework to describe student 

learning across various subjects. Biggs (1993a, 1993b) noted that the motive and 

strategy were related to the students’ perceptions of the learning context. The 

learning approach which a student adopts for a particular course may be affected by 

a host of other factors such as the course curriculum, assessment methods, 

classroom climate, the teaching style, the workload, perception of interest in the 
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course and the task demands (Gibbs 1992; Ramsden 1987). For example, a student, 

who normally adopts the deep approach, may use the surface approach in a course 

that is overloaded with content and taught by a didactic method. Another student, 

who normally adopts the surface approach, may decide to go deep in a course with 

different course assessments. 

 

At the individual learning task level, the learning approach used will depend on 

perceived interest, motivation, pressures from finishing tasks, contribution to the 

assessment and impact of the teaching and learning environment. The argument 

runs as follows. Students might switch their learning approaches in order to achieve 

superior academic results across different courses or assessment methods (Entwistle 

& Ramsden, 1983; Harper & Kember, 1986). Laurillard (1984) and Ramsden (1984) 

argued that some students might adopt the deep approach for one subject and the 

surface approach for another, which was related to the learning and teaching 

environment and to an individual student’s perception of the subject. Biggs (1993a, 

1993b) argued that only the deep approach was task-focused; the surface approach 

was more subject to learning contexts. 

 

Gow et al. (1996) argued that learning approach was seen to be changeable to 

deal with different demands of the learning environment such as excessive 

workload, an emphasis on examination results, great time pressure and inadequate 

language proficiency, each of which could lead to the surface approach. It is argued 

that questionnaire responses may show the likelihood that a student will approach a 

learning task in a given way, but variables such as time stress, assessment methods, 

teaching context, learning environment or other contextual factors might influence 

students’ pre-dispositions which affect their learning approaches.  

 

Watkins and Hattie (1981) argued that first year and senior year students might 

use different learning approaches because senior year students were required to 

study advanced topics and needed to demonstrate critical thinking with a capacity 

for independent study. Biggs (1985) argued that the motives underlying the learning 

approaches arose from fairly stable personality characteristics and there is a 

relationship between locus of control and different learning strategies. The 

researcher is of the view that in tertiary education students’ learning approaches are 
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relatively stable over time.   

 

Fransson (1977) argued that ‘perceived relevance’ affects learning approach 

because students might perceive some subjects as being useful in their future 

careers and therefore adopted the deep approach. On the other hand, some students 

may perceive some other subjects as irrelevant to their future careers and therefore 

adopt the surface approach. Schmeck (1988) and Entwistle (1981) argued that 

students had a tendency to use the deep or surface approach which persists over 

situations. This means that a change in learning approach needs to be compatible 

with motivation, locus of control and other personality factors. Biggs (1987) 

explained that the consistency of learning approach across different learning 

situations can be viewed within the framework of the student’s own meta-cognitive 

processes. The researcher is of the opinion that the consistency of learning approach 

across different subjects is stable in tertiary education because students’ personality 

has been well developed and their perception of learning has been formed as tertiary 

learners. Most of the sub-degree programmes place greater attention on learning 

outcomes rather than examination results. ‘Perceived relevance’ may affect the 

learning approach since most Hong Kong students view education as a means of 

obtaining upward mobility and economic enhancement.  

 

Third, the model does not clearly define the direction and strength of the 

relationship between learning approaches and individual student characteristics 

such as gender, study mode, their travel experiences, their work experiences and 

their extracurricular experiences. The model does not explain in a systemic manner 

the importance of variables such as study mode, age and gender to academic 

achievement. In terms of gender, the general national trend in the UK showed that 

women were more likely than men to obtain first-class or upper second-class 

honours degrees (Richardson & Woodley, 2003). Students’ age and life experiences 

might affect their learning approach. Are mature students more prone to using the 

deep learning approach than young students? Is there a significant difference of 

learning approach between full-time and part-time students? Empirical results of 

applying the model to university students in Australia, Hong Kong, US and UK are 

mixed, partly due to differences in the context of the learning environment, learning 

culture and different subject areas (Marton & Säljö, 1997; Prosser & Millar 1989; 
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Trigwell & Prosser, 1991; Ramsden, 1992; Van Rossum & Schenk, 1984). 

 

Fourth, the 3P model does not outline the possible differences in the theoretical 

relationship between individual student characteristics, learning approach and 

academic performance which involve primary, secondary and tertiary students. 

Biggs (1987) reported that “in both secondary and tertiary populations, it is possible 

to characterize students in terms of two dimensions only if desired: a surface 

approach and a deep approach” (p.18). The learning approaches of primary, 

secondary and tertiary students can be different due to their age, parental guidance, 

learning environment and other factors.  

 

Other research findings may not adequately test the relationships of the 3P model, 

partly because the data used are cross-sectional. It is difficult to generalize the 

magnitude of the relationships between variables involving different types of 

tertiary students in terms of countries and different subject areas. There is little 

conclusive empirical support for the 3P model. This can be partly explained by the 

(1) diversity of research methods, (2) different statistical analyses used, (3) various 

subject groups ranging from primary to tertiary students, (4) cultural factors and (5) 

the teaching and learning environment.  

 

To date, there has been little attention given to the learning approach of full-time 

and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree students. Although there are several 

concerns which have been articulated, the 3P model is directly related to higher 

education learning and provides a comprehensive conceptualization of student 

learning in higher education.     

 

2.5 Theoretical Relationship between Age, Study Mode and Learning 
Approaches 
 
 The 3P model reveals that individual student characteristics (presage) have an 

impact on the learning approaches (process) and the learning approach affects 

academic achievement (product) (Albaili, 1997; Biggs, 1987; Sadler-Smith & Tsang, 

1998; Watkins & Hattie, 1981; Watkins, 1998). Work on the inter-relationships 

between the three components in Biggs’s 3P model is extensive. The present study 

focuses on an examination of the relationship between age, gender, study mode, 
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locus of control, extracurricular activities (presage variables), learning approaches 

(process variable) and academic achievement (product variable). There is a great 

deal of research which has been conducted on individual differences and their 

impact on learning outcome including: the importance of prior domain knowledge 

(Hall & Edmondson, 1992; Royer et al., 1993), gender (Gilligan, 1982; 

Sadler-Smith, 1996; Sadler-Smith & Tsang, 1998), interest (Hidi, 1990), locus of 

control (Wilhite, 1990) and motivation (Ainley, 1993; Ushioda, 1996; Weiner, 1979). 

Variations in learning approaches have been linked to different individual 

characteristics. However, there has been no empirical research to investigate this 

relationship in a systemic manner of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese 

sub-degree students.  

 

 The definition of mature students is arbitrary and varies both within and across 

national systems of higher education. The US universities have recruited a 

substantial number of mature students since the mid-1970s. The proportion of 

so-called mature students refers to students who are over the age of 22 at the time of 

their entry into higher education. Traditional students are aged between 18 and 22 

on entry (Lenz & Shaevitz, 1977). In Australia, mature students are over the age of 

25 on entry (Hore, 1992). In the UK, students who are over the age of 21 on entry to 

undergraduate programmes are called mature students.  

 

 Richardson & King (1998) argued that a stereotype of older people is of a group 

who are deficient in intellectual skills which affect their academic achievement. 

There is no empirical evidence that mature students are subject to age-related 

deficits in intellectual ability for studying in higher education. Research studies 

comparing groups of different ages have revealed that there is a minor decline in 

intellectual function between the ages of 18 and 60 (Nyberg et al., 1996, 

Verhaeghen & Salthouse, 1997). It is also argued that mature students are likely to 

have had a break from full-time education and to have lost some study skills. 

Although mature students may be effective problem solvers for their work and life 

demands, mature students may exhibit fewer learning skills for coping with an 

academic environment. Unlike younger students who proceed direct from 

secondary to tertiary study, mature students may feel that they need assistance in 

study skills.  
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 There is a difference in the learning curve between mature and young students in 

terms of memory, mathematical skills and mental flexibility required to adapt to 

new perspectives. For example, increased work experiences might not compensate 

for the decline in mathematical and scientific skills due to a considerable break in 

study (Sanders, 1961). Research studies by Sear (1983) and Woodley (1984) found 

that older students tended to achieve slightly lower academic results than younger 

students in the old universities in the UK. Sanders (1961) found that the maturity 

associated with work experience and increasing age was directly correlated with 

academic success for some arts and social science courses. 

 

 In contrast, Brennan (1986) and Bourner and Hamed (1987) found that older 

students tended to do better than younger students in the polytechnics. Sadler-Smith 

& Tsang (1998) found that there were no age and gender differences in learning 

approaches for British and Hong Kong tertiary students. The argument of a 

difference in learning approaches between mature and younger students has been 

advanced from this premise. Mature students tend to have more to give up and are 

expected to be more intrinsically motivated than younger students. Older and 

experienced students are motivated by intrinsic motivation rather than by pragmatic 

considerations (Richardson, 1994; Watkins & Hattie, 1985; Wong, 1992). In other 

words, they are likely to be adept at examining and exploiting their prior experience 

in order to analyze new information and new situations. As Harper and Kember 

(1986) noted, “older students, rather than their younger counterparts, display those 

learning characteristics which traditionally higher education has purported to be 

striving to develop in students” (p.220). Younger and inexperienced students tend to 

adopt the surface approach (Aaron & Skakun, 1999).  

 

 There seems to be considerable agreement from a number of studies (Biggs, 1978; 

Harris & Brooks, 1998; McInnis et al., 1995) that more mature students have a 

greater motivation and sense of purpose, greater satisfaction and adopt the deep 

approach. A wide variety of research methods and student groups have empirically 

supported this relationship (Biggs, 1985, 1987; Clennell, 1990; Harper & Kember, 

1986; Watkins & Hattie, 1981). Richardson (1995), Sadler-Smith (1996), and 

Watkins & Hattie (1981) revealed that mature students scored significantly higher 
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on the deep approach than did younger student. Mature students may have learnt to 

evaluate evidence or relate ideas through their work experiences. Work experience 

also tends to provide them with experience of interacting with others.  

 

 Harper and Kember (1986) suggested that the reason why mature students are 

more likely than younger students to use the deep approach was that the system of 

teaching and examinations in secondary schools oriented students towards the 

surface approach in response to the public examinations which determine entry to 

university education. A similar position was stated by Marton and Säljö (1976a, 

1976b): “While many students are apparently capable of using ‘deep’ or ‘surface’ 

strategies, it may be that the current demands of the examination system at school 

level are interpreted by them as requiring mainly the recall of factual information to 

the detriment of a deeper level of understanding (p.125)”. Richardson (2006) found 

that older students tend to adopt the deep approach compared with younger students 

in distance education. However, one limitation of these studies is that they did not 

differentiate students on the basis of study mode (i.e. full-time versus part-time) and 

ignored this as a possible predictor variable. These studies are only concerned with 

full-time students.  

 

 Most research into learning approaches has ignored study mode as an important 

factor. Many adults have traditionally had few chances for higher education due to 

the lack of provision in the past in Hong Kong. The diversity of mature students in 

terms of age, educational attainment and personal circumstances results in patterns 

of educational provision that is different from younger students who stay on in full 

time study. Fortunately now, part-time sub-degree programmes are providing an 

opportunity to extend education beyond the period of compulsory schooling. The 

average age of full-time students tends to be younger than that of part-time students 

because many part-time students are working adults. It raises the issue whether 

there is any evidence that mature students tend to employ the deep approach 

compared with younger students in Hong Kong. The relationship between study 

mode and learning approach has been less studied especially in the case of full-time 

and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree students. Mature students are defined 

as those over age of 23 who have had a gap since completing full-time education in 

the present study. The difference between full-time and part-time students by age, 
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work experience and previous education might affect the learning approaches. It 

seems reasonable to suggest that a difference between the learning motivations of 

full-part and part-time students might exist.   

 

2.6 Theoretical Relationship between Gender and Learning Approaches 
 
 Male and female students may differ in their learning approaches in higher 

education. It is argued that the way in which female students show conceptions of 

knowledge and intellectual development are qualitatively different from those of 

male students (Belenky et al., 1986; Clinchy & Zimmerman, 1982; Gilligan, 1982). 

A hypothesis has been placed concerning gender differences in learning approaches 

ever since women first obtained access to universities in Britain and North America 

during the latter half of the 19th Century. While gender has been revealed to be an 

important variable in relation to a wide range of social phenomena, it is only the 

recent studies in the case of learning approach in higher education that have taken 

gender into consideration.  

 

 Gender differences in learning approaches might emerge in particular academic 

or cultural contexts, with particular disciplines, curricula or programme structure, or 

on different assessment methods. In general, female students work harder, are better 

organized, spend more time on course work and are less distracted in the classroom 

than male students (Arnor et al., 1999; Davies & Brember, 2001). The studies 

concerning gender differences in learning approaches are far from conclusive. 

Research studies by Stumpf and Jackson (1994), Herlitz et al. (1997) and Meinz 

and Salthouse (1998) found that men and women appear to perform at similar levels 

in learning contexts which require the retrieval of memory, but women seem to 

out-perform men in learning contexts requiring the acquisition of new information. 

Empirical results of gender differences in response to learning approaches in higher 

education are mixed (Clarke, 1986; Harper & Kember, 1986; Miller et al., 1990, 

Richardson & King, 1991; Watkins, 1982). Some studies (Sadler-Smith, 1996; 

Sadler-Smith & Tsang, 1998; Watkins & Hattie, 1985) found significant group 

differences in response to both age and gender. Smith and Naylor (2001) found that 

women were more likely than men to be awarded good degrees in the UK. Male 

students scored higher than female students on the surface approach (Biggs, 1987). 

Female students scored higher than male students on the deep approach (Watkins & 
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Hattie, 1981).  

 

 Richardson and King (1991) found that there was no gender difference in 

learning approaches by using the Study Process Questionnaire (SPQ) and the 

Approaches to Study Inventory (ASI). Richardson (2006) found that gender had no 

effect on the students’ academic performance in distance education. Few studies 

have explored the impact of gender and age on learning approaches in Hong Kong 

(Sadler-Smith & Tsang, 1998). It is generally recognised that learning approaches 

depend upon the learning context and assessment. Gender differences in learning 

approaches might emerge in various academic or cultural contexts. Each of these is 

open to discussion on what differentiates between male and female. 

   

 The research question of a gender comparison of learning approaches in higher 

education is motivated by impressions acquired by the researcher in the context of 

both part-time and full-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree students. Based on his 

experience of teaching and course administration over a period of nine years, he had 

gained the impression that male and female students adopted various learning 

approaches. In particular, female students seemed to be more concerned with the 

deep approach. The impression had been formed during the course of interactions 

with students such as lectures, tutorial groups and individual consultations. 

However, it is far from certain that such interpersonal classification demonstrates 

the objective gender differences in learning approaches or only an impression 

caused by a biased sample. The present study would explore this issue by using 

quantitative methods.   

 

2.7 Theoretical Relationship between Locus of Control, Extracurricular 
Activities and Learning Approaches 
 
 Academic causal attributions refer to the ways in which students perceive and 

explain the reasons for their academic outcomes and have major influence on 

students’ cognitive and achievement-related behaviour (Weiner, 1986). Weiner 

(1979) found that people who scored high on personality measures of achievement 

were more likely to attribute success to their own ability and effort and were more 

likely to attribute their failure to external factors. The term locus of control refers to 

a person’s belief in relation to the placement of control over his or her life events 
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(Jonassen & Grabowski, 1993). It is believed that an individual student’s locus of 

control belief shows his or her attitude and motivation for learning. An internal 

locus of control indicates that the student takes personal responsibility for his/her 

academic performance. An external locus of control refers to his/her belief of little 

personal control over his/her learning (Sinclaire, 1991). Locus of control is one of 

the most researched constructs in the area of personality (Rotter, 1990). There have 

been various studies concerning locus of control and possible relationship with 

other variables (Betancourt & Weiner, 1982; Strickland, 1989).   

 

 Appreciation of responsibility is associated with better achievement outcomes. 

Findley & Cooper (1983) reported that low perceived control was associated with 

poor academic performance. Watkins (1984) argued that if students believed that 

they had control over their own learning, they were more likely to use the deep 

approach. Perceived lack of control is likely to lead to the belief of learning as a 

memory task. It is hypothesized that for students to want to adopt the deep approach 

requires confidence in their own academic ability and a conviction that they should 

not rely too much on the teacher but take responsibility for their own learning. It is 

predicted that an external locus of control is likely to be correlated with the surface 

approach. 

 

 The relationship between locus of control and academic achievement, however, is 

less clear. Watkins (1987) reported little relationship between locus of control and 

academic achievements among Australian college students. Research studies found 

that an internal locus of control is associated with better quality learning outcomes 

(Biggs, 1987; Ramanaiah et al., 1975; Watkins, 1984; Watkins & Astilla, 1984). Ho 

et al. (1999) found that internal locus of control was more correlated with the deep 

approach, while external locus of control was related to the surface approach. The 

study implied that an ability to organize and plan learning approaches is important 

for academic outcomes. Biggs (1985) demonstrated that a student with an internal 

locus of control belief would use the deep approach more effectively than a student 

with an external locus of control belief. Kletzing (1982) and Wilhite (1990) 

demonstrated a positive relationship between internal locus of control and superior 

academic achievement.   
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 Extracurricular experiences are activities performed by students that fall outside 

the realm of the normal curriculum of primary and secondary education. Such 

activities are generally voluntary and organised by student clubs or societies 

covering a wide range of sporting, social and cultural activities in Hong Kong. For 

example, many primary and secondary students participate in a soccer club, tennis 

club, drama club, singing club, photography club, chess club, debating society, etc. 

Students’ experiences of extracurricular activities are considered as part of the 

individual student characteristics in presage variables of the 3P model. It appears 

that students who are more engaged in extracurricular activities are likely to have a 

better attitude towards learning, perform better academically, and enjoy an 

increased sense of accomplishment, competence, and self-esteem. It is argued that 

extracurricular experience enhances students’ confidence in their ability which 

encourages the deep approach. This result is consistent with previous studies (Hattie 

al et., 1997; Zhang, 2000). Extracurricular experience may influence students to 

adopt a deep learning motive in their learning tasks. Zhang (2000) suggested that 

extracurricular experience may enhance intrinsic motivation in learning. It is 

assumed that a student with a high level of extracurricular experience is more likely 

to use the deep approach. 

 

2.8 Theoretical Relationship between Learning Approaches and Academic 
Achievement 
 
 A large amount of model development and empirical testing has been conducted 

on the relationship between learning approaches and academic achievement in 

tertiary education over the past two decades (Marton & Booth, 1997; Marton et al., 

1997; Prosser & Trigwell, 1999). What is the effect of students’ learning approaches 

on academic achievement? Although the relationship between learning approaches 

and academic achievement is by no means straightforward, Biggs (1979) suggested 

that there is a positive relationship between deep approach and academic 

achievement.  

 

 The researcher is of the view that age, study mode, gender, locus of control and 

extracurricular activities appear to exert some combined effect upon the learning 

approach adopted. The study extends prior research as it is conducted with both 

full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree students learning 
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environment, which is a remarkably under-researched context. The present study is 

concerned with (1) the relationship between individual student characteristics such 

as age, gender, study mode, locus of control and extracurricular activities and 

learning approaches; (2) the association between learning approach and academic 

achievement. There is a need to understand the relationship between individual 

student characteristics, learning approaches and academic achievement in higher 

education in order to enhance the effectiveness of student learning. Comparatively 

little is known about any differences in learning approaches between full-time and 

part-time sub-degree students in the Hong Kong context. These questions have 

important implications for Hong Kong sub-degree educators to enhance their course 

design and teaching practice for both full-time and part-time students.  

 

2.9 Characteristics of Hong Kong Chinese Sub-degree Students 
 

The pursuit of academic success is highly emphasized in Hong Kong. Education 

is viewed as an important means to a good job and economic prosperity (Llewllyn, 

et al., 1982). Studies have shown that a greater emphasis on academic achievement 

was placed in Hong Kong than in the UK (Morris, 1983; Winter, 1990). It is often 

perceived that the predominant mode of teaching within secondary schools in Hong 

Kong uses a didactic method (Biggs, 1994). Class sizes typically are about forty 

pupils. Course curriculum and numerous public examinations are set by the 

education authority. Public examinations are taken very seriously, as entry to the 

government-funded universities is highly competitive so that progression from 

secondary school to university is restricted to elite students. There is considerable 

pressure to achieve a good result in public examinations to proceed to the higher 

education. The examination-oriented entry selection results in a didactic teaching 

and rote-learning approach for most secondary school students in Hong Kong 

(Watkins & Biggs, 2001). Associate degree and higher diploma programmes are 

often taken by students from less advantaged academic backgrounds who are not 

able to achieve sufficiently high grades in public examinations to obtain an offer on 

a full-time undergraduate programme at the local university. 

 

Several research findings have reported that Hong Kong Chinese students tend to 

link the process of memorization and understanding to enhance learning (Biggs, 

1994; Gow et al., 1996; Kember & Gow, 1991; Marton et al., 1996; Watkins & 
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Biggs, 1996). Students adopt a ‘narrow orientation’ by systematically working 

through material section by section, tending first to understand and then to 

memorize what they had learnt. Phan and Deo (2007) refer to this as 

‘institutionalization’ of learning where students spot the tricks of effective learning 

by using a combination of memorization and rote learning in order to pass public 

examinations with good grades. Ausubel (1968) explained that the surface approach 

occurs since it is often required of students by the school and students are anxious 

and lack the confidence to adopt the deep approach. This is similar to the situation 

in the UK where Entwistle and Kozeki (1985) found that final-year secondary 

British pupils achieved high scores using the surface approach in response to the 

public examinations that determined their entry to degree study.  

  

However, the empirical results of research on the learning characteristics of Hong 

Kong Chinese students in tertiary education are mixed. Students appear to be good 

at rote-learning and memorization and they are unwilling to think more deeply 

about their subject (Pratt et al., 1999). Students are perceived as having a 

non-critical and non-analytical approach to learning. There is a common 

misconception that Hong Kong students always adopt rote learning and prefer 

passive forms of learning (Kember, 2000; Watkins et al., 1991). Biggs (1989) 

reported that Hong Kong Chinese students achieved higher scores using the deep 

approach compared with their English speaking students at Hong Kong 

international schools. His studies revealed that curriculum design had a large impact 

on the learning approaches adopted by students in Hong Kong and that they are not 

inherently resistant to innovative teaching methods. Surprisingly, most degree 

students become increasingly surface and decreasingly deep in their learning 

approaches (Kember & Gow, 1991; Watkins & Hattie, 1985). 

 

Research findings have shown that learning approach can be affected by cultural 

influences (Agarwal & Misra, 1986; Hau, 1992; Kember & Gow; 1991; Salili, 1993; 

Watkins & Biggs, 1996). Studies by Bond (1983), Hau (1992) and Watkins & Biggs 

(1996) have highlighted the importance of cultural factors on the learning approach 

of Hong Kong Chinese university students. The economic incentives encourage 

Hong Kong parents to place high value on higher education (Hau & Salili, 1991). 

High expectation of educational success is generated in Hong Kong’s cultural 
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environment and school system. 

 

Chinese students are serious in their view of the importance of working hard at 

their studies (Wu, 1996). Salili and Hau (1994) pointed out that Chinese students 

view effort and academic ability as closely related. Traditional Confucian 

philosophy emphasizes the importance of effort, hard work and endurance (Salili, 

1996; Yang, 1986). In general, Chinese students are characterized by hard-work and 

high achievement motivation in an attempt to meet the goals set by the family or the 

peer groups (Salili, 1996; Stevenson & Lee, 1990). Salili and Mak (1988) found 

that the academic success of Hong Kong secondary school students was positively 

related to success in family and social life. In contrast, Murray (1938) studied 

Western high school students and found that their academic success was viewed as 

an individual accomplishment.   

 

Chinese parents have placed much emphasis on a direct link between hard work 

and academic success. They are highly concerned about their children’s academic 

achievement partly due to gain or loss of collective face and a path to higher social 

status and career development (Mordkowitz & Ginsburg, 1987; Stevenson & Lee, 

1990). It appears that students feel obligated to work hard in school because of 

demands and expectations from their parents (Salili & Ching, 1992). Academic 

success is valued implicitly for social advancement and is viewed as a source of 

pride for the family (Ho, 1981). Although the Hong Kong educational system is 

being reformed in the Western context, the Confucian traditions still play a major 

role in public examination and conformity (Hayhoe et al., 2001).  

 

The influence of the Chinese culture is shown in Chinese students’ attributions 

for their academic achievement. Academic success achieved by hard work is more 

valued than success gained through high academic ability. In view of academic 

failures, Chinese students rated effort as most important, followed by context, luck 

and academic ability (Chandler et al, 1981; Yan & Gaier, 1994). Chinese students’ 

attributions to internal and controllable causes such as effort and endurance are in 

line with the value emphasized in Confucian philosophy (Watkins & Biggs, 1996). 

American students perceive an inverse relationship between effort and academic 

ability and hard work is needed due to the lack of academic ability (Salili & Hau, 
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1994). Hong Kong Chinese students of elementary, secondary and tertiary sector 

rated effort and study skills as the most important factors for academic achievement 

(Hau & Salili, 1989; Hau, 1992). Chinese students believe that one can build up 

interest and develop study skills if they work hard (Hau, 1992). 

 

Chinese students studied very hard to prepare for the examination for entry to the 

civil service which aimed to identify a small number of participants with a rounded 

education thousand years ago in China (Stevenson & Lee, 1996). The society has 

developed a respect for education which is very different from other societies. 

Many Hong Kong Chinese parents are willing to invest in education because of the 

value they place on education. This places pressure upon students to work hard and 

achieve academic success.  

 

Numerous studies have revealed that Chinese students at home or abroad tend to 

have good academic results in international comparisons (Hsia, 1988; Stevenson & 

Lee 1996). Stevenson and Lee (1996) indicated that Chinese students were among 

the top-performers in international studies of mathematics and science. Salili et al. 

(2001) found that Hong Kong Chinese students and Canadian Chinese students 

generally worked harder and performed better academically than the European 

Canadian students because of the Confucian traditions. The different cultural 

backgrounds and various social contexts are needed to understand student learning. 

 

Most of the sub-degree students originate from Hong Kong and have Cantonese 

as their first language. Most of the medium of instruction and assessment methods 

of sub-degree programmes are conducted in English in Hong Kong. One of the 

arguments noted that inadequate language proficiency might force students to use 

the surface approach in order to reproduce relevant information in English. 

Contrary to such perceptions, Biggs (1989) and Chan et al. (1991) found that 

Chinese students first translated the study materials from English into Chinese, 

studied the concepts in Chinese and then translated them back into English. Such 

process requires the characteristics of the deep approach. A mix of memorization 

and understanding to tackle learning tasks is one of the characteristics of Hong 

Kong Chinese students. Kember (2000) argued that the learning which involves 

memorizing and understanding is neither surface approach nor rote-learning. It is 
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believed that such a learning approach is part of the deep approach because students 

can understand the concepts or theories to suit some types of examination formats.    

 

Samuelowicz (1987) found that over one-third of 145 lecturers at one Australian 

university felt that Asian students tended to use the surface approach in order to 

pass examinations. Asian students are more prone to rely on the surface approach 

than are western students. The anecdotes suggest that Hong Kong students rely on 

the surface approach and are more passive and less interactive in class than typical 

Western students (Kember & Gow, 1991). Dunbar (1988, p.12) noted that most of 

the Asian students were surface learners. “Learning is seen as possessing the ability 

to reproduce exactly what is taught in identical form. This “reproductive 

orientation” is manifested in rote memorization of facts, formulae, rules, tracts and 

schema. Unifying principles are usually overlooked, and an emphasis on details is 

encouraged. Learners are conditioned to accept and respect what the teacher 

presents as correct.” However, Dunbar did not provide research evidence.  

 

Biggs (1989) noted the comments from an external assessor at the University of 

Hong Kong: “….. the students are said to be regurgitative with little insight and 

understanding of the subject in question, their answers close to what was taught, 

differences between better and poorer students being reflected in more effective 

recall than in qualitative factors (p.27)”. Reid (1989, p.10) reported the reaction of 

an external examiner at the Hong Kong Polytechnic: “Students do better in 

questions requiring factual recollection and are weak in questions requiring 

reasoning and analysis.” 

 

Kember (2000) argued that a common perception that Hong Kong students rely 

upon rote learning and prefer passive forms of learning was not correct. If teachers 

believe such misconception and most students adopt the surface approach, teachers 

might adopt passive forms of teaching such as a didactic spoon-feeding approach 

which further encourages students to adopt the surface approach. If students 

perceive that the course assessment requires them to reproduce materials or 

emphasizes the superficial properties of the material to be learned, they are more 

likely to adopt the surface approach. Rote-learning design curriculum may affect the 

learning approach adopted by students.   
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Kember and Gow (1991) argued that Hong Kong tertiary students used both 

surface and deep approaches because there is a need to limit the amount of 

processing required when students are studying in a second language environment 

and culture attitudes related to Confucian perceptions to the respect of the teacher. 

Previous studies by Kember (1996), Kember and Gow (1990), Marton et al. (1997) 

proposed that some Hong Kong Chinese students used a “deep memorization” 

approach rather than a surface approach and rote learning. That is, while students 

are trying to memorize the learning materials, they are also trying to understand the 

readings, the working together of these two strategies facilitate students memorize 

better the materials.  

 

2.10 The 3P model in the Context of Sub-degree Institutions 
 

The 3P model serves as the conceptual framework for this empirical study in 

which the relationships between individual student characteristics, learning 

approaches and academic achievement of Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree students 

are examined. More of the “average” students have an opportunity to access higher 

education. Few studies have targeted the learning approaches of sub-degree students 

in Asian schools contexts. The researcher seeks to address the following questions.  

 

(1) Is there link between gender and learning approaches of part-time and full-time 

Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students?  

(2) Does study mode (full-time and part-time) affect learning approaches of Hong 

Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students?  

(3) Is there link between locus of control and learning approaches of part-time and 

full-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students?  

(4) Is there any relationship between extracurricular activities and learning 

approaches of part-time and full-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance 

students?  

(5) Is there a positive relationship between deep approach and academic 

achievement of part-time and full-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance 

students?  

(6) Do Hong Kong sub-degree students seek to adopt particular learning 

approaches?  
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(7) Is there any relationship between gender and academic achievement of part-time 

and full-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students? 

(8) Is there any relationship between locus of control and academic achievement of 

part-time and full-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students? 

(9) Is there any relationship between gender, locus of control, extracurricular 

activities, learning approaches and academic achievement of part-time and full-time 

Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students? 

(10) Is there any relationship between gender, study mode, locus of control, 

extracurricular activities, learning approaches and academic achievement of Hong 

Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students? 

 

The 3P model assumes that presage variables may have both a direct effect on 

product variables and an indirect effect via process variables. Watkins and Biggs 

(1996) found that the deep approach was associated with better academic 

performance among Hong Kong secondary school students. Zhang (2000) found a 

positive association between deep approach and academic performance for the US 

university students and a negative association between surface approach and 

academic performance for the Mainland China university students. The main focus 

of the present study is on the relationship between study mode, age, gender, locus of 

control, extracurricular activities, learning approaches and academic achievement 

because this may reveal information about factors which may be improved in order 

to achieve better academic achievement. To date, there is little research in the 

literature which addressed these issues. The present study tries to fill that gap and 

may have important implications at a time of rapid development of sub-degree 

education in Hong Kong. The following figure illustrates the 3P model of 

relationships between study mode, age, gender, locus of control, extracurricular 

activities, learning approaches, and academic achievement. 
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Figure 2. The theoretical relationships between study mode, age, gender, locus of 

control, extracurricular activities, learning approaches, and academic achievement. 
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Chapter 3  Research Design and Method 
 

3.1 The Aims of the Study 
 

Student learning and academic achievement in higher education have been 

researched from various perspectives over the past three decades (Biggs, 1987; 

Drew & Watkins, 1998; Entwistle & Kozeki, 1985; Hattie, 2008; Kember, 2000; 

Leung & Kember, 2003; Marton & Säljö, 1976a, 1976b; Prosser & Trigwell, 1999; 

Säljö, 1981; Schmeck & Grove, 1979; Thomas & Bain, 1984; Watkins, 1986). A 

number of studies have focused on the impact of individual differences such as age, 

locus of control, and self-concept on learning approach and academic achievement 

(Allen, 1992; Fuertes et al., 1994; Kwok & Lytton, 1996, Sadler-Smith, 1996; 

Sadler-Smith & Tsang, 1998; Watkins & Hattie, 1985).  

 

Research into the relationship between individual student characteristics and 

learning approaches has been conducted using both qualitative and quantitative 

methods. Qualitative studies (Marton & Säljö, 1976a, 1976b; Pask, 1976, 1988; 

Svensen, 1977) have emphasized the use of in-depth interviews and the subjective 

examination of learning approaches of a small number of students. Quantitative 

studies (Biggs, 1978, 1984, 1985; Drew & Watkins, 1998; Hattie, 2008; Phan, 2006; 

Schmeck & Grove, 1979; Schmeck et al., 1991; Trigwell & Prosser, 1991) have 

generally focused on a statistical analysis of self-report questionnaires and 

retrospective examinations of the learning approaches of large groups of students. 

Entwistle and Hounsell (1979) argued that both qualitative and quantitative 

approaches to studying learning are complementary in nature.   

 

This research attempts to investigate, using Biggs’s 3P model, the relationship 

between individual student characteristics (presage), learning approaches (process) 

and academic achievement (product) using a quantitative approach. The 3P model 

provides a framework for putting together the key variables in the classroom to 

understand the way in which they may operate in relation to each other. The 

purpose of the present study is to identify the relationship between study mode, age, 

gender, locus of control, extra-curricular activities, learning approaches and 

academic achievement in a group of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese 

sub-degree finance students.  
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The literature review which focuses on gender, age, study mode, locus of control, 

extra-curricular activities and learning approaches reveals that each of these 

variables is related to academic achievement. In the case of full-time and part-time 

Chinese sub-degree students, the relationships of these variables are unclear and 

there is little research to address these issues. The present study is intended to 

substantiate previous findings on these variables relating to Chinese students (Biggs, 

1992; Drew & Watkins, 1998; Hau & Salili, 1990, 1991). The study focuses on 

full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree students in order to extend 

Biggs’s findings to a different population at a time of rapid development of 

sub-degree programmes in Hong Kong. 

 

The present study is designed to achieve three objectives. First, the study is 

intended to examine the reliability and validity of the research instruments 

including the Revised Two-Factor Study Process Questionnaire (R-SPQ-2F) and the 

Revised Causal Dimension Scale (CDSII) in the case of full-time and part-time 

Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree students. Second, it is intended to examine the 

relationship between study mode, age, gender, locus of control, extracurricular 

activities and learning approaches. Third, the study is intended to investigate the 

relationship between the learning approaches and academic achievement of 

full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree students. It is hypothesised 

that study mode, age, gender, locus of control and extracurricular activities account 

for a significant amount of variance in learning approaches. It is also proposed that 

there is a positive relationship between the deep approach and academic 

achievement for both part-time and full-time students. Comparisons of the learning 

approaches are made between part-time and full-time sub-degree students.    

 

3.2 Statement of the Research Problem 
 

The study aims to examine the relationship between study mode, age, gender, 

locus of control, extracurricular activities, learning approaches and academic 

achievement by using 3P model of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese 

sub-degree finance students.  
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3.2.1 Main Research Questions 
 

The main research questions are presented below. 

 

(1) Is there link between gender and learning approaches of part-time and full-time 

Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students?  

(2) Does study mode (full-time and part-time) affect learning approaches of Hong 

Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students?  

(3) Is there link between locus of control and learning approaches of part-time and 

full-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students?  

(4) Is there any relationship between extracurricular activities and learning 

approaches of part-time and full-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance 

students?  

(5) Is there a positive relationship between deep approach and academic 

achievement of part-time and full-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance 

students?  

(6) Do Hong Kong sub-degree students seek to adopt particular learning 

approaches?  

(7) Is there any relationship between gender and academic achievement of part-time 

and full-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students? 

(8) Is there any relationship between locus of control and academic achievement of 

part-time and full-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students? 

(9) Is there any relationship between gender, locus of control, extracurricular 

activities, learning approaches and academic achievement of part-time and full-time 

Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students? 

(10) Is there any relationship between gender, age, locus of control, extracurricular 

activities, learning approaches and academic achievement of Hong Kong Chinese 

sub-degree finance students? 

 

3.2.2 Specific Research Hypotheses 
 

The following specific research hypotheses are formed based on the specific 

research questions. 

 

1. There is a significant relationship between gender and the learning approach of 
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full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. 

 

2. There is a positive relationship between maturity (or age) and deep approach of 

Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. Mature students are more likely 

than younger students to adopt the deep approach. 

 

3. There is a positive relationship between internal locus of control and deep 

approach of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance 

students. 

 

4. There is a positive relationship between extracurricular activities and deep 

approach of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance 

students. 

 

5. There is a positive relationship between deep approach and academic 

achievement of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance 

students. 

 

6. There is a significant relationship between gender and academic achievement of 

full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. 

 

7. There is a positive relationship between internal locus of control and academic 

achievement of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance 

students. 

 

Such questions are not just theoretically interesting, but also important for 

sub-degree educators seeking to understand the relationship between individual 

student characteristics, learning approaches and academic achievement in an 

attempt to enhance the teaching and learning process of Hong Kong Chinese 

sub-degree students. The research is needed to develop a deeper understanding of 

how students learn and how we can help them to learn more effectively if further 

improvement is to be achieved. 
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3.3 Significance of the Research  
 

The present study stems from a number of factors which have important 

implications for the development of sub-degree programmes in Hong Kong. With 

the change from elite to mass tertiary education systems in Hong Kong over the 

past 20 years, considerable pressure has been placed on education institutions to 

enhance the quality of teaching and learning quality. One consequence of these 

changes has been a shift in emphasis in the approaches taken to teaching and 

learning in higher education. There is a pressing need to develop a greater 

understanding of students’ learning approaches which is accepted by teachers in the 

sub-degree sector in order to enhance the effectiveness of student learning. 

 

To date, little research has been conducted on full-time and part-time Hong Kong 

Chinese sub-degree students. The way students learn could depend on their 

individual student characteristics and their learning approaches. The findings of this 

research on the relationship between individual student characteristics and learning 

approaches could help toward building a learning model and improve the quality of 

student learning outcomes. No other research study has so far examined the 3P 

model to support the positive relationship between deep approach and academic 

achievement in the case of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree 

finance students. Through greater understanding of the relationships between 

learning approaches and academic achievement, educators may be better equipped 

to design teaching methods and assessment which improve students’ learning 

outcomes. The study extends prior research as it is conducted in Hong Kong 

Chinese sub-degree finance students. It is hoped that the results of the present study 

may improve understanding of how these variables and learning approaches differ 

in the case of part-time and full-time students. It is believed that Hong Kong 

students are continuously pressured to compete academically and learning may 

serve different purposes. The findings have significant implications for sub-degree 

educators to help to enhance the learning environment and teaching context. 

      

3.4 Research Paradigms: Positivism 
 

Research paradigms are researchers’ ways of looking at the world. It is generally 

accepted that positivism and interpretivism are the two major epistemological 
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paradigms in educational research. Positivism is a term adopted by social scientists 

to imply the application of the scientific method to the study of human behaviour. 

The paradigm regards knowledge as objective, hard and tangible. Giddens (1975) 

stated that the methodological procedures of the natural sciences may be directly 

applied to the social sciences and the end-product of investigations by the social 

scientist can be formulated in terms which parallel those of the natural sciences. 

Positivism states that the purpose of science is to look into what is observable and 

measurable. The goal of knowledge is to describe the phenomena experienced. It 

can be argued that we inhabit a coherent, uniform and relatively stable society 

which can be measured, understood, and generalized by scientific methods. In other 

words, there is an objective reality in the society. If the social world is observed 

well enough, it is able to predict and control (Punch, 2005). In positivists’ thinking, 

a social reality exists and it is possible to establish sets of social facts to identify 

causality through empirical research. 

 

Morrison (2002) discussed a number of features of positivism in educational 

research. People are the objects in research and the feelings of people such as 

students, teachers or principals are not taken into consideration. Only observable 

facts can be considered to be knowledge in positivist approaches to educational 

research. Deductive reasoning is employed in positivist approaches through the 

testing of hypotheses which are generated by theories. Hypotheses are seen as 

predictions or answers to specific research questions and play a key role in 

quantitative research.  

 

The conceptual framework shows the conceptual status of the factors, variables 

or phenomena with which researchers are working. It is a representation of the main 

concepts or variables, and their presumed relationship with each other. The linking 

of concepts and data is made in a pre-figured quantitative research. The data 

obtained by the positivistic researcher can be viewed as objective, quantifiable, 

explanatory and replicable. Data analysis involves various statistical methods with 

large samples such as regression analysis. Context is controlled in quantitative 

research. Quantitative methods are relatively narrowly focused and 

outcome-oriented. The findings of quantitative research may be generalized to 

various circumstances.  
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The positivist researcher is concerned with the value of objectivity in research by 

employing statistical methods. Quantitative methods provide an opportunity to test 

large sample sizes and are easily standardized and offer statistically verifiable 

results. For example, close-ended surveys appear to be a feasible way to collect 

reliable data if participants are sensitive to specific questions relating to their image 

and their belief.  

 

The present study employs the close-ended survey method and quantitative 

analysis. There are several advantages of using a close-ended survey in the present 

study. First, one of the objectives of the study is to empirically test the 3P model in 

the context of Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree students. The close-ended survey can 

obtain a sufficient sample size to run reliable statistical tests of the relationship 

predicted by the model. Second, in view of the large sample size, it may be possible 

to generalize the findings of the quantitative study to other sub-degree students in 

Hong Kong. Third, face-to-face interviews relating to learning approach and 

personality are sensitive for Hong Kong Chinese students who may not be willing 

to answer honestly. The close-ended survey is feasible to gather reliable data and 

appears to be broader in scope. Fourth, quantitative approaches provide empirically 

verifiable estimates of the magnitude of relationships between different variables in 

the model. Thomas and Bain (1984) note that “it has commonly been assumed that 

questionnaires are more suited to the measurement of learning styles, whereas 

interviews enable the contextual variability of learning to be detected” (p. 228).  

 

The usefulness of the survey is dependent upon the degree of students’ awareness 

of their learning approach. However, Entwistle and Hounsell (1979) warned that the 

quantitative approach restricted consideration to a set of inventory items determined 

by the research and forced the students to report their learning approach which 

over-emphasizes the consistency of their learning behaviour. It is also argued by 

Thomas and Bain (1984) that over-emphasising the consistency of student learning 

approaches by using a self-reported survey cannot explain the possibility of a 

change in learning approaches in response to other external factors. The reliability 

of information obtained depends on participants’ ability to accurately report their 

evidence in questionnaires. 
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Other potential problems of a survey include unclear vocabulary, uncertain test 

directions and complex sentence structures. This researcher believes that 

weaknesses of a survey can be overcome. A pilot study can fine tune vocabulary, 

sentence structures, scoring methods to improve the reliability and validity of 

surveys.  

 

3.4.1 Research Paradigms: Interpretivism 
 

Interpretivists aim to find out the meaning of social events and people’s 

experience. Cohen et al. (2000) and Punch (2005) argued that quantitative methods 

are not normally appropriate for studying an inner perspective of social events. 

Interpretivists view knowledge as personal, subjective and unique. Social reality is 

socially constructed and the subjective experience of individuals in the social world 

is important in which people understand reality in various ways (Burrell & Morgan, 

1979). There cannot be an objective reality without considering the research 

subjects’ perspectives. In contrast to positivism, the emphasis in interpretivism is 

upon research participants as research subjects rather than research objects. The 

focus has been on the subjective reality for individuals. Qualitative data entail 

gathering empirical information about the world in the form of observations, 

documents, diaries, or unstructured interviews which reveal deeply 

thought-provoking experiences, perceptions, and judgments of respondents such as 

personal feelings about good teaching performance.  

 

The source of hypotheses and theories are developed inductively by using 

qualitative data. Data analysis primarily involves a descriptive and interpretive 

approach by organizing data into categories, identifying patterns and generating a 

descriptive narrative synthesis. Qualitative research examines the full context to 

develop a deep understanding or capture human perspectives. Quantitative research 

tends to use pre-specified questions, whereas qualitative research is likely to be 

more diverse. The qualitative approach can provide in-depth information about the 

individual. Rather than trying to make generalizations, qualitative studies are 

appealing because they provide a detailed understanding of the diversity and 

complexity of the individual. Bell (1993, p. 5) pointed out “Researchers adopting a 

qualitative perspective are more concerned to understand individuals’ perceptions of 
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the world. They seek insight rather than statistical analysis”. 

 

Middlewood et al. (1999, p.11) summarized the essential features of both 

positivism and interpretivism in the following table: 

 
Positivism Interpretivism 

1. The world is external  

and objective 

2. The observer is independent 

3. Science is value free 

4. The focus is on facts 

5. Search for causality 

6. Reduce to simplest elements 

7. Formulating concepts for 

measurement 

8. Large samples 

 

 

1. The world is socially constructed and  

subjective 

2. The observer is part of what is observed 

3. Science is driven by human interests 

4. The focus is on meanings 

5. Try to understand what is happening 

6. Look at the totality of the situation 

7. Using multiple methods to establish  

different views of the phenomena 

8. Small samples looked at in depth or over time 

 

The effectiveness of qualitative analysis depends on the quality of the method 

such as an interview. Validity and reliability of interviews are major considerations 

in assessing research outcomes. There are a number of issues which have to be 

considered. First, the subjectivity and possible bias of the interviewer might 

adversely affect the validity of the interview. Second, interviewing in some areas 

might invade privacy. Third, Punch (2005) stressed that the accuracy of an 

interviewee’s memories, dishonesty, self-deception, social desirability, 

correspondence between verbal responses and behaviour may also affect the 

validity of an interview. It is not easy to determine the trustworthiness of 

information or opinion by the interviewee; telling lies is part of the problem. The 

success of interviews can be influenced by the interviewer’s manner, 

encouragement and other external factors (Robotham, 2004; Sikes, 2000). 

 

The artificiality of the interview situation may conceivably create artificial 

answers and descriptions. There remains a possibility that the respondents may 
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somehow be prompted by the interviewer or be affected in some other way by 

unintended aspects of the interviewer’s behaviour. The process of behaviour 

confirmation in social interactions affects the validity of qualitative methods. The 

aspects of the researcher’s behaviour may encourage the respondents to reply in a 

manner that confirms the researcher’s own stereotypes (Snyder & Swann, 1978). 

This situation can be triggered by highly visible characteristics such as a person’s 

age, gender or physical appearance and it helps to sustain social stereotypes that 

may be quite erroneous. These biases can be reduced by using standardized 

procedures, such as questionnaires, in a research context that do not depend on any 

close personal interaction between the researchers and the respondents. In 

qualitative research, subjective interpretation of the information is not easily 

avoided.  

 

The relationship between the interviewee and interviewer such as teacher and 

students might generate pressure in interviews. Students may not be willing to 

express their learning experience because of the relationship between interviewer 

(teacher) and interviewee (student) in classrooms. For instance, students may not be 

willing to comment on their negative learning experiences in a teacher-student 

interview setting.  

 

In this type of research on student learning, the usefulness of interviews is 

dependent upon the degree of students’ awareness of their learning process which 

they may not be able to explain. The limitation of generalisability in conducting an 

in-depth study of a single case is another concern. Different assumptions and 

various background information are taken into consideration. Unlike quantitative 

methods, there are interactions between researchers and respondents which are 

necessary to explore the research questions. Numerous studies of learning 

approaches have used the interview-based methodology to categorize deep and 

surface approaches (Bowden, 1986; Marton, 1979; Marton & Säljö, 1976a, 1976b; 

Marton & Svensson, 1979) and quality of learning in secondary and tertiary 

students. However, the research procedures used in these studies are often not 

specific.  

 



 69

3.4.2 Research Approaches 
 

Research approaches refer to the methodology that has been adopted to conduct 

the research which considers the conceptual framework and the design of research 

questions to select the appropriate research method. Studies of individual student 

characteristics, learning approaches and academic achievement have been 

conducted using either qualitative or quantitative approaches in various colleges or 

universities in different countries (Albaili, 1997; Beckwith, 1991; Biggs, 1987; 

Brennan, 1986; Byrne et al., 2002; Cantwell & Moore, 1996; Chan et al., 1991; 

Drew & Watkins, 1998; Hattie, 2008; Ho et al., 1999; Phan, 2006; Sadler-Smith, 

1996; Säljö, 1981; Schmeck & Grove, 1979; Watkins, 1986; Zhang, 2000). The 

present study focuses on a representative sub-degree institution to study the 

relationship between individual student characteristics, learning approaches and 

academic achievement of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree 

finance students by using the quantitative approach.  

 

3.4.3 Research Methods 
 

Research into individual student characteristics and learning approaches has been 

conducted using both qualitative and quantitative methods. Qualitative studies 

(Pask, 1976, 1988; Marton & Säljö, 1976a, 1976b; Svensen, 1977) have 

emphasized the use of in-depth interviews and the subjective examination of 

learning approaches of small number of students. Qualitative research emphasizes 

the association between the individual construction of knowledge and what is 

imposed on the student from the outside world. Quantitative studies (Biggs, 1978, 

1984, 1985; Entwistle, 1987; Schmeck, 1988) have generally focused on a 

statistical analysis of self-report questionnaires and retrospective examinations of 

the learning approaches of large groups of students.  

 

This study uses a quantitative approach from the positivist paradigm to 

empirically test Biggs’s 3P model of the relationships between gender, age, locus of 

control, extracurricular activities, learning approaches, and academic achievement. 

A quantitative methodology is employed to empirically test the model because the 

focus of the study is on the relationships to explain how the variables are related 

with each other. The variables and hypotheses are developed and operationally 
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defined in this study to test theories by using sufficiently large samples in an 

attempt to answer specific research questions. The emphasis is on breadth rather 

than depth. The research questions are addressed through a survey method. 

Questionnaires are used to gather data on students’ learning approaches. Academic 

achievement is measured by grade point average. 

 

3.4.4 The Hypothesized Model 
 

On the basis of Biggs’s 3P model, a basic model is developed to describe the 

relationships between gender, age, study mode, locus of control, extracurricular 

activities, learning approaches and the academic achievement of Hong Kong 

Chinese sub-degree students. Figure 3 shows that gender, age, study mode, locus of 

control, and extracurricular activities are subsumed under the presage domain. The 

deep and surface approaches (learning process variables) are subsumed under the 

process domain. The GPA (learning outcome variable) is subsumed under the 

product domain. There is a path leading from gender, age, study mode, locus of 

control, and extracurricular activities to learning approaches. There are paths 

leading from both surface approach and deep approach to academic achievement. It 

is assumed that there is a negative relationship between surface approach and 

academic achievement and a positive relationship between deep approach and 

academic achievement. Regression analyses are conducted in order to determine the 

relationship between presage variables, process variables and product variable of 

both full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. 
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Figure 3. The theoretical relationships between study mode, age, gender, locus of 

control, extracurricular activities, learning approaches, and academic achievement. 
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3.5 Research Instruments 
 

Biggs’s 3P model differs from other perspectives in the focus of its two domains: 

how students approach their learning task (strategy) and why they want to approach 

the task in a particular way (motive). Biggs (1987) assessed students’ motives, 

strategies and approaches using a self-reported questionnaire, in which factor 

analysis generated three factors, each consisting of items that formed congruent 

motive-strategy combinations. His Study Process Questionnaire (SPQ) was 

designed for college and university students (Biggs, 1987). Students rate their usual 

way of learning on a Likert scale with items addressing surface, deep and achieving 

motives and strategies. Scores then represent pre-dispositions towards the various 

approaches (the combination of a motive and its corresponding strategy scores 

forms the corresponding approach). The Revised Two-Factor Study Process 

Questionnaire (R-SPQ-2F) is used to evaluate the motives, strategies and learning 

approaches in this study because the R-SPQ-2F is constructed on the basis of 

Biggs’s 3P model (Biggs et al., 2001; Kember & Leung, 1998).  

 

The original SPQ containing 36 items was developed within the theoretical 

framework of the 3P model (Biggs, 1987). Higher-order factor analysis of the 

original items generates three factors that comprised two kinds of factor, those 

corresponding to a motive and those corresponding to a congruent strategy. The 

three motives and three congruent strategies are classified as surface, deep, and 

achieving and a component motive and strategy score for each approach.  

 

The SPQ was originally designed to assess the learning approaches of Australian 

and Canadian students and was subsequently used with Hong Kong students (Biggs, 

1987, 1992). Biggs (1987) offered large statistical data on the SPQ from a 

representative sample of 2373 Australian university students. The study yields an 

internal consistency of the measure, with all dimensions generating an alpha 

coefficient of between 0.61 and 0.85. The deep learning approach illustrates the 

greatest consistency and the surface motive shows the least. Students’ own 

estimates of their performance, their satisfaction with their performance and 

correlations with academic results are used as an evaluation of construct validity. 

The correlation coefficient for the relationship between surface approach and 

academic results is -0.15, and 0.2 for the relationship between deep approach and 
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academic results. All these figures are significant statistically.  

 

Biggs (1992) further reported that adequate reliability and within-construct 

validity of the SPQ had been determined by the test-retest reliability, internal 

consistency and LISREL estimates of dimensionality such as goodness-of-fit 

indices. The reliability and validity of the revised SPQ has been tested in studies of 

Hong Kong students’ learning approaches (Biggs, 1992; Biggs & Watkins, 1995; 

Biggs et al., 2001; Kember & Gow, 1991).  

 

As there is a need for a shorter two-factor version of the SPQ to address deep and 

surface approaches only which could be administered easily for use in monitoring 

teaching and learning contexts, the R-SPQ-2F is formed and it has very good 

psychometric properties (Biggs et al., 2001). Confirmatory factor analysis shows a 

good fit with the two-factor structure by using Hong Kong tertiary students. It 

found that tertiary students’ learning approaches could be interpreted in a 

hierarchical structure which has two second-order factors including deep and 

surface learning. The R-SPQ-2F is considered a simpler scale to use in terms of 

reliability and validity to measure deep and surface approaches (Biggs et al., 2001; 

Chan, 2007).  

 

Each learning approach has two components. The first component is learning 

motive which means why students learn. The second component is learning strategy 

which means how students learn. With four sub-scales relating to two motives and 

two strategy factors, both deep and surface approach scales had well identified 

motive and strategy sub-scales: surface-motive, surface-strategy, deep-motive, 

deep-strategy. A total of 20 questions are presented in deep and surface motive and 

strategy scales each with 5 items, 10 items per approach score. Students are asked to 

identify if the statement is or is not like them. A five-point Likert scale from 

‘always true of me’ which is anchored by 5 to ‘only rarely true of me’ which is 

anchored by 1 is used to solicit responses. The R-SPQ-2F has two main scales, 

Deep Approach (DA) and Surface Approach (SA) with four subscales, Deep Motive 

(DM), Deep Strategy (DS), Surface Motive (SM), and Surface Strategy (SS). From 

the 20 items, the deep approach (established from a deep strategy and deep motive 

subscales) and the surface approach (established from a surface strategy and surface 
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motive subscales) scores are obtained. High scores in each case reflect a greater 

tendency to use that particular learning approach. The full version of the R-SPQ-2F 

is provided in the appendix. English is the language of instruction at the school and 

there is no need to translate the questionnaires. The following chart shows the 

composition of the R-SPQ-2F scale and sub-scale scores.  

 

Composition of the R-SPQ-2F scale and subscale scores 

Level Surface Deep 

Subscale Motive Strategy Motive Strategy 

    

Scale Approach Approach 

     

 

 

For instance, “My aim is to pass the course while doing as little work as 

possible” (surface motive), and “I only study seriously what’s given out in class or 

in the course outlines” (surface strategy). “I find that at times studying gives me a 

feeling of deep personal satisfaction” (deep motive), and “I find that I have to do 

enough work on a topic so that I can form my own conclusions before I am 

satisfied” (deep strategy). Studies using this instrument provided reliability 

estimates ranging from 0.57 to 0.72 for the four subscales (Biggs et al., 2001; 

Leung & Kember, 2003).  

 

Items in a scale are put together in the questionnaire under the heading of the 

scale title as a means of enhancing understanding of the construct. A five-point 

Likert scale from ‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’ is used to solicit responses. 

Permission to use the survey instrument is obtained from the relevant author. A 

number of studies have been implemented to operationalise the distinction between 

deep and surface approaches in terms of students’ response to various scales of 

questionnaires. Three research instruments have been employed to obtain results 

from students: the Study Processes Questionnaire (SPQ) (Biggs, 1978, 1985); the 

Inventory of Learning Processes (Schmeck et al., 1977); and the Approaches to 
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Studying Inventory (Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983; Watkins & Regmi; 1996). The 

results from these questionnaires have been revealed to closely parallel the surface 

and deep approach identified by Marton and Säljö (1976a, 1976b) using a 

qualitative approach (Entwistle & Waterston, 1988). 

 

There are several reasons for using the R-SPQ-2F in this study. First, the 

R-SPQ-2F is derived from the theoretical and empirical literature which defines the 

personal qualities considered to be important to academic learning which measures 

learning approaches in terms of sub-scales reflecting the student’s motives and 

strategies on each of the two major dimensions. These motives and strategies have 

been examined in various contexts such as teaching and learning environments 

(Biggs, 1999), cross-cultural comparisons (Kember & Gow, 1990) and student 

characteristics (Watkins & Hattie, 1981).  

 

Second, the psychometric properties of the SPQ scales have been assessed by 

different researchers (Albaili, 1995; Watkins, 1998; Zhang & Sternberg, 2000). It is 

reported that in many cases, the SPQ is a reliable and valid instrument for assessing 

students’ learning approaches. Studies by Niles (1995) and Watkins & Dahlin (1997) 

supported the internal validity of the SPQ which is assessed through examining the 

internal structure of the instrument. The external validity of the SPQ is assessed 

through examining the SPQ against other instruments which are assumed to be 

based on similar constructs with the SPQ. It has been found that the SPQ assesses 

similar constructs as Entwistle’s (1981) Approaches to Studying Inventory (Wilson 

et al., 1996) and Cantwell and Moore’s (1996) Strategic Flexibility Questionnaire.  

 

Factor analysis of the SPQ and the Approaches to Studying Inventory by Kember 

and Gow (1990) showed that the two factorial structures were slightly different. 

Kember and Leung (1998) showed that the SPQ can be described in terms of two 

factors (deep and surface approaches) by using confirmatory factor analysis. Wong 

et al. (1996) tested six models of primary and secondary school SPQ data from 

Nigeria, Zimbabwe, Malaysia, China, Hong Kong and Canada and found that 

two-factor structures as having better model fit than three-factor models. Kember et 

al. (2004) tested the R-SPQ-2F and found that secondary school students’ learning 

approaches could be interpreted in a hierarchical manner. The hierarchical structure 
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contains two second-order factors – deep and surface factors – with four sub-scales 

relating to two motive and two strategy factors. The overall hierarchical structure 

still maintains Biggs’s (1987) original conceptualization of the motive and strategy 

factors of learning approaches. Biggs (1999) affirmed the abandonment of the 

achieving approach.  

     

3.5.1 Academic Achievement  
 

Grade point averages (GPA) of the whole programme scores for each student 

combine marks in the term-end examination (60%) and continuous assessment 

(20% assignments and 20% mid-term test). In general, questions on the term test 

and the final examination are structured to analyze rather than recall factual 

information. The course GPA is a weighted average of the GPAs for all compulsory 

subjects, which is measured on a scale from A (excellent) to F (fail), from the 

commencement of their study to the point at which the survey is conducted. These 

grades are converted to numbers for data analysis and higher numbers pointed to 

better grades (A = 5, B = 4, C = 3, D = 2, F = 1).  

 

While it is argued that qualitative measures of learning outcomes may be better 

indicators of student learning, GPA in well designed assessments offers an 

appropriate measure (Prosser & Trigwell, 1999; Trigwell & Prosser, 1991). GPA is 

widely used as an index of students’ academic ability. This index is also a predictor 

of students’ general intelligence (Ridgell & Lounsbury, 2004). The high and low 

academic achievers are classified by GPA. Many studies have used GPA as the 

measure of learning outcome in investigating the relationship between learning 

approaches and academic performance (Byrne et al., 2002; Trigwell & Prosser, 

1991; Sadler-Smith, 1996).    

 

3.5.2 Locus of Control  
 

The Revised Causal Dimension Scale (CDSII) is used to measure the locus of 

control. The respondents decide on their perceived reasons for their academic 

success and failure in response to four various dimensions of causality which 

included locus of control, stability, personal control and external control using 

nine-point rating scales.  
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The traditional method to measure locus of control is for researchers to translate 

the respondents’ perceived causes into dimensions. (McAuley et al., 1992). Russell 

(1982) argued that a potential attribution research error was that the researcher 

perceived causes in the same way as the participants. Weiner argued that ‘a basic 

error exhibited in attribution research ….. is that the ‘a priori’ categorization of 

cause is accepted without considering the situation as perceived by the subject’ 

(Weiner, 1983, p.535). The Revised CDSII was developed by McAuley et al. (1992) 

which the participant could directly indicate how he or she views underlying 

dimensions of their causes (Russell et al., 1987). Confirmatory factor analyses are 

conducted to test the hypothesized factor structure and the results reported that the 

model fitted the data (McAuley et al., 1992). Benson (1989) noted the advantage of 

the CDSII was that the respondents determined the dimensionality of the causes 

rather than researchers. Only the locus of causality scale is used for model testing in 

the present study. 
             

3.6 Validity and Reliability 
 

Validity is vital in all kinds of tests and measures. It is a matter of degree to 

which a test measures what it is supposed to measure in an intended content area 

and generate appropriate analysis from the data. Ambiguous test items, unclear 

vocabulary, complex sentence structures, inconsistent scoring methods, uncertain 

test directions and inappropriate data collection procedures may adversely affect the 

validity of surveys. A quantitative research study is concerned with external validity 

in which research findings can be usefully generalized to the wider population or to 

other similar cases.  

 

The internal validity is tested through examining the internal structure of the 

instrument. Biggs et al. (2003) reported that the R-SPQ-2F was a reliable and valid 

instrument for assessing tertiary students’ learning approaches. The external validity 

is obtained through examining the SPQ against other instruments assumed to be 

based on similar constructs with the SPQ. The SPQ assesses similar constructs as 

Entwistle’s (1981) approaches to studying inventory (Wilson et al., 1996) and 

Cantwell and Moore’s (1996) Strategic Flexibility Questionnaire.  
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Reliability involves two main aspects: consistency over time and internal 

consistency (Punch, 2005). Data is reliable to the extent that there is consistency in 

the research conducted by different individuals over time. Sapsford and Evans 

(1984) emphasized that instrument design and testing were important in assessing 

the reliability of survey research because of the lack of direct interaction between 

researchers and respondents in self-administered surveys. Internal consistency deals 

with the reliability of a test at one time by using Cronbach’s alpha (Cronbach, 1951). 

It measures the consistency of the items in a test and with the test as a whole. Items 

are internally consistent when its items are measuring similar things. Cronbach’s 

alpha deals with the internal consistency of tests for multiple scored items such as 

Likert scales. Relevant statistical tests are conducted to ensure reliability of research 

instruments and the results are discussed in the next chapter. 

 

3.7 Student Sample  
 

There are various higher diploma and associate degree offered by 

government-funded universities in Hong Kong with different fields. Each of the 

programmes consists of a different programme structure, curriculum, assessment, 

field trips, teaching hours and summer internship. Learning experiences across 

different institutions and disciplines may be very different. In the light of findings 

that learning approaches vary as a function of fields, year of study, assessment 

methods and learning environment, the present study uses a more homogeneous 

sample of students by limiting the sample to the final year sub-degree finance 

students. This procedure allowed for a comparison of findings between full-time 

and part-time students. It may also prevent the potentially confounding effects of 

gender and age differences between different academic disciplines.     

 

Accidental sampling is used in the present study. Accidental sampling is a type of 

non-probability sampling in which samples are chosen because they are readily 

available. Non-probability sampling means that the probability of selection is not 

known (Punch, 2005). Although homogeneous samples from one college may limit 

generalisability beyond final year sub-degree students, statistical analysis can be 

conducted to compare the difference between full-time and part-time students in 

terms of their presage variables in this study.   
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HKU SPACE serves as a representative model in Hong Kong because it is the 

first and largest institution in Hong Kong to offer higher diplomas and associate 

degrees in Hong Kong since 2000. The full-time student population was larger than 

5,000 in 2006 with the large majority of students coming directly from secondary 

schools in Hong Kong (Chiu & Cunich, 2008). The full-time students are highly 

uniform in relation to their education background and age, with most students 

starting their course in the age range of 18 to 20. The full-time students are not 

campus residents, as the college does not provide halls of residence at the time of 

the study so that most of the students live in the family home. English is used as the 

medium of instruction in the community college and most of students’ home 

language is Cantonese.       

 

Higher diploma programmes, at sub-degree level, are normally taken by students 

who cannot achieve sufficient grades to gain admission to government-funded 

university programmes. The average age of full-time students tends to be younger 

than that of part-time students because all part-time students are working adults. All 

part-time courses are taught in classes in the evening. The higher diploma 

programme requires part-time students to attend three evening classes per week 

with three hours’ duration. Full-time students are required to attend seven day-time 

classes per week, each of three hours’ duration. In the past, few adults have had an 

opportunity to continue in post-secondary education because of the lack of 

provision. Others were unable to obtain entry to a government-funded university 

because of the limited number of places and the high level of formal qualifications 

needed for entry. Continuing education is providing an opportunity to extend the 

education beyond the period of compulsory schooling for those who did not have 

that chance.  

 

This study is conducted with 3 cohorts of full-time and part-time students on the 

higher diploma in finance programme at HKU SPACE. The higher diploma in 

finance is one of the major programmes with a large number of full-time and 

part-time students to facilitate a comparison of full-time and part-time students in 

the study. The total number of full-time and part-time higher diploma in finance is 

139 and 140 respectively. The sample size is 131 full-time students and 130 

part-time students respectively in this study. All the full-time students are in their 
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late teens or early twenties; all the part-time students are working adult and their 

average age is 28. The students originate from Hong Kong and have Cantonese as 

their first language.  

 

3.7.1 Pilot Study 
 

Prior to questionnaire data collection, a preliminary version of the questionnaire 

was tested on a small sample of students in order to check and eliminate possible 

ambiguous item formulation. The pilot test was conducted in March 2007. The 

questionnaire was administered during week 11 of the 12-week teaching 

programme. The purpose of this pilot study is to confirm that the questionnaires 

used in the study are clear, precise, understandable and appropriate for Hong Kong 

Chinese sub-degree students. 10 full-time and 10 part-time higher diploma student 

volunteers were selected. Students were made aware of the objectives of the 

questionnaires. The pilot surveys were conducted by the researcher. All students 

were from Hong Kong and had Cantonese as a first language.  

 

The researcher’s room was not used to conduct the survey as some students may 

have found this intimidating. Questionnaires were given out to students after their 

classes. Post-questionnaire interviews were conducted in order to gather feedback 

from students in relation to the instruments. Most of the students, however, did not 

believe that there was a particular relationship between deep approach and 

academic achievement. They found that the outcomes of the process of teaching and 

learning in their secondary school were judged by whether students were able to 

pass the public examinations. Some of them noted that it might be easier to pass the 

examinations by using the surface approach because the coverage of the 

examinations was too large. It is not uncommon for students to focus on particular 

parts of their subjects in order to pass examinations in Hong Kong (Pratt et al., 

1999).  

 

The interview revealed that the students’ learning approach was dependent upon 

a host of factors such as teaching and assessment methods, classroom climate, peer 

group study and application of knowledge. A number of students found that they 

were only likely to use the deep approach in courses in which they were interested. 

They used the surface approach in their secondary school because students were 
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driven by the Hong Kong public examinations, with teachers drilling students to 

perform well in the examinations.  

 

One additional finding warrants comment. A number of male students highlighted 

that career planning and development is a major reason to adopt the deep approach 

in this programme. They thought that there might be a relationship between deep 

approach and skills development. Kemp and Seagraves (1995) argued that the 

development of transferable skills rather than academic achievement was a core 

value in higher education. 

 

Some students in the post-questionnaire interview suggested that some items in 

the study process questionnaire were not clear. For example, the no.2 item that read 

“I find that I have to do enough work on a topic so that I can form my own 

conclusions before I am satisfied”; no. 5 item that read “I feel that virtually any 

topic can be highly interesting once I get into it” and no. 10 item that read “I test 

myself on important topics until I understand them completely”. First, students 

noted that both a surface and deep learning approach could be applied to no. 2 item 

if students aim to achieve high grades in the public exams. Second, students did not 

understand the linkage of learning approach and the meaning of the no. 5 item. 

Third, students noted that the wording of ‘important topics’ was misleading because 

students who adopted the surface approach might test themselves on important 

topics in order to pass the examinations. Some of them suggested that the adjective  

‘important’ might be replaced by ‘different’ or ‘every’. It was found that some 

wording in the R-SPQ-2F might be unclear for sub-degree students. Some sentences 

in the instruments could be modified for community college students. Overall, 

students were able to understand the meaning of both instruments.  

 

The possibility of the SPQ scores being affected by whether or not a student’s 

name was required was examined by Biggs (Kember & Gow, 1991). The SPQ was 

used by two randomly selected groups of students from the university in Hong 

Kong. One group was asked to provide their name. The other group finished the 

SPQ anonymously. No significant differences were found between the two groups 

on both SPQ means and factor structures. 
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3.7.2 The Administration of the Survey Questionnaire 
 

The questionnaires were administered to all of the final-year students on full- and 

part-time programmes. The survey package included a covering letter to students 

explaining the purpose of the questionnaire. Participation by the students was 

voluntary and no remuneration was offered. Students were informed that they could 

leave without risks of penalty and the data would not be used for individual 

assessment purposes. All students were provided with access to their individual 

scores on request. Administrators handed out the questionnaire and covering letter 

about the research and gave assurances regarding the confidentiality of all data 

collected from students.  

 

Students completed their questionnaires in class time because it is well known 

that there is a predictably low level of return of questionnaires when students take 

them away to complete. The students’ number, age and gender were recorded in the 

first part of the questionnaire so that results could be matched. Questionnaires were 

only distributed to students who attended the lecture, rather than to all enrolled 

students. Responses to the questionnaire items were achieved by ticking responses 

to a five-point scale on a separate sheet. The student’s number was requested in 

order to compare their responses with their GPA scores. Students handed the 

questionnaires back to the staff member for forwarding to the researcher. The usable 

questionnaires were completed and returned by 131 full-time students and 130 

part-time students, which constituted an overall response rate of 94% and 93% 

respectively, a rate which was very high for this type of survey. The high response 

rate also minimizes the possibility of sampling bias.   

 

3.8 Delimitations 
 

1. The population of this study is restricted geographically to Hong Kong. 

2. Data collected during the study is limited to one of the higher education 

institutions. 

3. Data is collected from both part-time and full-time higher diploma in 

finance programmes. 

4. The data is gathered by a questionnaire which was conducted in the 

classroom during the 2007/08 academic year. 
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5. It is not the intention of this study to examine the whole 3P model; nor 

is it the intention of the study to investigate the teaching approach in regard to 

students’ academic performance. 

6. It is not the intention of this study to examine how school 

administrators, teachers, parents or the community may influence the learning 

approach of students. 

 

3.8.1 Assumptions 
 

1. There is a positive relationship between deep approach and academic 

achievement of both full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree 

finance students. 

2. Part-time mature students are more likely to adopt the deep approach 

than full-time students. 

3. Gender could play an important role in the learning approach used by 

students.  

4. There is a positive relationship between internal locus of control and 

deep approach of both full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree 

finance students. 

5. There is a positive link between extracurricular experience and deep 

approach of both full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance 

students. 

 

3.9 Ethical Issues 
 

Students were briefed about the research with assurance of confidentiality. Before 

completing the questionnaire, the purpose of the study was verbally explained to the 

students and they were reassured that their responses would only be used for 

research purposes and would not be used in any way in connection with their 

academic assessment. Students were informed that they could leave without risk of 

penalty and that they would have access to the findings of the study. Examination 

results were acquired with the students’ consent.  

 

In the present study, in which the researcher is one of the administrative staff in 

the college, it is perceived that qualitative approaches might be shaped by the 
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perspective of the researcher and the context within which he is working implicitly 

or explicitly. Quantitative methods might reduce the severity of this concern that a 

researcher is objective and politically unbiased. 

 

3.10 Conclusion 
 

This research uses the quantitative approach from the positivist paradigm to 

empirically test Biggs’s 3P model of the relationships between age, gender, locus of 

control, extracurricular activities, learning approaches, and academic achievement 

in the case of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance 

students. A quantitative method is employed to test the model because the focus of 

the study is on the relationships to explain how the variables are related to each 

other. Biggs’s 3P model assumes that tertiary students have developed stable 

learning motives and learning strategies as a result of having a different personality 

and perception to various learning environments. This assumption underpins the use 

of the close-ended survey for assessing student learning approaches. 
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Chapter 4 Data Analysis 
 

4.1 Introduction 
 

The 3P model provides a framework for putting together the key presage, process 

and product variables in the classroom to understand the way they may operate in 

relation to each other. The main focus of the present study is on the relationship 

between age, study mode, gender, locus of control, extracurricular activities 

(presage variables), learning approaches (process variables) and academic 

achievement (product variable) because this may reveal information about factors 

which may need to be improved in order to achieve better academic achievement. 

The present study is intended to focus on both full-time and part-time Hong Kong 

Chinese sub-degree finance students in order to extend Biggs’s findings to a 

different population. The present study is designed to achieve three objectives. First, 

the study is intended to examine the reliability and validity of the research 

instruments in a sample of both full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese 

sub-degree finance students. Second, the study is designed to explore the 

relationship between individual student characteristics such as age, gender, locus of 

control, study mode, extracurricular activities and learning approaches. Third, it is 

intended to examine the relationship between learning approaches and academic 

achievement. Study one focuses on the relationship between student characteristics 

and learning approaches. Study two explores the link between learning approaches 

and academic achievement.  

 

A quantitative method is employed to empirically test the 3P model because the 

objective of the study is to explain how the variables are related with each other. 

The variables and hypothesis are developed and operationally defined to test 

theories by using a sample size of 130 part-time students and 131 full-time students. 

Academic achievement is measured by grade point average (GPA). The survey 

instrument measuring locus of control is the Revised Causal Dimension Scale 

(CDSII) (McAuley et al., 1992). The Revised Two-Factor Study Process 

Questionnaire (R-SPQ-2F) is used to identify learning approaches (Biggs et al., 

2001). 

 

Means, standard deviations, chi-square analyses and regression analyses are 
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calculated using the Stata computer programme. Regression analysis is used to 

examine the relationship between age, gender, locus of control, extracurricular 

activities, learning approaches and academic achievement. It is assumed that there 

is a linear correlation between presage variables, process variable and process 

variable. Regression analysis may not able to confirm causation in a model because 

many models may also be consistent with a given dataset. The direction of 

causation is not always clear. For example, working out whether deploying more 

policemen reduces crime is confused by the fact that more policemen are allocated 

to areas with higher crime rates. On statistical grounds it is noted that regression 

analysis deals with correlation, not causation of variables. 

 

4.2 Descriptive Statistics  
 

There is a potential population of 140 part-time students and 139 full-time students. 

Completed questionnaires are collected from 130 part-time students and 131 

full-time students, resulting in a response rate of 93% and 94%. Table 1 illustrates 

the sample analyzed by gender and study mode. 

 

Table 1: Sample by gender and study mode 

    Full-time    Part-time    

Male  64      50 

Female  67      80    

Total  131      130        

          

The means and standard deviations of the sample’s scores of full-time and 

part-time students are presented respectively in Table 2 & 3. The deep approach 

(mean = 30.41, SD = 5.88) of full-time students has a higher mean value than the 

surface approach (mean = 28.30, SD = 5.53), as might be expected in the higher 

education students.  
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Table 2: Descriptive Statistics of Full-time Students 

        Mean   Standard Deviation (SD)  

Deep Motive    15.01   3.07    

Deep Strategy    15.40   3.33 

Deep Approach    30.41   5.88 

Surface Motive    13.18   3.48 

Surface Strategy    15.12   2.98 

Surface Approach   28.30   5.53        

 

Table 3: Descriptive Statistics of Part-time Students 

        Mean   Standard Deviation (SD)  

Deep Motive    17.52   3.04    

Deep Strategy    16.85   3.43 

Deep Approach    34.37   5.89    

Surface Motive    13.05   3.37 

Surface Strategy    14.76   3.42 

Surface Approach   27.81   5.90     

 

The R-SPQ-2F mean scores have no absolute meaning but can be used for group 

analysis and correlation with other variables. The deep approach is more 

widespread among full-time and part-time sub-degree students. The deep approach 

(mean = 34.37, SD = 5.89) of part-time students has a higher mean value than the 

surface approach (mean = 27.81, SD = 5.90). Overall, the part-time students have 

higher scores on the deep approach scales and lower scores on the surface approach 

scales than full-time students.  

 

4.3 Reliability of Research Instruments 
 
4.3.1 Learning Approaches 
 

The reliability of the research instrument refers to the consistency of results and 

replicability. An independent researcher using the same raw data would generate the 

same analysis and the same results. The reliability, in terms of internal consistency, 

of the R-SPQ-2F scales and subscales is determined by using Cronbach alpha 

coefficient (Cronbach, 1951). The alpha value estimates the degree of internal 
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consistency of a subscale by comparing the variance of the respondents’ scores on 

the relevant subscale with the variance of their responses to its constituent items. 

The results are reported in Table 4 & 5. The alpha values of the surface approach 

are 0.73 and 0.75 for full-time students and part-time students respectively; the 

alpha values of the deep approach are 0.76 and 0.78 for full-time students and 

part-time students respectively.    

 

The range of alpha values are 0.60 – 0.76 and 0.60 – 0.78 of the subscales of the 

R-SPQ-2F for full-time students and part-time students respectively. Although some 

of the alpha values with the exception of the surface and deep approaches are lower 

than the common cut-off point of 0.7, the figures are still acceptable, as argued by 

Schmitt (1996). The alpha coefficients for the surface and deep approaches of both 

full-time and part-time students are in a range of 0.73 and 0.78. The reported alpha 

values for the surface and deep approaches of studies by Albaili (1995), Biggs et al. 

(2001), Chan (2007) and Leung and Kember (2003) supporting the validity and 

reliability of the scales are similar to the reported figures of the present study. The 

scales of R-SPQ-2F used in this study with the sample are considered to be reliable. 

In this study only the surface and deep approaches are included in the model to be 

tested. 

 

Table 4: R-SPQ-2F Scales and Subscales: Alpha Coefficients (Full-time 

students) 

R-SPQ-2F Scale     Alpha Coefficients   

Surface       0.73 

Deep        0.76 

 

R-SPQ-2F Scale     Alpha Coefficients   

Surface motive      0.61 

Surface strategy      0.63 

Deep motive      0.60 

Deep strategy      0.66 
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Table 5: R-SPQ-2F Scales and Subscales: Alpha Coefficients (Part-time 

students) 

R-SPQ-2F Scale     Alpha Coefficients   

Surface       0.75 

Deep        0.78 

 

R-SPQ-2F Scale     Alpha Coefficients   

Surface motive      0.60 

Surface strategy      0.62 

Deep motive      0.62 

Deep strategy      0.69 

 

 The validity of the research instrument indicates how well the instrument 

measures what it is trying to measure. The validity is obtained through examining 

the SPQ against other instruments with similar constructs with the SPQ. Studies by 

Cantwell and Moore (1998), Kember & Gow (1990), Wilson et al. (1996), Zhang 

(2003) and Zhang and Sternberg (2000) showed that the SPQ assesses similar 

constructs as Approaches to the Studying Inventory (Entwistle, 1981) and the 

Strategic Flexibility Questionnaire (Cantwell & Moore, 1996). The psychometric 

properties of the scales are similar to the findings in the literature supporting the 

validity and reliability of the scales in this study (Biggs et al., 2001, Chan, 2007).  

 

4.3.2 Locus of Control 
 

The alpha values of the four dimensions of the CDSII are 0.69 & 0.71 for locus 

of causality, 0.72 & 0.68 for personal control, 0.73 & 0.75 for stability and 0.66 & 

0.69 for external control of full-time students and part-time students respectively. 

These alpha values are comparable to the reliability results by McAuley et al. 

(1992). These are considered sufficiently high to allow further statistical analyses. 

 

4.4 Study One 
 

Study one investigates quantitatively whether there is an association between the 

presage variables such as age, gender, study mode, locus of control, extracurricular 

activities and the process variable (learning approaches) of both full-time and 
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part-time sub-degree students. Watkins (1984) argued that if students believe that 

they have control over their own learning, they are more likely to use the deep 

approach. It is hypothesized that for students to want to adopt the deep approach 

requires confidence in their own academic ability and a conviction that they should 

not rely too much on the teacher but take responsibility for their own learning. It is 

predicted that an external locus of control is correlated with the surface approach. 

 

Gender differences in learning approaches have emerged in particular teaching 

and learning environment and cultural contexts. For example, female students 

scored higher than male students on a deep approach in the UK (Watkins & Hattie, 

1981). It is hypothesized that gender differences are associated with a particular 

learning approach. The differences between full-part and part-time students by age, 

work experience and previous education might affect the learning approaches. It 

seems reasonable to assume that a difference might exist between the learning 

motivation of full-time and part-time students. The relationship between study 

mode and learning approach has been less studied. Extracurricular experience may 

enhance students’ confidence and affect their learning motivation. It is assumed that 

a higher level of extra-curricular experience is associated with the deep approach. 

The specific research questions in this study that are examined are presented below. 

 

4.4.1 Specific Research Questions 
 
1. Is there link between gender and learning approaches of full-time and part-time 

Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students? 

2. What is the relationship between study mode, age and learning approaches of 

full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students? 

3. Is there link between locus of control and learning approaches of full-time and 

part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students? 

4. What is the relationship between extracurricular activities and learning 

approaches of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance 

students? 

 

4.4.2 Specific Research Hypotheses 
 
1. There is a significant relationship between gender and learning approaches of 
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both full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. 

2. There is a positive relationship between maturity (or age) and the deep approach 

of Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. Mature students are more 

likely than younger students to adopt the deep approach. 

3. There is a positive relationship between internal locus of control and the deep 

approach of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance 

students. 

4. There is a positive relationship between extracurricular activities and the deep 

approach of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance 

students. 

 

 The chi-square test is used to determine whether two variables are related.  

Chi-square is one of the non-parametric tests. The term parametric refers to a 

measure which describes the distribution of the population such as mean or variance. 

Assumptions of parametric tests include (1) the distribution of data is normal; (2) 

the variances of variables are equal or homogeneous (Creswell, 2003). 

Non-parametric tests do not depend on the above assumptions. This means the 

assumption of a normal population is not necessary. The chi-square test deals with 

nominal data. Nominal data measures variables which belong to two categories and  

have to be mutually exclusive such as gender. The results of the empirical tests in 

relation to the above research questions are presented as follows. 

 

Hypothesis One – Gender Differences in Learning Approaches of Full-time 

Students 

 A Hypothesis is put forward concerning gender differences in learning 

approaches. Female students are likely to work harder, be better organized, spend 

more time on course work and be less distracted in the classroom than male 

students (Arnor et al., 1999; Davies & Brember, 2001). This suggests that female 

students tend to adopt the deep approach. Hypothesis one proposes that there are 

gender differences in the learning approach of full-time students (Deep Learning 

Approach (DLA) and Surface Learning Approach (SLA)). The 2x2 contingency 

table is presented in Table 6. 
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Table 6: Gender Difference in the Learning Approaches of Full-time Students 

Learning approach    DLA  SLA   Row totals 

Male       49   15    64 

Female       48   19    67  

Column totals     97   34    131  

 

The chi-square test (with Yates Continuity Correction) indicates no significant 

relationship between learning approaches and gender, �2 (1, n = 131) = 0.20, p = 

0.66, phi = 0.056 since the value of chi-square is not significant. Yates Continuity 

Correction is designed to compensate for a possible overestimate of the chi-square 

value by reducing each numerator by one-half unit before squaring in a 2x2 

contingency table (Yates, 1934). The phi coefficient is a correlation coefficient with 

a range from -1 to 1 to measure the degree of association between the two variables. 

Cohen (1988) suggested that 0.1 is for small effect, 0.3 for medium effect and 0.5 

for large effect.  

 

Hypothesis Two – Gender Differences in Learning Approaches of Part-time 

Students 

 Hypothesis two suggests that there are gender differences in the learning 

approach of part-time students. The 2x2 contingency table is presented in Table 7. 

 

Table 7: Gender Difference in Learning Approaches of Part-time Students 

Learning approach    DLA  SLA   Row totals 

Male       44   6    50 

Female       56   24    80  

Column totals     100   30    130  

 

The value of chi-square test (with Yates Continuity Correction) is significant 

which indicates a relationship between learning approaches and gender of part-time 

students, �2 (1, n = 130) = 4.65, p = 0.031, phi = 0.21. The probability of obtaining 

this result by chance is very low (p = 0.031). In other words, part-time female 

students are more likely to adopt the deep approach than part-time male students.  
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Hypothesis Three – Is there a significant difference of learning approaches 

between full-part and part-time sub-degree students? 

 It is argued that younger and inexperienced students tend to adopt the surface 

approach (Aaron & Skakun, 1999). Mature students tend to have a sense of purpose 

and are expected to be more intrinsically motivated than younger students. 

Richardson (1994) proposed that mature students seem to be more likely than 

younger students to use the deep approach in higher education. Hypothesis three 

proposes that there is a difference in learning approach between full-time and 

part-time students. The average age of full-time students is younger than that of 

part-time students because all part-time students are working adults. The hypothesis 

is raised to see whether there is any evidence that mature students tend to employ 

the deep approach compared with younger students in Hong Kong sub-degree 

learning environment. The 2x2 contingency table is presented in following table. 

 

Table 8: Study Mode Differences in Learning Approaches  

Learning approach    DLA  SLA   Row totals  

Full-time students    97   34    131 

Part-time students    100   30    130   

Column totals     197   64    261   

 

The chi-square test (with Yates Continuity Correction) indicates no difference in 

learning approaches between full-time and part-time students, �2 (1, n = 261) = 0.16, 

p = 0.69, phi = 0.033 since the value of chi-square is not significant.  

 

Hypothesis Four – Relationship between Locus of Control and Learning 

Approaches of Full-time Students 

 The term locus of control relates to an individual’s beliefs about their control 

over life events. Someone may feel personally responsible for the things that 

happen to them which is called internal locus of control beliefs. Some people 

believe that their outcomes in life are determined by forces beyond their control 

such as fate, luck or other people which is labelled external locus of control beliefs. 

Watkins (1984) argued that if students believe that they have control over their own 

learning, they are more likely to use the deep approach. It is hypothesized that for 

students to want to adopt the deep approach requires them to have confidence in 
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their own academic ability and a conviction that they should not rely too much on 

the teacher but take responsibility for their own learning. Perceived lack of control 

is likely to lead to the belief of learning as a memory task. It is predicted that an 

external locus of control is correlated with the surface approach.  

 

Hypothesis four proposes a relationship between locus of control and learning 

approach of full-time students (Deep Learning Approach (DLA) and Surface 

Learning Approach (SLA)). Internal locus of control and external locus of control 

are treated as nominal data. The 2x2 contingency table is presented in the following 

table. 

 

Table 9: Locus of Control Differences in Learning Approaches of Full-time 

Students 

Learning approach    DLA  SLA   Row totals 

Internal locus of control   69   11    80 

external locus of control   28   23    51  

Column totals     97   34    131  

 

The value of chi-square test (with Yates Continuity Correction) is significant 

which indicates a relationship between locus of control and learning approaches of 

full-time students, �2 (1, n = 131) = 14.34, p = 0.0002, phi = 0.35. The probability 

of obtaining this result by chance is very low (p = 0.0002). It suggests that full-time 

students with an internal locus of control belief are more likely to adopt the deep 

approach.  

 

Hypothesis Five – Relationship between Locus of Control and the Learning 

Approaches of Part-time Students 

Hypothesis five suggests a relationship between locus of control and the learning 

approach of part-time students. The 2x2 contingency table is presented in the 

following table. 
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Table 10: Locus of Control Differences in Learning Approaches of Part-time 

Students 

Learning approach    DLA  SLA   Row totals 

Internal locus of control   69   9    78 

external locus of control   31   21    52  

Column totals     100   30    130  

 

The value of chi-square test (with Yates Continuity Correction) is significant 

which indicates a relationship between locus of control and the learning approaches 

of part-time students, �2 (1, n = 130) = 13.05, p = 0.0003, phi = 0.34. The 

probability of obtaining this result by chance is very low (p = 0.0003). It suggests 

that part-time students with the internal locus of control belief are more likely to 

adopt the deep approach.  

 

Hypothesis Six – Relationship between Extracurricular Activities and 

Learning Approaches of Full-time Students 

 Hypothesis six proposes that there is a link between extracurricular activities and 

the learning approach of full-time students (Deep Learning Approach (DLA) and 

Surface Learning Approach (SLA)). Extracurricular activities are measured by the 

number of years which is divided into a high level of extra-curricular activities 

(more than 5 years in secondary and post-secondary schools) and a low level of 

extra-curricular activities (less than 5 years in secondary school and post-secondary 

schools). The 2x2 contingency table is presented in the following table. 

 

Table 11: Extracurricular Activities Differences in Learning Approaches of 

Full-time Students 

Learning approach    DLA  SLA   Row totals 

High       63   11    74 

Low       34   23    57  

Column totals     97   34    131  

 

The value of chi-square test (with Yates Continuity Correction) is significant 

which indicates a relationship between extracurricular activities and the learning 

approaches of full-time students, �2 (1, n = 131) = 9.60, p = 0.0019, phi = 0.29. The 
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probability of obtaining this result by chance is very low (p = 0.0019). It suggests 

that full-time students with a high level of extracurricular activities experiences are 

more likely to adopt the deep approach.  

 

Hypothesis Seven – Relationship between Extracurricular Activities and the 

Learning Approaches of Part-time Students 

 Hypothesis seven proposes a relationship between extracurricular activities and 

the learning approach of part-time students. The 2x2 contingency table is presented 

in the following table. 

 

Table 12: Extracurricular Activities Differences in the Learning Approaches of 

Part-time Students 

Learning approach    DLA  SLA   Row totals 

High       72   11    83 

Low       28   19    47  

Column totals     100   30    130  

 

The value of chi-square test (with Yates Continuity Correction) is significant 

which indicates a relationship between extracurricular activities and the learning 

approaches of part-time students, �2 (1, n = 130) = 11.00, p = 0.0009, phi = 0.31. 

The probability of obtaining this result by chance is very low (p = 0.0009).This 

suggests that part-time students with a high level of extracurricular activities 

experiences are more likely to adopt the deep approach.  
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4.5 Study Two 
 

Study two explores the relationship between the process variable (learning 

approaches) and the product variable (academic achievement) of both full-time and 

part-time sub-degree students. The 3P model assumes that presage variables may 

have both a direct impact on product variables and an indirect impact via process 

variables. The learning outcomes which students achieve from the learning process 

are the product factors. According to the 3P model, there is a positive relationship 

between deep approach and academic achievement. On theoretical grounds, it is 

argued that students using the deep approach are often academically high achievers 

(Brown & Nelson, 1983; Bruch et al., 1986; Entwistle & Wilson, 1977) and 

maintain feelings of great satisfaction (Biggs, 1984, 1985). It is proposed that the 

surface approach is negatively correlated with academic achievement (Albaili, 1995; 

Cano, 2005; Drew & Watkins, 1998; Diseth, 2003; Entwistle et al., 2000; Entwistle 

& Ramsden, 1983; Phan, 2006; Watkins, 2001; Wong & Watkins, 1998; Zeegers, 

2001).  

 

Study two tests quantitatively whether there is an association between the presage 

variables such as gender, locus of control, extracurricular activities, learning 

approach and the product variable (academic achievement). Smith and Naylor 

(2001) found that women were more likely than men to be awarded good degrees in 

the UK. It is argued that academic achievement is associated with gender 

differences and internal locus of control belief is associated with better academic 

achievement. Findley & Cooper (1983) reported that low perceived control was 

associated with poor academic achievement. Biggs (1985) suggested that a student 

with an internal locus of control belief would use the deep approach more 

effectively than a student with an external locus of control belief. Kletzing (1982) 

and Wilhite (1990) revealed a positive relationship between internal locus of control 

and better academic achievement. The specific research questions in this study that 

are examined are presented below. 

 

4.5.1 Specific Research Questions 
 
1. What is the relationship between learning approaches and academic achievement 

of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students? 
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2. Is there a link between gender and academic achievement of full-time and 

part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students? 

3. Is there a link between locus of control and academic achievement of full-time 

and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students? 

4. What is the relationship between gender, locus of control, extracurricular 

activities, learning approaches and academic achievement of full-time and 

part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students? 

5. What is the relationship between study mode, gender, locus of control, 

extracurricular activities, learning approaches and academic achievement of 

Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students? 

 

4.5.2 Specific Research Hypotheses 
 
1. There is a positive relationship between learning approaches and academic 

achievement of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance 

students. 

2. There is a significant relationship between gender and the academic achievement 

of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. 

3. There is a positive relationship between internal locus of control and academic 

achievement of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance 

students. 

4. There is a significant relationship between gender, locus of control, 

extracurricular activities, learning approaches and academic achievement of 

full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. 

5. There is a significant relationship between study mode, gender, locus of control, 

extracurricular activities, learning approaches and academic achievement of Hong 

Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. 

 

The results of the empirical tests in relation to the above hypotheses are presented 

as follows. 

 

Hypothesis One – Relationship between Learning Approaches and Academic 

Achievement of Full-time Students 

 Hypothesis one proposes that there is an association between learning approaches 

and academic achievement of full-time students. If learning is positively valued, 
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students who feel more able to control would exert more effort in understanding the 

materials which would influence their academic achievement. Chi-square (�2) 

analysis is performed in which the R-SPQ-2F score is used to identify the deep 

approach and the surface approach and GPA is used as an index of academic 

achievement. Students are classified into two groups according to their GPA: (1) 

low academic achiever: students with grade C, D and E; (2) high academic achiever: 

students with grade A and B. The 2x2 contingency table is presented in following 

table. 

 

Table 16: Relationship between Learning Approaches and Academic Achievement 

of Full-time Students 

Learning approach    DLA  SLA   Row totals 

High Academic Achiever   61   9    70 

Low Academic Achiever   36   25    61  

Column totals     97   34    131  

 

The value of chi-square test (with Yates Continuity Correction) is significant 

which indicates a relationship between the learning approaches and academic 

achievement of full-time students, �2 (1, n = 131) = 11.99, p = 0.0005, phi = 0.32. 

The probability of obtaining this result by chance is very low (p = 0.0005). It 

suggests that full-time students using the deep approach are often academically high 

achievers.  

 

Hypothesis Two – Relationship between Learning Approaches and Academic 

Achievement of Part-time Students 

 Hypothesis two proposes that there is an association between the learning 

approaches and academic achievement of part-time students. In the same way, 

students are classified into two groups: (1) low academic achiever: students with 

grade C, D and E; (2) high academic achiever: students with grade A and B. The 

2x2 contingency table is presented in following table. 
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Table 18: Relationship between the Learning Approaches and Academic 

Achievement of Part-time Students 

Learning approach    DLA  SLA   Row totals 

High Academic Achiever   62   3    65 

Low Academic Achiever   38   27    65  

Column totals     100   30    130  

 

The value of chi-square test (with Yates Continuity Correction) is significant 

which indicates a relationship between the learning approaches and academic 

achievement of part-time students, �2 (1, n = 130) = 22.92, p = 0.0000, phi = 0.44. 

However, one of the assumptions of chi-square test concerning the minimum 

expected frequency which should be at least 5 or greater is violated in this case. 

There is a restriction on using chi-square analysis where the high academic 

achievers using the surface approach is only 3 in this case. 

 

Hypothesis Three – Gender Differences in Academic Achievement of Full-time 

Students 

 Hypothesis three proposes that there are gender differences in the academic 

achievement of full-time students: (1) low academic achiever: students with grade C, 

D and E; (2) high academic achiever: students with grade A and B. The 2x2 

contingency table is presented in the following table. 

 

Table 20: Gender Differences in Academic Achievement of Full-time Students 

Academic Achievement  High Achiever  Low Achiever  Row totals 

Male       28   36    64 

Female       42   25    67   

Column totals     70   61    131   

 

The value of chi-square test (with Yates Continuity Correction) is significant 

which indicates gender differences in the academic achievement of full-time 

students, �2 (1, n = 131) = 3.99, p = 0.046, phi = 0.19. The probability of obtaining 

this result by chance is very low (p = 0.046). It suggests that full-time female 

students are more likely than full-time male students to be high academic achievers.  

 



 101

Hypothesis Four – Gender Differences in the Academic Achievement of 

Part-time Students 

 Hypothesis four states that there are gender differences in academic achievement 

of part-time students: (1) low academic achiever: students with grade C, D and E; (2) 

high academic achiever: students with grade A and B. The 2x2 contingency table is 

presented in the following table. 

 

Table 21: Gender Differences in Academic Achievement of Part-time Students 

Academic Achievement  High Achiever  Low Achiever  Row totals 

Male       24   26    50 

Female       41   39    80   

Column totals     65   65    130   

 

The chi-square test (with Yates Continuity Correction) indicates no gender 

differences in academic achievement of part-time students, �2 (1, n = 130) = 0.03, p 

= 0.86, phi = 0.032 because the value of chi-square is not significant.  

 

Hypothesis Five – Relationship between Locus of Control and Academic 

Achievement of Full-time Students 

 Hypothesis five proposes that there is a relationship between locus of control and 

the academic achievement of full-time students: (1) low academic achiever: 

students with grade C, D and E; (2) high academic achiever: students with grade A 

and B. The 2x2 contingency table is presented in the following table. 

 

Table 22: Relationship between Locus of Control and Academic Achievement of 

Full-time Students 

Academic Achievement  High Achiever  Low Achiever  Row totals 

Internal locus of control   46   34    80 

external locus of control   24   27    51   

Column totals     70   61    131   

 

The chi-square test (with Yates Continuity Correction) indicates no relationship 

between locus of control and academic achievement of full-time students, �2 (1, n = 

131) = 0.98, p = 0.32, phi = 0.10 because the value of chi-square is not significant.  
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Hypothesis Six – Relationship between Locus of Control and Academic 

Achievement of Part-time Students 

 Hypothesis eight proposes that there is a relationship between locus of control 

and the academic achievement of part-time students. The 2x2 contingency table is 

presented in the following table. 

 

Table 23: Relationship between Locus of Control and Academic Achievement of 

Part-time Students 

Academic Achievement  High Achiever  Low Achiever  Row totals 

Internal locus of control   42   36    78 

External locus of control   23   29    52   

Column totals     65   65    130   

 

The chi-square test (with Yates Continuity Correction) indicates no relationship 

between locus of control and academic achievement of part-time students, �2 (1, n = 

130) = 0.80, p = 0.37, phi = 0.09 because the value of chi-square is not significant.  

 

Hypothesis Seven – Relationship between Gender, Locus of Control, 

Extracurricular Activities, Learning Approaches and Academic Achievement 

of Full-time Students  

Hypothesis seven investigates the relationship between gender, locus of control, 

extra-curricular activities, learning approaches and academic achievement of 

full-time students. Multiple regression analysis is performed in which the academic 

achievement served as the dependent variable and gender, locus of control, 

extra-curricular activities and learning approaches as independent variables.  

 

On statistical grounds it is noted that regression analysis deals with correlation, 

not causation of variables. Regression analysis requires the following assumptions 

(Pedhazur, 1997). First, relationships between variables are linear. Second, 

normality refers that residual variables are normally distributed about the dependent 

variable. Third, homoscedasticity reflects the constancy of the residuals across 

values of the independent variables. Fourth, the assumption of low multicollinearity 

and singularity is upheld for all analyses. Multicollinearity reflects the independent 
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variables are highly correlated. With singularity, the variables are redundant 

because one independent variable is a combination of two or more other 

independent variables (Pallant, 2007).   

 

Pre-analysis screening procedures are used to assess the assumptions of normality, 

linearity and homoscedasticity. Examination of residuals scatterplot and normal 

probability plot (P-P plot), which compares the cumulative distribution of actual 

data values with the cumulative distribution of a normal distribution, offers a test of 

the assumption of a normality of residuals. If the assumption is met, points will 

cluster around a straight line. The scatterplots of full-time and part-time students are 

provided in the appendix. The patterns in the normal P-P plot of residuals of both 

full-time and part-time students are deviated from a straight line. The normal P-P 

plots do not support the normality assumptions.  

 

The assumption of homoscedasticity is assessed by the regression standardized 

residuals against the regression standardized predicted values. The scatterplots of 

full-time and part-time cases are presented in the appendix. If the residuals are 

roughly rectangularly distributed, the assumption of homoscedasticity is met. There 

is a clear pattern in both scatterplots, the assumption of homoscedasticity is 

violated.  

 

Although the assumptions of normality and homoscedasticity are violated, it is 

argued that the sample size (n > 100) is large enough to produce valid results in 

regression analysis (Punch, 2005). The 0.05 level of confidence is used throughout 

the studies. The results of the regression analysis are presented in the following 

table.  

 

Table 24: Relationship between Gender, Locus of Control, Extra-curricular 

Activities, Learning Approaches and Academic Achievement of Full-time Students 

Variable      �    t         p   

Gender       -0.21  -2.56  0.012  

Locus of control     -0.27  -0.30  0.763  

Learning approach    0.41   3.90   0.000  

Extracurricular activities   -0.058  -0.67  0.504  



 104

Constant = 0.503 

Adjusted r2 = 0.12 

F (4, 126) = 5.53, p < 0.0004 

 

Variable      VIF   

Gender       1.01 

Locus of control     1.14  

Learning approach    1.25  

Extracurricular activities   1.09      

 

 Variance inflation factor (VIF) is a measurement of how much of the variation of 

the particular independent is not explained by the other independent variables. VIF 

values above 10 reflect a violation of multicollinearity assumption. All the VIF 

values are less than 1.5 and the multicollinearity assumption is not violated. 

Adjusted coefficient of determination, r2, reflects the proportion of the variation in 

the dependent variable explained by independent variables. Adjusted r2 equals 0.12 

which implies that the model is providing an explanation of 12 percent of the 

variance in academic achievement. 

 

 Beta coefficients of gender and learning approach variables are statistically 

significant where p-value is less than 0.05. Gender and learning approach are 

making a significant contribution to the prediction of academic achievement in the 

case of full-time students.   

 

Hypothesis Eight – Relationship between Gender, Locus of Control, 

Extracurricular Activities, Learning Approaches and Academic Achievement 

of Part-time Students  

Hypothesis eight investigates the relationship between gender, locus of control, 

extra-curricular activities, learning approaches and the academic achievement of 

part-time students. Multiple regression analysis is performed in which the academic 

achievement served as the dependent variable and gender, locus of control, 

extracurricular activities and learning approaches as independent variables.  
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Table 25: Relationship between Gender, Locus of Control, Extracurricular Activities, 

Learning Approaches and Academic Achievement of Part-time Students 

Variable      �    t         p   

Gender       -0.12  -1.50  0.136  

Locus of control     -0.038  -0.44  0.662  

Learning approach    0.56   5.29   0.000  

Extracurricular activities   0.024  0.28   0.782  

Constant = 0.457 

Adjusted r2 = 0.18 

F (4, 125) = 8.28, p < 0.0000 

 

Variable      VIF   

Gender       1.09 

Locus of control     1.16  

Learning approach    1.25  

Extracurricular activities   1.12      

 

 All the VIF values are less than 1.5 and the multicollinearity assumption is not 

violated. Adjusted r2 equals 0.18 which implies that the model is providing an 

explanation of 18 percent of the variance in academic achievement. Only beta 

coefficient of learning approach variables is statistically significant where p-value is 

less than 0.05. Learning approach is making a significant contribution to the 

prediction of academic achievement in the case of part-time students.   

 

Hypothesis Nine – Relationship between Gender, Locus of Control, 

Extra-curricular Activities, Study Mode, Learning Approaches and Academic 

Achievement  

Hypothesis nine investigates the relationship between gender, locus of control, 

extra-curricular activities, study mode, learning approaches and academic 

achievement. Multiple regression analysis is performed in which the academic 

achievement served as the dependent variable and gender, locus of control, 

extracurricular activities, study mode and learning approaches as independent 

variables.  
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Table 26: Relationship between Gender, Locus of Control, Extracurricular Activities, 

Learning Approaches and Academic Achievement of Part-time Students 

Variable      �    t         p   

Gender       -0.16  -2.80  0.005  

Locus of control     -0.027  -0.43  0.664  

Learning approach    0.49   6.47   0.000  

Study Mode      0.064  1.12   0.265  

Extracurricular activities   -0.014  -0.24  0.807  

Constant = 0.442 

Adjusted r2 = 0.17 

F (5, 255) = 10.50, p < 0.0000 

 

Variable      VIF   

Gender       1.03 

Locus of control     1.14  

Learning approach    1.25  

Study mode      1.02  

Extracurricular activities   1.11      

 

 All the VIF values are less than 1.5 and the multicollinearity assumption is held. 

Adjusted coefficient of determination, r2, equals 0.17, the model is providing an 

explanation of 17 percent of the variance in academic achievement. Beta 

coefficients of gender and learning approach variables are statistically significant 

where p-value is less than 0.05. Gender and learning approach are making a 

significant contribution to the prediction of academic achievement. Study mode is 

not making a significant unique contribution to academic achievement.   
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4.6 Summary of Findings 
 

Several major findings can be summarized. First, the R-SPQ-2F and CDSII are 

valid and reliable instruments for assessing the learning approaches and locus of 

control of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. 

The psychometric properties of both R-SPQ-2F and CDSII are similar to the results 

of previous studies supporting the validity and applicability of the instruments in 

this study. Second, individual student characteristics such as locus of control and 

extracurricular activities are found to have a direct effect on the deep approach. 

Third, the study contends there are gender differences in the learning approach of 

part-time students. Fourth, a positive relationship between deep approach and 

academic achievement is found in the case of both full-time and part-time students. 

Finally, the study suggests that there are gender differences in academic 

achievement of full-time students. 
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Chapter 5 Discussion 
 

5.1 Introduction 
 
 The topic of students’ learning approaches and academic achievement has been 

researched from various perspectives over the last three decades (Biggs, 1987, 1989, 

1993a, 1993b; Curry, 1991; Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983; Hattie, 2008; Leung & 

Kember, 2003; Murray-Harvey, 1994; Ramsden, 1988; Richardson et al., 1987; 

Säljö, 1981; Trigwell & Prosser, 1991; Watkins & Biggs, 1996; Wittrock, 1991; 

Zhang, 2000). The present study is designed to empirically test Biggs’s 3P model of 

the relationship between gender, study mode, locus of control, extracurricular 

activities, learning approaches and the academic achievement of full-time and 

part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. Data is gathered from 

131 full-time and 130 part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. 

Statistical results suggest that the research instruments of the Revised Two-Factor 

Study Process Questionnaire (R-SPQ-2F) and the Revised Causal Dimension Scale 

(CDSII) are reliable and valid for assessing the underlying theoretical constructs of 

both full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students.  

 

 The results of the present research will be discussed in two sections. The first 

section discusses the significance of the statistical results in relation to the specific 

hypotheses of study one. The second section presents the overall significance and 

implications of the results in relation to study two. 

 

5.2 Study One: Psychometric Properties of the Research Instruments 
 

It is important to validate the reliability of both R-SPQ-2F and CDSII prior to 

conducting subsequent statistical analyses based on the data generated by these 

research instruments. The internal consistency reliability alphas of the R-SPQ-2F 

are within the acceptable range. The result is consistent with studies by Biggs et al. 

(2001) using samples in Hong Kong university students. The internal consistency 

reliability alphas of the CDSII are within the acceptable range according to 

McAuley et al. (1992). It contends that both research instruments are reliable tools 

in the case of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance 

students. 
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5.3 Study One: Gender Differences in Learning Approaches 
 
 The first research question in study one addresses the gender differences in the 

learning approaches of both full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree 

finance students. Specifically, female students are expected to use the deep 

approach more than male students.  

 

 The results suggest that there are gender differences in the learning approaches of 

part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. Part-time female 

students are more likely to use the deep approach than part-time male students. It is 

recognized that gender differences in learning approaches might emerge in specific 

teaching and learning environments, cultural contexts, or through particular forms 

of academic assessment. For example, Hudson (1972) commented on the gendered 

nature of the arts and sciences in higher education: “Artist, poet and novelist are all 

seen in my studies as warm and exciting, but as of little worth. Mathematician, 

physicist and engineer are all seen as extremely valuable, but also as dull and 

cold … Yet the scientist is seen as masculine, the arts specialist as slightly feminine 

(p.83)”.  

 

There is an absence of gender differences in the learning approach of full-time 

sub-degree students. The results of studies of gender differences in learning 

approaches are mixed. Studies by Rose et al. (1996), Sadler-Smith (1996), 

Sadler-Smith and Tsang (1998) and Wilson et al. (1996) indicated no gender 

differences in learning approaches. It is possible that gender differences vary with 

the degree of gender stereotyping that is important in different societies. Further 

studies of gender differences in learning approaches across different years and 

disciplines of study are needed.  

 

5.4 Study One: Relationship between Age, Study Mode and Learning 
Approaches 
 

The second research question focuses on the differences in learning approaches 

between mature (part-time) and younger (full-time) sub-degree students. All the 

full-time sub-degree students are classified as younger students where their average 

age is 20 and none of the students’ age is greater than 23. All the part-time students 

are categorized as mature students because all of them are working adults and their 



 110

average age is 28. All the full-time students go straight from secondary school into 

sub-degree programmes in Hong Kong.  

 

Harper and Kember (1986) suggested three possible explanations for mature 

students’ learning approach. First, mature students are motivated more by intrinsic 

goals than by vocational ones. Richardson (1995), Sadler-Smith (1996) and Watkins 

and Hattie (1981) indicated that mature students scored significantly higher on the 

deep approach than non-mature students. A combination of age and work 

experience tends to provide them with greater confidence in interacting with others. 

This might suggest that mature students might be more motivated to learn and 

develop their capability compared with their younger counterparts. Second, younger 

students are likely to adopt the surface approach in the final years of secondary 

education in Hong Kong. It is argued that the strong drive for examination success 

results in a preponderance of didactic teaching and the surface approach to learning 

for secondary students (Watkins & Biggs, 2001). Third, the previous life experience 

of mature students encourages the deep approach in higher education. Biggs (1985) 

suggested that the deep approach seemed to be facilitated by ‘the planning and 

decision-making that is part and parcel of adult living (p.191)’. Younger students 

may be less convinced of the relevance of some skill sets. Mature students are likely 

to have a break from full time education and to have lost some learning skills. Their 

learning difficulties may have increased in terms of memory and the mental 

flexibility required adopting new thinking.  

 

The effect of age and study mode is examined by a chi-square test which treats 

study mode as a categorical variable. The sample is divided into two study mode 

categories – part-time and mature students (age 23 years or over) as well as 

full-time and younger students (age less than 23 years). This is placed as a logical 

point to divide students who had come straight from secondary school (full-time 

and younger students) from those who had come via other routes with working 

experiences (part-time and mature students) in Hong Kong.  

 

The descriptive statistics reveal that the scores of the deep learning are higher for 

part-time students. The present study contends that there is no difference between 

mature (part-time) students and younger (full-time) students in learning approaches. 
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A number of potential explanations are examined. First, age effect does not appear 

in sub-degree finance students. Interaction between disciplines of study and age 

might emerge in particular disciplines such as business and science. Second, both 

mature (part-time) and younger (full-time) students are studying in the same 

sub-degree finance programmes. The results suggest that the effect of study mode in 

learning approaches is negligible given similar teaching and learning contexts as 

well as course assessment. Although Harper and Kember (1986) argued that most of 

the younger Hong Kong students tend to adopt the surface approach in response to 

the system of didactic teaching and public examinations in secondary schools, the 

design of sub-degree programmes encourages the deep approach by using active 

teaching methods. Examination pressure is expected to be reduced when assessment 

comprises course work (40%) and examination (60%). Third, although work 

experiences might encourage students to use the deep approach, it raises the 

argument that different work experiences are needed to take into account of the 

impact.  

 

Richardson (1995) argued that the stereotype of mature students as lacking the 

study skills especially for effective learning in higher education was not correct. For 

example, work experiences from retail industry may build up different skill sets 

such as business communication skills for mature students. Students may not be 

able to apply such experiences in studying finance subjects which requires 

quantitative skills and abstract thinking. The present results contend that there is no 

simple monotonic relationship between age, study mode and learning approaches.      

 

5.5 Study One: Relationship between Locus of Control and Learning 
Approaches 
 
 Previous studies (Ramanaiah et al., 1975; Watkins & Astilla, 1984) argue that a 

learner who has an internal locus of control belief is likely to have a deep motive 

and takes up personal responsibility for his/her learning task by using the deep 

approach. The learner would like to obtain a deeper understanding of the study 

materials. The results of the present study suggest a direct relationship between 

internal locus of control and deep approach. External locus of control belief, 

however, is likely to encourage the surface approach. 
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 This is in line with traditional views that students who are confident and 

self-motivated to learn are willing to spend more effort on learning materials and 

achieve better academic achievement that those who are not. Therefore, an internal 

locus of control belief encourages the deep approach which subsequently positively 

influences their academic achievement. An important implication of the results is 

that the sub-degree institutions should provide learning assistance workshops to 

enhance students’ learning skills and to cultivate an internal locus of control belief 

through interactive teaching and learning environment. It is appropriate to consider 

the pedagogical implications and management of the relationship between locus of 

control and learning approaches. For example, teachers can assign students to 

engage in projects to investigate various economic or social issues such as 

economic development in China, housing problem in Hong Kong, ageing, divorce, 

etc. Study groups are formed to explore various issues and prepare a set of 

arguments and questions in their topics. Study groups are required to conduct 

research and presentation in the classroom. Evaluation of each group will be based 

on research outcomes and findings presentation. Students are encouraged to become 

involved in their learning tasks and to deploy the deep approach which emphasizes 

the meaning of the learning materials. The focus is on generating positive feelings 

in students’ learning tasks rather than creating negative comparisons between 

classmates. Studies by Perry et al. (1993) supported the notion of learning 

assistance programme for academically at-risks students where a positive 

relationship between internal locus of control belief and deep approach was found.  

 

5.6 Study One: Relationship between Extracurricular Activities and Learning 
Approaches 
 
 It is assumed that students’ extracurricular experiences are considered as part of 

the individual student characteristics in presage variables of the 3P model. The 

results suggest that extracurricular activities are positively related to the deep 

approach rather than the surface approach. A student with a high level of 

extracurricular activities is more likely to use the deep approach. It can be argued 

that extracurricular activities enhance students’ confidence in their learning ability 

which encourages a deep motive in their learning. This result is consistent with 

previous studies (Hattie et al., 1997; Zhang, 2000) which suggests a positive 

relationship between deep approach and extracurricular activities.    
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 Zhang (2000) found that extracurricular activities were negatively related with 

the surface approach in China, Hong Kong and US university students. It is argued 

that inadequate extracurricular experience may negatively affect learning 

motivation (Zhang, 2000). Further studies are needed to explore which type of 

extracurricular experience have a stronger impact on the deep approach.  

 

5.7 Study Two: Relationship between Learning Approaches and Academic 
Achievement 
 

Students who adopt the deep approach tend to conceive of learning as 

transforming information, to be intrinsically motivated and to deploy learning 

strategies which emphasize the meaning of the learning material. Students who use 

the surface approach tend to conceive of learning as reproducing knowledge, to be 

extrinsically motivated and to adopt strategies which focus on the reproduction of 

learning materials. The results contend that there is a positive relationship between 

deep approach and academic achievement of both full-time and part-time Hong 

Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. 

 

The positive relationship between deep approach and academic achievement may 

be caused by a variety of factors. First, the assessments of sub-degree finance 

students appear to reward the deep approach because the essay-type questions 

require students to apply analytical and critical thinking skills. Students who use the 

deep approach may not match the specific demands of the assessment in other 

disciplines. Byrne and Willis (1997, 2001) argued that public school examinations 

in Ireland promoted the surface approach. Biggs (1999), Marton & Säljö (1976a, 

1976b) and Sternberg (1997) argued that the assessment format has a strong impact 

on how students approach their study. Second, learning approaches can be affected 

by variables such as heavy course work, didactic teaching method, or over-lecturing 

in Hong Kong (Gow et al., 1996). Zubir (1988) found that the learning approach 

adopted by students was largely influenced by the teaching styles in Malaysia. Most 

of the sub-degree institutions in Hong Kong encourage active teaching styles by 

using a mix of lecture, group discussion, rote-play, field trips and stimulation. Third, 

Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968) proposed a self-fulfilling prophecy in which 

teachers believed that their students use predominantly rote-learning methods so use 
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surface level assessment items. Their expectations are fulfilled when the students 

use the surface approach to complete their learning tasks. It is possibly the case that 

teachers’ expectation may affect their teaching approach and subsequently influence 

learning approach adopted by students. 

 

Good academic results might come to students who adapt to the actual demands 

of the situation, which are to master the major materials in examinations effectively 

or write appropriate essays. The research on learning approaches has emphasized 

the role of the teaching context in encouraging the deep approach (Biggs, 1993b). 

Although the role of teaching and assessment methods cannot be downplayed, the 

present findings add another perspective to improving academic achievement. 

Teachers may make use of the relationships between extracurricular activities, 

learning approaches and academic achievement. Out-of-class teaching and learning 

opportunities such as study trips, discussion forums and experience-sharing sessions 

by industry practitioners may encourage students to adopt the deep approach. 

Rote-learning design curriculum may affect the learning approach adopted by 

students. Biggs (1989) argued that curriculum design and assessment methods 

influenced the learning approaches adopted by Hong Kong students and students 

are not resistant to various teaching methods.  

 

Biggs (1993a) and Allinson (1992) suggested that each student has a preferred 

learning approach which depends on the students’ personality and the students’ 

interaction with their learning environment. It is argued that the learning approach 

used is a function of the rewarding ability to get things done which is what their 

parents will require of the majority of our students, rather than creating new ideas 

and depth of thought. Phan and Deo (2007) argued that the parental and societal 

pressure to achieve high academic results, enabling economic and social mobility, 

enforces a mindset for many Indo-Fijian university students to adopt the surface 

approach. These students think that the notion of being able to pass tests and public 

examinations with good grades is part of effective learning. The cycle is 

perpetuated at the university where most students still adopt the surface approach. 

Further studies are needed to explore the relationship between parental pressure and 

learning approaches.  
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 Are mature students more prone to using the deep approach than young students? 

The present results fail to find any association between study mode (full-time and 

part-time) and learning approaches of Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance 

students. It suggests that differences in teaching methods may not be required for 

part-time or full-time sub-degree students given that the course curriculum and 

assessment methods are similar in full-time and part-time programmes. Although 

the present results do not suggest a difference of learning approach between 

full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students, further 

studies are needed to consider differences in learning culture and subject areas in 

various higher education institutions. 

 

 From a practical perspective, the present study contends that lecturers should be 

aware of the impact of learning approach on academic achievement. Ramsden 

(1992) argued that raising students’ awareness of learning approaches is an integral 

part of effective teaching. Teachers should explore how students are approaching 

the course content they teach. However, certain groups of students might need to be 

taught the relationship between locus of control, extracurricular activities, learning 

approach and academic achievement more explicitly and encourage to use the deep 

approach which will enhance their academic achievement. 

 

 Deep learning motivation can be enhanced by providing effective formative 

assessment, especially immediate feedback and using peer and self assessment, 

generating classroom learning tasks more relevant to practical applications, helping 

students to work on the objective setting of their assignments and learning to accept 

responsibility for their learning. Learning assistance workshops can be provided for 

academically low-achieving students to emphasize how to process and analyze 

information effectively; how to examine the logic of the argument and how to relate 

concepts to evidence. Learning assistance workshops offer learning strategies to 

strengthen students’ reading and analytical skills and identify students with either 

the internal locus of control belief or the external locus of control belief. 

 

 It should be noted that the relationship between learning approach and academic 

achievement may be sample specific (Diseth, 2003). Lizzio et al. (2002) showed a 

positive relationship between deep approach and academic achievement of 



 116

commerce degree students but science and humanities students did not reveal such a 

relationship. Diseth (2003) argued that the deep approach is likely to link with 

academic success in the later years of degree programme. The present study is 

limited by the sample which comprises sub-degree final-year finance students. It 

suggests that follow-up studies of these students are needed to explore how the 

university learning environment affects their learning approach. Watkins (2001) 

recognized that the relationship between learning approaches and academic 

achievement assumed that higher quality learning outcomes were rewarded by the 

assessment system. It is argued that a better GPA does not necessarily imply a 

higher quality learning outcome. 

 

5.8 Study Two: Relationship between Gender and Academic Achievement 
 
 Hypotheses have been put forward concerning gender differences in academic 

achievement in Britain and North America higher education institutions over the 

past two decades (Arnor et al., 1999; Davies & Brember, 2001; Herlitz et al., 1997; 

Meyer et al., 1994; Miller et al.,1990; Richardson & King, 1991; Ruban & 

McCoach, 2005; Sadler-Smith, 1996; Stumpf & Jackson, 1994; Thomas, 1988; 

Wilson et al., 1996). Men and women appear to perform at similar levels in learning 

tasks. It is argued that women seem to outperform men in situations requiring the 

acquisition of new information (Meinz & Salthouse, 1998; Stumpf & Jackson, 

1994).  

 

 Woodley (1984) found that there were gender differences in academic 

achievement with advancing age and women aged 21 or over were more likely to 

obtain an honours degree than men in Britain. The present results fail to find any 

association between gender and academic achievement of part-time Hong Kong 

Chinese sub-degree students. The study suggests that full-time female students are 

more likely than full-time male students to be high academic achievers. Qualitative 

studies by Thomas (1988) revealed significant differences in the learning 

experiences of men and women between arts programmes where men often 

comprise the minority of students and science programmes where men often 

comprise the majority of students. While the present study only focuses on finance 

students, the learning experiences of men and women in different discipline 

contexts need to be explored in the case of Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree students. 
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Gender differences in academic achievement may be affected by the different 

teaching and assessment methods used in various academic disciplines.  

 

5.9 Study Two: Relationship between Locus of Control and Academic 
Achievement  
 
 It is argued that students who achieve high grades in school take responsibility 

for their performance and students who do poorly attribute responsibility to external 

factors. The results of the present study fail to find any association between locus of 

control and academic achievement of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese 

sub-degree finance students. The results are in line with the study by Stipek and 

Weisz (1981), where locus of control did not predict the academic achievement of 

white students.  

 

With regard to the practical situation, it is reasonable to assume that both 

academic achievement and locus of control are multi-determined. It suggests that a 

single variable is not likely to generate substantially stronger bivariate correlations. 

For example, shared variance with other variables such as socio-economic status, 

assessment and teaching environment might account for the relationship. Findley 

and Cooper (1983) found that the strength of relationship tended to be stronger for 

adolescents than for adults and teachers’ grading of students may be affected by a 

number of factors unrelated to locus of control such as physical characteristics of 

the student.  

 

5.10 Limitations of the Study 
 

In studying the impact of variables on academic achievement, several points 

needed to be taken into account. The results are not entirely consistent with the 3P 

model. The empirical results are less than conclusive. There are some specific 

methodological limitations to this study. These contain the variables and their 

inter-relationships. The findings of the present study are limited by the following 

methodological and measurement constraints.  

 

1. Linear and curvilinear relationship. Correlation is often used in exploring 

relationship. The limitation of simple correlation assumes a linear relationship but 

curvilinear relationships can happen in practice. By using a linear correlation, a 
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curvilinear relationship between variables could propose no relationship where 

there is actually one. It is also important to note that a model in which the 

directionality between these variables is opposite or bi-directional might be 

supported by the data (Kember & Leung, 1998). The present study is based on 

correlations and qualitative research is useful to provide a further support for 

causality. The data are cross-sectional and the presence of reciprocal relationships 

between variables may not be identified. Even with careful analysis and 

interpretation, the analysis could not be used to infer causation. Studies based upon 

data used in this study necessarily come to somewhat tentative conclusions.  

 

2. The variables in interaction. In situations where there are a number of variables 

that may affect academic achievement, it is noted that there is an interaction of their 

effects on academic achievement when analysed with other variables.  

 

3. The exclusive reliance on self-report responses to close-ended questionnaires. 

There are no other measures to validate that the way students respond to the survey 

is reflective of how they normally behave honestly. It is possible that students may 

not be honest to answer in a socially desirable way or the way they think the 

researcher wants them to respond which might lower reliability of some individual 

scales (Kember & Gow, 1991). Students may not be serious about filling the 

questionnaire and may not exactly know how they understand their learning. The 

quality of data collection depends on conditions of the context at the given time. 

The findings assert general characteristics of the participating students at one point 

in time. Learning approaches are measured by using self-report instruments, which 

are not context-specific. Pintrich et al. (2000) recommended using an instrument 

adapted at the course level was a good compromise between an overly global level, 

focused on college learning in general, and a more micro-analytic level, focused on 

different tasks within a course.   

 

4. Sample size. It is argued that there are many individual student characteristics 

variables to be controlled in studying the interaction between individual differences, 

learning approaches and academic achievement. One concern of this is that 

studying the effects of many individual student characteristics variables may require 

the use of very large sample sizes. Small sample sizes will constrain the study to the 
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consideration of only a few variables. The sample from which the population is 

selected may not be representative of sub-degree students in general. The sample 

size is not large so that any generalizations have to be tentative. The present study 

only treats samples found at one sub-degree institution in Hong Kong. There must 

be some doubt about the generalisability of findings from one institution. Notably, 

when samples from several colleges are used, differences between the schools in 

terms of teaching quality, learning environment, curriculum and assessment should 

be taken into consideration. The future replication of the present results by using 

different samples would be desirable.   
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5.11 Summary 
  

The contribution of this research can be considered from the dual perspective of 

research and practice. From a research viewpoint, the results of this study have built 

up our knowledge about the 3P model in respect of both full-time and part-time 

Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. The results contend there is a 

direct relationship between internal locus of control and deep approach of full-time 

and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. Extra-curricular 

activities are found to be positively related to the deep approach rather than the 

surface approach. The present study suggests a positive relationship between a deep 

approach and academic achievement indicates that the issue of how to generate a 

learning environment that encourages the deep approach is important.  

 

 From a practical viewpoint, the results of the present study suggest a number of 

ways to enhance teaching and learning in a sub-degree context. First, both teachers 

and students should be aware that people approach learning differently. Second, 

both teachers and students should be aware of the relationship between learning 

approaches and academic achievement. Third, the present study suggests that 

extracurricular activities are directly related to the deep approach. Hence, the 

enhancement of students’ extracurricular activities is desirable. Further studies are 

needed to investigate what kind of extra-curricular activities would have a stronger 

effect on the deep approach.  

 

 The findings allow teachers and education administrators to recognize the 

importance of relationships between individual student characteristics, learning 

approaches and academic achievement. Previous studies found that assessment 

methods influence learning approaches (Gibbs, 1992; Ramsden, 1987). In other 

words, using assessments that are conducive to the deep approach is needed. 

Teachers can cultivate the deep motive through a variety of teaching methods such 

as inviting guest speakers, facilitating co-operative learning tasks, having group 

discussion, organizing seminars, having field visits and using various visual aids in 

teaching. Deep learning motives can also be cultivated by offering students the 

opportunity to participate in out-of-the-class activities such as adventure education. 

Hattie et al. (1997) found that adventure education can cultivate students’ creative 
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thinking and the deep learning motive.  

 

 The interactions between individual student characteristics, learning approaches 

and academic achievement warrants further studies in the Hong Kong sub-degree 

context. Future research can be considered from the following perspectives. First, 

causal modelling procedures must be examined and interpreted with caution. More 

powerful statistical approaches with longitudinal designs to test the models are 

needed. Second, the present study is based on statistical correlations. Qualitative 

research is useful to produce a strong support for causality. Qualitative approaches 

are useful to explore the learning approach in a specific learning environment. The 

possible impact of interactions and non-linear effects should be considered in 

quantitative studies. Third, considering the complexity of the possible individual 

effects, large-scale studies are useful which include large sample sizes and a wide 

range of variables. This suggests the need for future studies to investigate the 3P 

model by collecting data from different Hong Kong sub-degree institutions and 

using longitudinal studies to address some limitations of the present study such as 

different teaching and learning environments and a variety of course assessment.  
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Chapter 6  Conclusions 
 

6.1 Discussion  
 

There have been a number of studies on the relationship between individual 

student characteristics and academic achievement and such individual differences 

include self-concept, self-confidence, self-esteem (Allen, 1992; Fuertes et al., 1994; 

Hau, 1992; Hau & Salili, 1991; Ho et at., 1999; Kwok & Lytton, 1996; Schmeck et 

al., 1991; Sinclaire, 1991; Wilhite, 1990), gender (Arnor et al., 1999; Davies & 

Brember, 2001; Herlitz et al., 1997; Meyer et al., 1994; Miller et al.,1990 

Richardson & King, 1991; Ruban & McCoach, 2005; Sadler-Smith, 1996; Stumpf 

& Jackson, 1994; Thomas, 1988; Wilson et al., 1996), age (Boon, 1980; Clennell, 

1990; Harris & Brooks, 1998; Nyberg et al., 1996; Richardson, 1995; Richardson & 

Woodley, 2003; Sadler-Smith, 1996; Sadler-Smith & Tsang, 1998; Watkins & Hattie, 

1985; Woodley, 1984) and ethnicity (Hackett et al., 1992). Two major learning 

approaches, the deep approach and the surface approach, have been distinguished 

by several researchers over the past two decades (Biggs, 1979, 1985, 1987, 1989; 

Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983; Marton & Säljö, 1976a, 1976b). The interaction of 

individual student characteristics with the learning approaches has a strong impact 

on academic achievement. 

 

The 3P model (Biggs, 1987, 1989, 1993a, 1993b) provides a theoretical 

framework of the relationships between individual student characteristics, teaching 

context, learning approaches and academic achievement. Student learning is viewed 

as a multi-variate integrated system consisting of variables in a series of stages 

entitled presage, process and product. These three sets of variables include (1) 

before the learning takes place, such as the learning environment and individual 

student characteristics (presage), (2) while learning is taking place; i.e. students’ 

approach to learning (process) and (3) the learning outcomes after learning has 

taken place (product). The model proposes that personal and situational factors 

(presage) influence a student to adopt a specific approach to learning (process) 

which in turn influences the learning outcomes (product). The deep and surface 

approaches are classified by the model. Students who adopt the deep approach tend 

to conceive of learning as transforming information, being intrinsically motivated 

and deploying learning strategies which emphasize the meaning of the learning 
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material. Students who use the surface approach tend to conceive of learning as 

reproducing knowledge, being extrinsically motivated and adopting strategies 

which focus on the reproduction of learning materials.  

 

The 3P model focuses on student motivation: what students tend to get out of a 

learning task affects the learning approach they adopt, which in turn influences 

academic achievement. The 3P model is directly related to higher education 

learning environment and provides a comprehensive framework to examine a 

complex multi-faceted learning process which addresses personal and situational 

factors influence a student to adopt a specific learning approach which in turn 

influences the academic achievement. The model proposes a positive relationship 

between deep approach and academic achievement. A large amount of model 

development and empirical tests have been conducted in the area of student learning 

in tertiary education (Biggs, 1987; Entwistle & Entwistle, 1991; Marton & Booth, 

1997; Marton et al., 1997; Murray-Harvey, 1993; Prosser & Trigwell, 1999; 

Sadler-Smith, 1996; Watkins & Biggs, 2001). The relationship between learning 

approaches and academic achievement is by no means straightforward. 

Comparatively little is known about any difference in learning approaches between 

full-time and part-time sub-degree students in the Hong Kong context. These 

questions are important for sub-degree educators in Hong Kong to enhance their 

course design and teaching practice for both full-time and part-time students.  

 

Following the expansion of Hong Kong sub-degree sector, there is a pressing 

need to explore the relationship between learning approaches and academic 

achievement in an attempt to enhance the effectiveness of student learning. The 

present study aims to investigate the relationships between gender, age, study mode, 

locus of control, extracurricular activities, learning approaches and academic 

achievement of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance 

students. It is hypothesised that gender, age, study mode, locus of control and 

extracurricular activities influence students’ learning approaches and subsequently 

affect their academic achievement. The main research questions that are examined 

are presented below. 

 

(1) Is there link between gender and learning approaches of part-time and full-time 
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Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students?  

(2) Does study mode (full-time and part-time) affect learning approaches of Hong 

Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students?  

(3) Is there link between locus of control and learning approaches of part-time and 

full-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students?  

(4) Is there any relationship between extracurricular activities and learning 

approaches of part-time and full-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance 

students?  

(5) Is there a positive relationship between deep approach and academic 

achievement of part-time and full-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance 

students?  

(6) Do Hong Kong sub-degree students seek to adopt particular learning 

approaches?  

(7) Is there any relationship between gender and academic achievement of part-time 

and full-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students? 

(8) Is there any relationship between locus of control and academic achievement of 

part-time and full-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students? 

(9) Is there any relationship between gender, locus of control, extracurricular 

activities, learning approaches and academic achievement of part-time and full-time 

Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students? 

(10) Is there any relationship between gender, study mode, locus of control, 

extracurricular activities, learning approaches and academic achievement of Hong 

Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students? 

 

Statistical analysis contends that two research instruments, the Revised 

Two-Factor Study Process Questionnaire (R-SPQ-2F) and the Revised Causal 

Dimension Scale (CDSII), are reliable and valid for assessing the underlying 

theoretical constructs for both full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese 

sub-degree finance students. The present results suggest that individual student 

characteristics including locus of control and extracurricular activities influence the 

learning approaches of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree 

finance students. It does seem reasonable that teachers should be alert to differences 

in locus of control of both full-time and part-time students. The present result 

encourages teachers to recognize individual differences and to make an effort to 
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motivate students to learn in a more effective way. More needs to be known about 

individual student characteristics of both full-time and part-time sub-degree student 

in different disciplines and what skills they bring to further studies such as degree 

programmes. There is no simple monotonic relationship between age, gender, 

learning approaches and academic achievement of full-time and part-time Hong 

Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students. 

 

It seems clear that there are gains in theory-building to be achieved from 

exploring the relationships between individual student characteristics, learning 

approaches and academic achievement of full-time and part-time Hong Kong 

Chinese sub-degree finance students. The present study suggests that the deep 

approach and academic achievement are positively related. It is suggested that 

students should learn some basic learning strategies in order to enhance their 

academic achievement. The basic learning strategies should focus on how to 

enhance students’ analytical thinking, critical thinking skill, reading skill and 

lifelong learning perception. This enhancement in learning strategies is only a 

necessary condition, not a sufficient condition, to improve academic achievement. 

This is the first study of the relationship between learning approach and academic 

achievement involving full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree 

finance students and replications of this study would be valuable to verify this 

relationship. It is believed that one of the most effective ways of ensuring high 

quality teaching and learning is to encourage students to use the deep approach and 

teachers take responsibility to promote the deep approach to learning.  

 

Learning motivation in higher education needs to be considered as a dynamic 

phenomenon which can be influenced by curriculum design and the nature of the 

teaching and learning environment. The results of the study can help to enhance the 

teaching and learning of Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree finance students in two 

ways. First, as the deep approach tends to lead to better academic achievement, the 

question that arises is how to create a learning environment that is more conducive 

to the deep approach. According to many investigators (Biggs, 1999; Marton & 

Säljö, 1976a, 1976b; Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983; Salili et al., 1976; Sternberg, 

1997), course assessment has a strong influence on how students approach their 

study. Assessments such as project assignments, group presentations or individual 
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research papers are recommended to encourage the deep approach.  

 

 Although numerous studies have been conducted on different individual student 

characteristics, there is little conclusive empirical support for the 3P model 

(Beckwith, 1991; Trigwell & Prosser, 1991; Watkins, 1983; Zeegers, 2001). This 

situation can be partly explained by (1) the diversity of research methods, (2) 

different statistical analyses used, (3) various sample sizes ranging from secondary 

to tertiary students, (4) cultural factor and (5) teaching and learning environment. 

Studies based upon data used in the present study necessarily come to somewhat 

limited and tentative conclusions, leaving much intuitive interpretation. The results 

of the present study need to be interpreted with some caution. First, the sample size 

is not large and only sub-degree finance students are investigated. Further studies in 

this area require enlarged sample sizes and a diverse range of fields of study would 

be necessary to confirm the tentative findings and to allow further generalization of 

these results. The results are concerned with the restricted origin of participants 

(coming from only one sub-degree institution). Second, another limitation of this 

study is the exclusive reliance on self-reporting measures by using both R-SPQ-2F 

and CDSII. The present study is mostly quantitative in nature. Open-ended 

interviews allow researchers to take an inductive approach to investigate students’ 

thoughts and their learning approaches. Qualitative study may yield additional 

insights into the process of understanding factors influencing academic achievement. 

Third, the limitation of the present study assumes a linear relationship between 

individual student characteristics, learning approaches and academic achievement 

but nonlinear relationship can happen in practice. 

 

There is a need for longitudinal research to investigate these relationships in an 

attempt to generate firmer predictive and causal relationships. Such research is 

significant especially for developing countries hoping to enhance their human 

resources because it may improve teaching methods, course content, assessment 

method and workload through the understanding of the relationship between 

individual student characteristics, learning approaches and academic achievement. 

The present results are in a direction consistent with the statistically significant 

relationships. Continuing studies in this area will make use of increased sample 

sizes, an expanded range of fields of study, as well as more refined instruments, all 
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of which might be expected to increase the effect size of the relationships observed.  

 

6.2 Implications of the Research Findings 
 

The present study has produced a picture of individual student characteristics, 

learning approaches and their relationships with academic achievement in a specific 

learning context. Some findings are in line with Western research findings and 

conform to Western theoretical contentions. Student learning could be seen as a 

result of the intricate interplay of individual student characteristics, learning 

approaches and academic achievement. An understanding of these relationships 

may affect curriculum design, counselling of students, and building a model of the 

learner.  

 

The contributions of the present study are considered from research and practical 

perspectives. From a research viewpoint, the results of this study have enriched 

knowledge of the 3P model of full-time and part-time Hong Kong Chinese 

sub-degree finance students. First, the results of the study suggest a positive 

association between students’ internal locus of control belief and deep approach, 

teachers should recognize this individual difference and try different teaching 

approaches to encourage students to use the deep approach. The results are 

compatible with the objectives of higher education which emphasizes the 

development of higher order learning goals such as critical thinking, analytical 

skills, problem solving techniques and the ability to deal with ill-defined issues 

through the deep approach.  

 

Second, the present study suggests a direct relationship between extracurricular 

activities and deep approach. It is common for sub-degree institutions to encourage 

students to participate in various types of extracurricular activities in Hong Kong. It 

is recognized that extracurricular activities play a key role in whole-person 

education. Enriching students’ extracurricular activities appears to be one of the 

important elements to encourage students to adopt the deep approach. Sub-degree 

students also recognize that a combination of good academic achievement, 

performance in university admission interviews and achievement of extra-curricular 

activities is important when considering their application for government-funded 
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university places in Hong Kong. The next question is which types of 

extra-curricular activities are useful for sub-degree students. Further studies are 

required to explore the relationship between various types of extracurricular 

activities and deep approach. 

 

Third, as the present study contends there is a positive relationship between deep 

approach and academic achievement, how can educators create a learning 

environment that is more conducive to the deep approach? It is argued that the 

learning approach students used will be affected by factors such as study habits, 

nature of the course content, assessment method, workload, teaching method and 

students’ perception of the relevance of course materials and career development, 

interpersonal contact with peers and teachers, out-of-class learning activities and 

interest of the course (Gibbs, 1992; Ramsden, 1987). Stakeholders including 

teachers, programme administrators and curriculum developers play the key role in 

encouraging the deep approach in higher education.  

 

From a practical perspective, three key points stand out. First, both teachers and 

education administrators should be aware that individual student characteristics 

affect learning approaches. There has been a developing interest in the practical 

treatment of individual differences. This study identifies the important influence of 

locus of control on learning approaches. Teachers could help students become 

aware of their own locus of control belief and the relations with learning approaches 

to promote the deep approach. Other factors relating to individual student 

characteristics such as socio-economic status, family structure (single-parenthood), 

and family involvement may also influence students’ motivation to learning.  

 

Second, educators should be aware of the relationship between learning 

approaches and academic achievement. Teachers can facilitate students’ efforts to 

be flexible in their learning. Teachers can try to teach through a variety of methods 

such as case studies, interactive workshops, facilitated discussions and simulation 

exercise. Biggs (1999) suggested that the generic objective of good teaching is to 

encourage students to use the deep approach and to discourage the use of the 

surface approach. Teachers are responsible for ensuring that teaching methods and 

assessment are aligned to encourage the deep approach.  
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The way students learn may depend on their perception of the learning 

environment and the demands that are set upon them. Other institutional demands 

such as assessment methods, overloaded curriculum, and study pressure may also 

influence learning approaches. For example, if the overall assessment is typically 

focused on the reproduction of factual information, this may encourage students to 

adopt the surface approach to attain good results. An examination-oriented learning 

context encourages students to use a mix of learning approaches in order to achieve 

good results. Previous studies (Biggs & Watkins, 1995; Trigwell & Prosser, 1991; 

Watkins, 2001) revealed that the deep approach was likely to be encouraged by 

students’ intrinsic interests in learning materials, a well-resourced learning 

environment, an appropriate workload and assessment methods. Students have to 

learn how to deal with increasing amounts of information. Different learning 

approaches may serve as tools for obtaining and using the necessary knowledge in a 

rapidly changing society. The basic idea is that students who use the deep approach 

in various settings are more successful while going through higher education and in 

their future lives. 

 

6.3  Suggestions for Future Studies 
 

There are a number of important issues for future research. First, further studies 

are needed to explore whether the relationships between learning approaches and 

academic achievement are found across different cultural and educational contexts. 

For example, Asian students are likely to believe in a direct relationship between 

good higher education, better job prospect and social advancement (Sue & Okazaki, 

1991). Western students generally think that the purpose of higher education is to 

fulfill their individual goals and a vehicle for social mobility. There is scope for 

future research to investigate the above-mentioned relationships, collecting data 

from different colleges and using additional types of measures such as structured 

interviews. Comparative studies of students’ learning approaches in different 

countries and cultures are needed.  

 

Second, it is interesting to note whether the statistically derived higher-order 

factors, the deep and surface approaches, reflect students’ ‘true’ experiences of their 

understanding of various learning approaches. This concern can be addressed by 
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qualitative and mixed research methods (Creswell, 2003). Other factors related to 

academic achievement which are not included in this study are teaching approaches, 

socio-economic status and differences in personality traits. A longitudinal study will 

be helpful to investigate consistency and variability in learning approaches.  

 

In the light of mixed previous findings, the generalization of the relationship 

between deep approach and academic achievement is in need of further studies. 

This study is quantitative in nature. It would be useful to use qualitative research to 

reveal insights into the relationship between learning approaches and academic 

achievement in higher education. The 3P model needs to be tested with a more 

diverse sample of sub-degree students in different colleges before the generalization 

of the empirical results can be made. More studies could be taken in other Hong 

Kong sub-degree institutions and comparison could be considered in different 

learning contexts with larger sample sizes. It is expected that future studies of the 

types suggested would broaden and deepen our understanding of Hong Kong 

Chinese sub-degree student learning.



 131

References 

 

Aaron, S. and Skakun, E. (1999) Correlation of students’ characteristics with their 
learning styles as they begin medical-school, Academic Medicine, vol.74, no.3, 
pp.260-262. 
 
Agarwal, R. and Misra, G. (1986) A factor analytic study of achievement goals and 
means: An Indian view, International Journal of Psychology, vol.21, pp.717-731. 
 
Ainley, M.D. (1993) Styles of engagement with learning: multidimensional 
assessment of their relationship with strategy use and school achievement, Journal 

of Educational Psychology, vol.85, no.3, pp.395-405. 
 
Albaili, M.A. (1995) An Arabic version of the Study Process Questionnaire: 
reliability and validity. Psychological Reports, vol.77, no.3, pp.1083-1089. 
 
Albaili, M.A. (1997) Differences among low-, average-, and high-achieving college 
students on learning and study strategies, Educational Psychology, vol.17, no.1&2, 
pp.171-177. 
 
Allen, W.R. (1992) The color of success: African-American college student 
outcomes at predominantly White and historically Black public colleges and 
universities, Harvard Educational Review, vol.62, pp.26-44. 
 
Allinson, L. (1992) Learning styles and computer based learning environments, 
Lecture Notes in Computer Science, no.602, pp.61-73. 
 
American Association of Community Colleges http://www.aacc.nche.edu 

 
Arnor, M., David, M. and Weiner, G. (1999) Closing the gender gap: Postwar 

education and social change, Cambridge, England: Polity Press. 
 
Ausubel, D.P. (1968) Educational psychology: A cognitive view, New York: Hot, 
Rinehart and Winston. 
 
Beckwith, J.B. (1991) Approaches to learning, their context and relationship to 
assessment performance, Higher Education, vol.22, pp.17-30. 
 



 132

Belenky, M., Chinchy, B. Goldberger, N. and Tarule, J. (1986) Women’s Ways of 

Knowing: the development of self, voice, and mind, New York, Basic Books. 
 
Bell, J. (1993) Doing Your Research Project, Milton Keynes, Open University 
Press. 
 
Bennett, S.N. (1978) Recent research on teaching: A dream, a belief, and a model, 
British Journal of Educational Psychology, vol.48, pp.127-147. 
 
Benson, M.J. (1989) Attributional measurement techniques: classification and 
comparison of approaches for measuring three causal dimensions, Journal of Social 

Psychology, vol.129, no.3, p.307-323.  
 
Betts, J.R., Rueben, K.S. and Danenberg, A. (2000) Equal resources, equal 

outcomes? The distribution of school resources and student achievement in 

California, Public Policy Institute of California, San Francisco, California, January 
2000. 
 
Betancourt, H. and Weiner, B. (1982) Attribution for achievement-related events, 
expectancy, and sentiments: A study of success and failure in Chile and the United 
States, Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, vol.13, pp.62-374. 
 
Biggs, J.B. (1978) Individual and group differences in study processes, British 

Journal of Educational Psychology, vol.48, pp.274-284. 
 
Biggs, J.B. (1979) Individual differences in study processes and the quality of 
learning outcomes, Higher Education, vol.8, pp.381-394. 
 
Biggs, J.B. (1984) Learning strategies, student motivation patterns, and subjectively 
perceived success, in J.R. Kirby (ed.), Cognitive strategies and educational 

performance, pp.111-185. New York: Academic Press. 
 
Biggs, J.B. (1985) The role of meta-learning in study processes, British Journal of 

Educational Psychology, vol.55, pp.185-212. 
   
Biggs, J.B. (1987) Student Approaches to Learning and Studying, Melbourne: 
Australian Council for Educational Research. 
 



 133

Biggs, J.B. (1989) Approaches to the enhancement of tertiary teaching, Higher 

Education Research and Development, vol.8, pp.7-25. 
 
Biggs, J.B. (1992) Why and how do Hong Kong students learn? Using the Learning 
and Study Process Questionnaires, University of Hong Kong: Education Papers No. 
14.  

 
Biggs, J.B. (1993a) What do inventories of students’ learning processes really 
measure? A theoretical review and clarification, British Journal of Educational 

Psychology, vol.63, pp.1-17. 
 
Biggs, J.B. (1993b) From theory to practice: A cognitive systems approach, Higher 

Education Research and Development, vol.12, pp.73-86. 
 
Biggs, J.B. (1994) What are effective schools. Lessons from East and West, 
Australian Educational Research, vol.21, pp.19-39. 
 
Biggs, J.B. (1999) Teaching for quality learning at university, Buckingham: Open 
University Press. 
 
Biggs, J.B., Kember, D. and Leung, D.Y.P. (2001) The revised two-factor Study 
Process Questionnaire: R-SPQ-2F, British Journal of Educational Psychology, 
vol.71, pp.133-149. 
 
Biggs, J.B. and Rhin, B.A. (1984) The effects of intervention on deep and surface 
approaches to learning, in J.R. Kirby (ed.), Cognitive Strategies and Educational 

Performance, New York: Academic Press. 
 
Biggs, J.B. and Watkins, D. (1995) Classroom learning: educational psychology for 

the Asian teacher, Singapore, Prentice Hall. 
 
Bloom, B.S. (1976) Human Characteristics and School Learning, New York: 
McGraw-Hill. 
 
Boon, P.K. (1980) Attitudes of staff towards mature students, in: T.Hore and L.H.T 
West (ed.), Mature Age Students in Australian Higher Education, pp.122-139, 
Clayton, Victoria, Monash University, Higher Education Advisory and Research 
Unit. 



 134

 
Bond, M.H. (1983) A proposal for cross-cultural studies of attribution, in M. 
Hewstone (ed.), Attribution Theory: Social and Functional Extensions, pp.144-57 
Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 
 
Bourner, T. and Hamed, M. (1987) Entry Qualification and Degree Performance, 

London, Council for National Academic Awards. 
 
Bowden, J.A. (1986) Educational development and phenomenography, in: J.A. 
Bowden (ed.) Student Learning: research into practice. The Marysville symposium, 
pp.3-18, Parkville, Centre for the Study of Higher Education, University of 
Melbourne.  

 
Brennan, J. (1986) Student learning and the ‘capacity to benefit’: the performance 
of non-traditional students in public sector higher education, Journal of Access 

Studies, vol 1, no.2, pp.23-32.  
 
Brown, S.D. and Nelson, T.L. (1983) Beyond the uniformity myth: A comparison of 
academically successful and unsuccessful test-anxious college students, Journal of 

Counseling Psychology ,vol.30, no.3, pp.367-374. 
 
Bruch, A., Pearl, L. and Giordane, S. (1986) Differences in the cognitive process of 
academically successful and unsuccessful test-anxious students, Journal of 

Counseling Psychology, vol.33, no.2, pp.217-219. 
 
Bruner, J.S. (1966) Toward a Theory of Instruction, New York: Norton. 
 
Byrne, M. and Willis, P. (1997) An analysis of accounting at second level, Irish 

Accounting Review, vol.4, no. 1, pp.1-26. 
 
Byrne, M. and Willis, P. (2001) The revised second level accounting syllabus – a 
new beginning or old habits retained?, Irish Accounting Review, vol.8, no. 2, 
pp.1-22. 
 
Byrne, M., Flood, B. and Willis, P. (2002) The relationship between learning 
approaches and learning outcomes: a study of Irish accounting students, Accounting 

Education: An International Journal, vol.11, no.1, pp.27-42. 
 



 135

Burrell, G. and Morgan, G. (1979) Sociological Paradigms and Organizational 

Analysis, Heinemann Educational Books, London. 
 
Cano, F. (2005) Epistemological beliefs and approaches to learning: their change 
through secondary school and their influence on academic performance, British 

Journal of Educational Psychology, vol.75, pp.203-221. 
 
Cantwell, R. H. and Moore, P. J. (1996) The development of measures of individual 
differences in self-regulatory control and their relationship to academic 
performance. Contemporary Educational Psychology, vol.21, pp.500-517. 
 
Cantwell, R. H. and Moore, P. J. (1998) Relationships among control beliefs, 
approaches to learning and the academic performance of final-year nurses. The 

Alberta Journal of Educational Research, vol.44, no.1, pp.98-102. 
 
Carroll, J.B. (1963) A model of school learning, Teachers College Record, vol.64, 
pp.723-733. 

   
Chan, K.W. (2007) Hong Kong teacher education students’ epistemological beliefs 
and their relations with conceptions of learning and learning strategies, The 

Asia-Pacific Education Researcher, Vol.16, No.2, pp.199-214  
 
Chan, D. and Lo, W. (2007) Running Universities as Enterprises: University 

Governance Changes in Hong Kong, vol.27, no. 3, pp.305-322. 
 
Chan, H.T.F., Salili, F. and Biggs, J.B. (1991) The relationship between causal 

attributions, learning strategies and the level of achievement: A Hong Kong 

Chinese Study. Unpublished manuscript, University of Hong Kong.  
 
Chandler, T.A., Shama, D.D., Wolf, F.M. and Planchard, S.K. (1981) 
Multiattributional causality: A five cross-national samples study, Journal of 

Cross-Cultural Psychology, vol.12, pp.207-21. 
 
Chiu, L.M.W. and Cunich, P. (2008) HKU SPACE and its Alumni The First Fifty 

Years, Hong Kong University Press. 
 
Christensen, C.A., Massey, D.R. and Isaacs, P.J. (1991) Cognitive strategies and 
study habits: an analysis of the measurement of tertiary students’ learning, British 



 136

Journal of Educational Psychology, vol.61, pp.290-299. 
 
Clarke, R.M. (1986) Students’ approaches to learning in an innovative medical 
school: a cross-sectional study, British Journal of Educational Psychology, vol.56, 
pp.309-321. 
 
Clennell, S. (1990) Older Students in Europe: a survey of older students four 

European countries, Milton Keynes, Open University. 
 
Clinchy, B.M. and Zimmerman, C. (1982) Epistemology and agency in the 
development of undergraduate women, in P. Perun (ed.), The Undergraduate 

Women: issues in educational equity, pp.161-182, Lexington, MA, D.C. Heath. 
 
Cohen, J. (1988) Statistical Power Analysis for the Behavioral Sciences, Lawrence 
Erlbaum Associates. 
 
Cohen, A. (2001) Community colleges: policy in the future context, in Townsend, 
B.K. & Twombly, S.B. (ed.), Government policies affecting community colleges: a 
historical perspective, pp. 3-22, Ablex Publishing. 
 
Cohen, L., Manion, L. and Morrison, K. (2000) Research Methods in Education, 
London: Routledge, Falmer Press. 
 
Columbia Electronic Encyclopedia (2002) Columbia University Press, 6th edition 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/126960/Columbia-Encyclopedia 
 
Creswell, J.W. (2003) Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed 

methods approaches, 2nd edition, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
Crittenden, K.S. (1996) Causal attribution processes among the Chinese, in M. 
Bond (ed.), The Handbook of Chinese Psychology. Hong Kong: Oxford University 
Press. 
 
Cronbach, L.J. (1951) Coefficient alpha and the internal structure of tests, 
Psychometrika, vol.35, pp.297-334. 
 
Curry, L. (1991) Patterns of learning style across selected medical specialties, 
Education Psychology, vol.11, pp.247-275. 



 137

 
Davies, J. and Brember, I. (2001) The closing gender gap in attitudes between boys 
and girls: A 5-year longitudinal study, Education Psychology, vol.21, pp.103-114. 
 
Deci, E. (1978) Applications of research on the effects of rewards, in Lepper, M. 
and D. Greene (ed.), The Hidden Costs of Reward: New Perspectives on the 

Psychology of Human Motivation, Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.  
 
Diseth, A. (2003) Personality and approaches to learning as predictors of academic 
achievement, European Journal of Personality, vol.17, pp.143-155. 
 
Drew, P. and Watkins, D. (1998) Affective variables, learning approaches and 
academic achievement: A causal modeling investigation with Hong Kong tertiary 
students, British Journal of Educational Psychology, vol.68, pp.173–188. 
 
Dunbar, R. (1988) Culture-based learning problems of Asian students: some 
implications for Australian distance educators, ASPESA Papers, vol.5, pp.10 – 21. 
 
Dunkin, M.J. and Biddle, B.J. (1974) The study of teaching, New York: Holt, 
Rinehart and Winston. 
 
Education Commission, HKSAR (2000) Learning for Life, Learning through Life – 
Reform Proposals for the Education System in Hong Kong, Final Report of the 

Education Commission, HKSAR, PRC. 
 
Education and Manpower Bureau (2006) Retrieved July 17, 2006, from 
http://www.emb.gov.hk. 
 
Entwistle, N.J. (1981) Styles of teaching and learning: an integrated outline of 

educational psychology for students, teachers and lecturers. New York, NY: John 
Wiley & Sons.  
 
Entwistle, N.J. (1987) A model of the teaching-learning process, in T.E. Richardson, 
M.W. Eysenck; and D.W. Piper (ed.), Student Learning: Research in Education and 

Cognitive Psychology. Milton Keynes: The Society for Research into Higher 
Education and Open University Press. 
 
Entwistle, N.J. (1988) Motivational factors in students’ approaches to learning, in 



 138

R.R. Schmeck (ed.), Learning strategies and learning styles, pp.21-51, New York: 
Plenum Press.   

 

Entwistle, N.J. and Entwistle, A. (1991) Contrasting forms of understanding for 
degree examinations: the student experience and its implications, Higher Education, 
vol.22, pp.205-227. 
 
Entwistle, N.J. and Hounsell, D. (1979) Student learning in a natural setting, Higher 

Education, vol.8, pp.359-363. 
 
Entwistle, N.J. and Ramsden, P. (1983) Understanding Student Learning, London: 
Croom Helm. 
 
Entwistle, N.J. and Kozeki, B. (1985) Relationships between school motivation, 
approaches to studying, and attainment among British and Hungarian adolescents, 
British Journal of Educational Psychology, vol.55, pp.124-137.  
 
Entwistle, N.J., Tait, H. and McCune, V. (2000) Patterns of response to an 
approaches to studying inventory across contrasting groups and contexts, European 

Journal of Psychology of Education, vol.15, pp.33-48. 
 
Entwistle, N.J. and Waterston, S. (1988) Approaches to studying and levels of 
processing in university students, British Journal of Educational Psychology, vol.58, 
pp.258-265. 
 
Entwistle, N.J. and Wilson, J.D. (1977) Degrees of excellence: The academic 

achievement game, London: Hodder and Stoughton. 
 
Evans, C.J., Kirby, J.R. and Fabrigar, L.R. (2003) Approaches to learning, need for 
cognition and strategic flexibility among university students, British Journal of 

Educational Psychology, vol.73, pp.507-528. 
 
Findley, M.J. and Cooper, H.M. (1983) Locus of control and academic achievement: 
a literature review, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, vol.44, no.2, 
pp.419-427. 
  
Fransson, N. (1977) On qualitative differences in learning. IV – Effects of 
motivation and test anxiety on process and outcome, British Journal of Educational 



 139

Psychology, vol.47, pp.244-257.  
 
Fuertes, J.N., Sedlacek, W.E. and Liu, W.M. (1994) Using the SAT and 
noncognitive variables to predict the grades and retention of Asian American 
university students, Measurement and Evaluation in Counseling and Development, 
vol.27, pp.74-84. 
 
Gagne, R.M. (1974) Essentials of Learning and Instruction, Hinsdale, Ill: Dryden 
Press. 
 
Gibbs, G. (1992) Improving the Quality of Student Learning, Bristol: Technical and 
Education Services.  
 
Giddens, A. (1975) Positivism and Sociology, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London.  
 
Gilligan, C. (1982) In a Different Voice: psychological theory and women’s 

development, Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press. 
 
Glaser, R. (1976) Components of a psychology of instruction: toward a science of 
design, Review of Educational Research, vol.46, pp.1-24. 
 
Gow, L., Balla, J., Kember, D. and Hau, K.T. (1996) The learning approaches of 
Chinese people: A function of socialization processes and the context of learning? 
in M. Bond (ed.), The Handbook of Chinese Psychology, Hong Kong: Oxford 
University Press. 
 
Hackett, G., Betz, N.E., Casas, J.M. and Rocha-Singh, I.A. (1992) Gender, ethnicity, 
and social cognitive factors predicting the academic achievement of students in 
engineering, Journal of Counseling Psychology, vol.39, pp.527-538. 
 
Haertel, G.D., Walberg, H.J., and Weinstein, T. (1983) Psychological models of 
educational performance: A theoretical synthesis of constructs, Review of 

Educational Research, vol.53, no.1, pp.75-91. 
 
Hall, V.C. and Edmondson, B. (1992) Relative importance of aptitude and prior 
domain knowledge on immediate and delayed posttests, Journal of Educational 

Psychology, vol.84, pp.219-223. 
 



 140

Hattie, J. (2008) Visible Learning: A synthesis of over 800 meta-analyses relating to 

achievement, Routledge.  
 
Hattie, J., Marsh, H.W., Neill, J.T. and Richards, G.E. (1997) Adventure education 
and outward bound: Out-of-class experiences that make a lasting difference. Review 

of Educational Research, vol.67, pp.43-87. 
 
Harnischfeger, A. and Wiley, D.E. (1976) The teaching-learning process in 
elementary schools: a synoptic view, Curriculum Inquiry, vol.6, pp.5-43. 
 
Harper, G. and Kember, D. (1986) Approaches to study of distance education 
students, British Journal of Educational Technology, vol.17, pp.212-222. 
 
Harris, M.B. and Brooks, L.J. (1998) Challenges for older students in higher 
education, Journal of Research & Development in Higher Education, vol.31, 
pp.226-235. 
 
Hau, K.T. (1992) Achievement orientation and academic causal attribution of 

Chinese students in Hong Kong, Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Hong 
Kong. 
 
Hau, K.T. and Salili, F. (1989) Attribution of examination results: Chinese primary 
students in Hong Kong, Psychologia, vol.32, pp.163-171. 
 
Hau, K.T. and Salili, F. (1990) Examination result attribution, expectancy, and 
achievement goals among Chinese students in Hong Kong, Educational Studies, 
vol.16, no.1, pp.17-31.  
 
Hau, K.T. and Salili, F. (1991) Structure and semantic differential placement of 
specific causes: Academic causal attributions by Chinese students in Hong Kong, 
International Journal of Psychology, vol.26, no.2, pp.175-193. 
 
Hayhoe, R., Lu, Y. and Peterson, G. (2001) Education, Culture & Identity, Hong 
Kong: Hong Kong University Press. 
 
Herlitz, A., Nilsson, L.G.. and Backman, L. (1997) Gender differences in episodic 
memory, Memory and Cognition, vol.25, pp.801-811. 
 



 141

Heron, L. (2006) More second-year degree places urged, South China Morning Post, 
March 25, pp.E3. 
 
Hidi, S. (1990) Interest and its contribution as a mental resource for learning, 
Review of Educational Research, vol.60, pp.549-571. 
 
Ho, D.Y.F. (1981) Traditional patterns of socialization in Chinese society, 
Psychologica Taiwanica, vol.23, no.2, pp.81-95. 
 
Ho, T.F., Salili, F., Biggs, J.B. and Hau, K.T. (1999) The relationship among causal 
attributions, learning strategies and level of achievement: a Hong Kong Chinese 
study, Asia Pacific Journal of Education, vol.19, pp.44-58. 
 
Hong Kong Government (1997) The 1997-1998 budget of Hong Kong SAR, Hong 
Kong: Hong Kong Printing Department. 
 
Hore, T. (1992) Nontraditional students: Third-age and part-time, in B.R. Clark and 
G.R. Neave (ed.), The encyclopedia of higher education: Vol.3 Analytical 

perspectives, pp. 1666-1674, Oxford, UK: Pergamon. 
 
Hsia, J. (1988) Asian Americans in Higher Education and at Work, Hillsdale, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
 
Hudson, L. (1972) The Cult of the Fact, London: Cape.  
 
Jonassen, D.H. and Grabowski, B.L. (1993) Handbook of Individual Differences 

Learning and Instruction, Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
 
Kember, D. (1996) The intention to both memorise and understand: Another 
approach to learning? Higher Education, vol.31, pp.341–354. 
 
Kember, D. (2000) Misconceptions about the learning approaches, motivation and 
study practices of Asian students, Higher Education, vol.40, pp.99–121. 
 
Kember, D. (2001) Beliefs about knowledge and the process of teaching and 
learning as a factor in adjusting to study in higher education, Studies in Higher 

Education, vol. 26, no.2, pp.205–221. 
 



 142

Kember, D., Biggs, J. and Leung, D.Y.P. (2004) Examining the multidimensionality 
of approaches to learning through the development of a revised version of the 
learning process questionnaire, British Journal of Educational Psychology, vol.74, 
pp.261-280.  
 
Kember, D. and Gow, L. (1990) Cultural specificity of approaches to study. British 

Journal of Educational Psychology, vol.60, pp.356-363.  
 
Kember, D. and Gow, L. (1991) A challenge to the anecdotal stereotype of the Asian 
student, Studies in Higher Education, vol.16, no.2, pp.117-128. 
 
Kember, D., Hong, C. and Ho A. (2008) Characterizing the motivational orientation 
of students in higher education: A naturalistic study in three Hong Kong universities, 
British Journal of Educational Psychology, vol.78, pp.311-329. 
 
Kember, D. and Leung, D.Y.P. (1998) The dimensionality of approaches to learning: 
An investigation with confirmatory factor analysis on the structure of the SPQ and 
LPQ, British Journal of Educational Psychology, vol.69, pp.323-343.  
 
Kemp, I. and Seagraves, L. (1995) Transferable Skills - Can Higher Education 
Deliver?, Studies in Higher Education, vol.20, no.3, pp.315-328. 
 
Kletzing, D. (1982) Congruence between field independence and locus of control as 
a predictor of student performance, Dissertation Abstracts International, vol.43, 
p.2534. 
 
Kuncel, N.R., Crede, M. and Thomas, L.L. (2005) The validity of self-reported 
grade point averages, class ranks, and test scores: A meta-analysis and review of the 
literature, Review of Educational Research, vol.75, no.1, pp.63-82. 
 
Kwok, D.C. and Lytton, H. (1996) Perceptions of mathematics ability versus actual 
mathematics performance: Canadian and Hong Kong Chinese children, British 

Journal of Educational Psychology, vol.66, pp.209-222.  
  
Lam, A. and Hui, P. (2006) College made first private university, South China 

Morning Post, pp.1, December 20. 
 
Laurillard, D. (1979) The process of student learning, Higher Education, vol.8, 



 143

pp.395-409. 
 
Laurillard, D. (1984) Learning from problem solving, in F. Marton, D. Honsell and 
N. Entwistle (ed.), The Experience of Learning, Edinburgh: Scottish Academic 
Press. 
 
Lee W.C. and Young C.M. (2003) Pioneering the Community College Movement in 
Hong Kong, International Journal of Lifelong Education, vol.22, no.2, pp.147–158.  
 
Lenz, E. and Shaevitz, M.H. (1977) So you want to go back to school: Facing the 

realities of reentry, New York: McGraw-Hill. 
 
Leung, D.Y.P. and Kember, D (2003) The relationship between approaches to 
learning and reflection upon practice, Educational Psychology, vol.23, pp.61–71. 
 
Levin, J. (2001) Globalizing the Community College: Strategies for Change in the 

Twenty-First Century, New York, Palgrave. 
 
Lizzio, A. and Wilson, K. (2004) First-year students’ perceptions of capability, 
Studies in Higher Education, vol.29, no. 1, pp.109–128. 
 
Lizzio, A., Wilson, K. and Simons, R. (2002) University students’ perceptions of the 
learning environment and academic outcomes: implications for theory and practice, 
Studies in Higher Education, vol.27, pp.27-52. 
 
Llewellyn, J., Hancock, G., Kirst, M. and Roeloffs, K. (1982), A perspective on 

education in Hong Kong: report by visiting panel, Hong Kong Government Printer. 
 
Maehr, M. (1984) Meaning and motivation: toward a theory of personal investment, 
in R. Ames and C. Ames (ed.), Research on Motivation in Education, Volume 1, 
pp.115-144, Orlando: Academic Press.  
 
Marton, F. (1979) Skill as an aspect of knowledge, Journal of Higher Education, 
vol.50, pp.602-614. 
 
Marton, F. (1981) Phenomenography – Describing conceptions of the world around 
us, Instructional Science, vol.10, pp.177-200. 
 



 144

Marton, F. and Booth, S. (1997) Learning and awareness, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 
Associates. 
 
Marton, F., Dall’Alba, G. and Tse, L.K. (1996) Memorization and understanding: 
the keys to the paradox? in D.A. Watkins and J. Biggs (ed.), The Chinese learner: 

Cultural, Psychological and Contextual Influences, Comparative Education 
Research Centre, Hong Kong. 
 
Marton, F., Hounsell, D. and Entwistle, N. (1997) The Experience of Learning, 2nd 
ed., Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press. 
 
Marton, F. and Säljö, R. (1976a) On qualitative differences in learning. I: Outcome 
and process, British Journal of Educational Psychology, vol.46, pp.4-11. 
 
Marton, F. and Säljö, R. (1976b) Symposium: learning processes and strategies. On 
qualitative differences in learning. II: Outcomes as a function of the learner’s 
conception of the task, British Journal of Educational Psychology, vol.46, 
pp.115-127. 
 
Marton, F. and Säljö, R. (1997) ‘Approaches to learning’, in Marton, F. Hounsell, D. 
and Entwistle, N.J. (ed.), The Experience of Learning, Edinburgh: Scottish 
Academic Press, pp.39-58. 

 
Marton, F. and Svensson, L. (1979) Conceptions of research in student learning, 
Higher Education, vol.8, pp 471-486. 
 
McAuley, E., Duncan, T.E. and Russell, D.W. (1992) Measuring causal attributions: 
the Revised Causal Dimension Scale (CDSII), Personality and Social Psychology, 
vol.18, no.5, pp.566-573. 
 
McInnis, C., James, R. and McNaught, C. (1995) First year on campus: diversity in 

the initial experiences of Australian graduates, Canberra, Australian Government 
Publishing Service. 
 
McKeachie, W.J. (1988) The need for study strategy training, in C.E. Weinstein, E.T. 
Goetz and P.A. Alexander (ed.), Learning and Study Strategies: Issues in 

Assessment, Instruction, and Evaluation, San Diego, CA: Academic Press.  
 



 145

McLean, M. (1995) Educational Traditions Compared, London: David Fulton 
Publishers. 
 
Messick, S. (1994) The matter of style: manifestations of personality in cognition, 
learning and teaching, Educational Psychologist, vol.29, pp.121-136. 
 
Meinz, E.J. and Salthouse, T.A. (1998) Is age kinder to females than to males? 
Psychonomic Bulletin and Review, vol.5, pp.56-70. 
 
Meyer, J.H.F., Dunne, T.T. and Richardson, J.T.E. (1994) A gender comparison of 
contextualized study behaviour in higher education. Higher Education, vol.27, 
pp.469-485. 
 
Middlewood, D., Coleman, M. and Lumby, J. (1999) Practitioner research in 

education: making a difference, Sage Publications 
 
Miller, C.D., Finley, J. and McKinley, K.L. (1990) Learning approaches and 
motives: male and female differences and implications for learning assistance 
programs, Journal of College Student Development, vol.31, pp.147-154. 
 
Minnaert, A. and Janssen, P.J. (1992) Success and progress in higher education: a 
structural model of studying, British Journal of Educational Psychology, vol.62, 
pp.184-192. 
 
Mok, K.H. (2001) Academic capitalization in the new millennium: the 
marketisation and corporatisation of higher education in Hong Kong, Policy & 

Politics, vol. 29, no. 3, pp.299-315.  
 
Mordkowitz, E.R. and Ginsburg, H.P. (1987) Early academic socialization of 
successful Asian-American college students, Quarterly Newsletter of the 

Laboratory of Comparative Human Cognition, vol.9, pp.85-91. 
 
Morris, P. (1983) Teachers’ perceptions of their pupils: a Hong Kong case study, 
Research in Education, vol.29, pp.81-86. 
 
Morrison, M. (2002) What do we mean by educational research? in Coleman, M. 
and Briggs, A.R.J. (ed.), Research Methods in Educational Leadership and 

Management, Sage Publications. 



 146

 
Murphy, S.M. and Tyler, S. (2005) The relationship between learning approaches to 
part-time study of management courses and transfer of learning to the workplace, 
Educational Psychology, vol.25, pp.455-469. 
 
Murray, H.A. (1938) Exploration in Personality, New York: Oxford University 
Press. 
 
Murray-Harvey, R. (1993) Identifying characteristics of successful tertiary students 
using path analysis, Australian Educational Researcher, vol.20, no.3, pp.63-81. 
 
Murray-Harvey, R. (1994) Learning styles and approaches to learning: 
Distinguishing between concepts and instruments, British Journal of Educational 

Psychology, vol.64, pp.373-388. 
 
Niles, F. S. (1995) Cultural differences in learning motivation and learning 
strategies: a comparison of overseas and Australian students at an Australian 
university, International Journal of Intercultural Relations, vol.19, no.3, 
pp.369-385. 
 
Nyberg, L., Backman, L., Erngrund, K., Olofsson, U. and Nilsson, L.G. (1996) Age 
differences in episodic memory, semantic memory, and priming; relationships to 
demographic, intellectual and biological factors, Journal of Gerontology: 

Psychological Science, vol.51B, pp.234-240. 
 
Pallant, J. (2007) SPSS survival manual: a step by step guide to data analysis using 

SPSS for Windows, Open University Press. 
 
Pask, G. (1976) Styles and strategies of learning, British Journal of Educational 

Psychology, vol.46, pp.128-148. 
 
Pask, G. (1988) Learning strategies, teaching strategies and conceptual of learning 
style, in R.R. Schmeck, (ed.), Learning strategies and learning styles, New York: 
Plenum Press. 
 
Pedhazur, E.J. (1997) Multiple regression in behavioral research, 3rd ed., Fort 
Worth: Hartcourt Brace College Publishers. 
 



 147

Perry, R.P., Hechter, F.J., Menec, V.H. and Weinberg, L.E. (1993) Enhancing 
achievement motivation and performance in college students: an attributional 
retaining perspective, Research in Higher Education, vol.34, pp.687-723. 
 
Phan, H. (2006) Examination of student learning approaches, reflective thinking, 
and epistemological beliefs: A latent variables approach, Journal of Research in 

Educational Psychology, vol.4, no.3, pp.577–610. 
 
Phan, H.P. and Deo, B. (2007) The revised learning process questionnaire: A 
Validation of a Western model of students’ study approaches to the South Pacific 
context using confirmatory factor analysis, British Journal of Educational 

Psychology, vol.77, pp.719-739.  
 
Pintrich, P.R., Wolters, C. and Baxter, G. (2000) Assessing metacognition and 
self-regulated learning, in: G. Schraw & J. Impara (ed.) Issues in the measurement 

of metacognition, Lincoln, NE, Buros Institute of Mental Measurement. 
 
Power, C., Robertson, F. and Baker, M. (1987) Success in Higher Education, 
Commonwealth Tertiary Education Commission Report, Australian Government 
Publishing Service. 
 
Pratt, D.D., Kelly, M. and Wong. W.S.S. (1999) Chinese conceptions of ‘effective 
teaching’ in Hong Kong: towards culturally sensitive evaluation of teaching, 
International Journal of Lifelong Education, vol.18, no.4, pp.241-258. 
 
Prosser, M. and Millar, R. (1989) The how and what of learning physics, The 

European Journal of Psychology of Education, vol.4, pp.513-528. 
 

Prosser, M., and Trigwell, K. (1999) Understanding learning and teaching: The 

experience in higher education, Buckingham: SRHE and Open University Press. 
 
Punch, K. (2005) Introduction to social research: quantitative and qualitative 

approaches, Sage Publications Ltd. 
 
Ramanaiah, N.V., Ribich, F.D. and Schmeck, R.R (1975) Internal/external control 
of reinforcement as a determinant of study habits and academic attitudes, Journal of 

Research in Personality, vol.9, pp.375-384. 
 



 148

Ramsden, P. (1984) The context of learning, in F. Marton, D. Hounsell and N. 
Entwistle (ed.), The Experience of Learning, Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press. 
 
Ramsden, P. (1987) Improving teaching and learning in higher education: the case 
for a relational perspective, Studies in Higher Education, vol.12, pp.275-286. 
 
Ramsden, P. (1988) Context and strategy: Situational influences on learning, in R.R. 
Schmeck (ed.), Learning strategies and learning styles, New York: Plenum Press. 
 
Ramsden, P. (1992) Learning to Teach in Higher Education, London: Routledge. 
 
Reid, S.A. (1989) Learning and teaching: Hong Kong Polytechnic 1989, 
Mimeograph, Hong Kong Polytechnic. 
 
Richardson, J.T.E. (1994) Mature students in higher education: I. a literature survey 
on approaches to studying, Studies in Higher Education, vol.19, no.3, pp.309 – 325. 
 
Richardson, J.T.E. (1995) Mature students in higher education: II. An investigation 
of approaches to studying and academic performance, Studies in Higher Education, 
vol.20, pp.5–27. 
 
Richardson, J.T.E. (2006) Investigating the relationship between variations in 
students’ perceptions of their academic environment and variations in study 
behaviour in distance education, British Journal of Educational Psychology, vol.76, 
pp.867–893. 
 
Richardson, J.T.E., Eysenck, M.W. and Piper, D.W. (1987) Student learning: 

Research in education and cognitive psychology, Milton Keynes, U.K.: Society for 
research into Higher Education and Open University Press. 
 
Richardson, J.T.E. and King, E. (1991) Gender differences in the experience of 
higher education: qualitative and quantitative approaches, Educational Psychology, 
vol.11, no.3&4, pp.363–382. 
 
Richardson, J.T.E. and King, E. (1998) Adult students in higher education: burden 
or boon?, Journal of Higher Education, vol.69, pp.65–88. 
 
Richardson, J.T.E. and Woodley, A. (2003) Another look at the role of age, gender 



 149

and subject as predictors or academic attainment in higher education, Studies in 

Higher Education, vol.28, pp.475–493. 
 
Ridgell, S.D. and Lounsbury, J.W. (2004) Predicting academic success: General 
intelligence, “Big Five” personality traits, and work drive, College Student Journal, 
vol.38, pp.607-619. 
 
Robotham, D. (2004) Using interviews in researching student learning: a true and 
valid account?, Teaching in Higher Education, vol.9, no.2, pp.225–233. 
 
Rose, R.J., Hall, C.W., Bolen, L.M. and Webster, R.E. (1996) Locus of control and 
college students’ approaches to learning, Psychological Reports, vol.79, 
pp.163-171. 
 
Rosenberg, M. (1979) Conceiving the self, New York: Basic.  
 
Rosenthal, R. and Jacobson, L. (1968) Pygamlion in the Classroom, New York, 
Holt, Rinehart & Winston. 
 
Rotter, J.B. (1990) Internal versus external control of reinforcement: A case history 
of a variable, American Psychologist, vol.45, pp.489-493. 
 
Royer, J.M., Cisero, C.A. and Carlo, M.S. (1993) Techniques and procedures for 
assessing cognitive skills, Review of Educational Research, vol.63, pp.201-243. 
 
Ruban, L.M., and McCoach, D.B. (2005) Gender differences in explaining grades 
using structural equation modeling, Review of Higher Education, vol.28, 
pp.475–502.  
 
Russell, D. (1982) The Causal Dimension Scale: A measure of how individuals 
perceive causes, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, vol.42, pp.1137 – 
1145. 
 
Russell, D.W., McAuley, E. and Tarico, V. (1987) Measuring causal attributions for 
success and failure: A comparison of methodologies for assessing causal 
dimensions, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, vol.52, no.6, pp.1248 – 
1257. 

 



 150

Sadler-Smith, E. (1996) Approaches to studying: Age, gender and academic 
performance, Educational Studies, vol.22, pp.367-379. 
 
Sadler-Smith, E. and Tsang, F. (1998) A comparative study of approaches to 
studying in Hong Kong and the United Kingdom, British Journal of Educational 

Psychology, vol.68, pp.81-93. 
 
Salili, F. (1993) Achievement motivation: a cross-cultural study of British and 

Chinese motivational pattern, Unpublished report, The University of Hong Kong. 
 
Salili, F. (1996) Accepting personal responsibility for learning, in Watkins, D. & 
Biggs, J. (ed.), The Chinese Learner: Cultural, Psychological and Contextual 

Influences, Comparative Educational Research Centre, Hong Kong and The 
Australian Council for Educational Research Ltd: Melbourne.  
 
Salili, F. (1995) Explaining Chinese students’ motivation and achievement: A 
socio-cultural analysis, in M.L. Maehr and P.R. Pintrich (ed.), Advances in 

motivation and achievement, London: JAI Press, vol.9, pp.73-118.  
 
Salili, F. and Ching, S.L. (1992) Achievement and motivation, Unpublished research 
report, The University of Hong Kong. 
 
Salili, F., Chiu, C.Y. and Lai, S. (2001) The influence of culture and context on 
students’ motivational orientation and performance, in F. Salili, C.Y. Chiu, & Y.Y. 
Hong (ed.), Student motivation: The culture and context of learning, pp.221-247. 
New York: Kluwer Academic Publishers. 
 
Salili, F. F and Hau, K.T. (1994) The effect of teachers evaluative feedback on 
Chinese students’ perception of ability: A cultural and situational analysis, 
Educational Studies, vol.20, pp.223-236. 
 
Salili, F.F., Maehr, M.L., Sorensen, R.L. and Fyans, L.J., JR. (1976) A further 
consideration of the effect of evaluation on motivation, Journal of Educational 

Research, vol.13, pp.85-102.  
 
Salili, F. and Mak, P.H.T. (1988) Subjective meaning of success in high and low 
achievers, International Journal of Intercultural Relations, vol.12, pp.125-138. 
 



 151

Säljö, R. (1981) Learning approach and outcome: some empirical observations, 
Instructional Science, vol.10, pp.47-65. 
 
Säljö, R. (1988) Learning in educational settings, in: R. Ramsden (ed.) Improving 

Learning: new perspectives, London, Kogan Page. 
 
Samuelowicz, K. (1987) Learning problems of overseas students: two sides of a 
story, Higher Education Research and Development, vol.6, pp.121-143. 
 
Sanders, C. (1961) Psychological and educational bases of academic performance, 
Melbourne: Australian Council for Educational Research.  

 
Sapsford, R. and Evans, J. (1984) ‘Evaluating a research report’, in Bell, J., Bush, T., 
Fox, A., Goodey, J. and Goulding, S. (ed.), Conducting Small-Scale Investigations 

in Educational Management, London: Harper and Row. 
 
Schmeck, R.R. (1988) An introduction to strategies and styles of learning, in 
R.R.Schmeck (ed.), Learning Strategies and Learning Styles, New York: Plenum 
Press. 
 
Schmeck, R.R. and Grove, E. (1979) Academic achievement and individual 
differences in learning processes, Applied Psychological Measurement, vol.3, 
pp.43-49. 
 
Schmeck, R.R., Geisler-Brenstein, E. and Cercy, S.P. (1991) Self-concept and 
learning: the revised inventory of learning process, Educational Psychology, vol.11, 
pp.343-362. 
 
Schmeck, R.R., Ribich, F. and Ramanaiah, N. (1977) Development of a self-report 
inventory for assessing individual differences in learning processes, Applied 

Psychological Measurement, vol.1, pp.413-431. 
 
Schmitt, M. (1996) Uses and abuses of coefficient alpha, Psychological Assessment, 
vol. 8, no. 4, pp.350-353. 
 
Sear, K. (1983) The correlation between A level grades and degree results in 
England and Wales, Higher Education, vol.12, pp.609-619. 
 



 152

Shavelson, R.J., Hubner, J.J. and Stanton, G.C. (1976) Self-concept: Validation of 
construct interpretations, Review of Educational Research, vol. 46, pp.407-441. 
 
Shuell, T.J. (1986) Cognitive conceptions of learning, Review of Educational 

Research, vol.556, pp.411-436. 
 
Sikes, P. (2000) ‘Truth’ and ‘lies’ revisited, British Educational Research Journal, 
vol.26, no.2, pp.257 – 70. 
 
Sinclaire, K.E. (1991) Students affective characteristics and classroom behaviour, in 
K. Marjoribanks (ed.), The Foundations of Students’ Learning, Potts Point, 
Australia: Pergamon Press.  
 
Smith, J. and Naylor, R. (2001) Determinants of degree performance in UK 
universities: a statistical analysis of the 1993 student cohort, Oxford Bulletin of 

Economics and Statistics, vol.63, pp.29-60. 
 
Snyder, M. and Swann, W.B., Jr. (1978) Behavioral confirmation in social 
interaction: from social perception to social reality, Journal of Experimental Social 

Psychology, vol.14, pp.148-162. 
 
Sternberg, R.J. (1997) Thinking styles, New York: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Stevenson, H.W. and Lee, S.Y. (1990) Contexts of Achievement. Monographs of the 

Society for Child Development, Serial No. 221, vol.55, pp.1-2.  
 
Stevenson, H.W. and Lee, S.Y. (1996) The academic achievement of Chinese 
students, in M. Bond (ed.), The Handbook of Chinese Psychology, Hong Kong: 
Oxford University Press. 
 
Stipek, D.J. and Weisz, J.R. (1981) Perceived personal control and academic 
achievement, Review of Educational Research, vol.51, pp.101-137. 
 
Strickland, B.R. (1989) Internal-external control expectancies: From contingency to 
creativity, American Psychologist, vol.44, pp.1-12. 
 
Stumpf, H. and Jackson, D.N. (1994) Gender-related differences in cognitive 
abilities: evidence from a medical school admissions testing program, Personality 



 153

and Individual Differences, vol.17, pp.335-344. 
 
Sue, S. and Okazaki, S. (1990) Asian American educational achievement: A 
phenomenon in search of an explanation, American Psychologist, vol.45, 
pp.913-920. 
 
Svensen, L. (1977) On qualitative differences III: Study skill and learning, British 

Journal of Educational Psychology, vol.47, pp.233-243. 
 
Tang, K.C.C. (1991) Improving the quality of student learning: The influence of 
learning context and student approaches to learning on learning outcomes, Higher 

Education, vol.22, pp.251-266.  
 
Thomas, P.R. and Bain, J.D. (1984) Contextual dependence of learning approaches: 
the effects of assessments, Human Learning, vol.3, pp.227-240. 
 
Thomas, K. (1988) Gender and the arts/science divide in higher education, Studies 

in Higher Education, vol.13, pp.123-137.  
 
Tooth, D., Tonge, K. and McManus, I.C. (1989) Anxiety and study methods in 
pre-clinical students: Causal relation to exam performance, Medical Education, vol. 
23, pp.416-421. 
 
Trigwell, K. and Prosser, M. (1991) Relating approaches to study and quality of 
learning outcomes at the course level, British Educational Research Journal, vol.61, 
pp.265 – 275. 
 
Tung, C.W. (2000) The 2000 policy address: Quality education, policy objectives 

for education and manpower bureau, Hong Kong: Government Printer.  
 
Turban, E., Aronson, J.E. & Liang, T.P. (2005) Decision Support Systems and 

Intelligent Systems, 7th Edition, New Jersey: Prentice Hall. 
 
Ushioda, E. (1996) The Role of Motivation, Dublin: Authentik Language Learning 
Resources. 
 
Van Rossum, E.J. and Schenk, S.M. (1984) The relationship between learning 
conception, study strategy and learning outcome, British Journal of Educational 



 154

Psychology, vol.54, pp.73-83. 
 
Vaughan, G.B. (1999) The Community College Story: A Tale of American 

Innovation, American Association of Community Colleges. 
 
Verhaeghen, P. and Salthouse, T.A. (1997) Meta-analyses of age-cognition relations 
in adulthood: estimates of linear and nonlinear age effects and structural models, 
Psychological Bulletin, vol.122, pp.231-249. 
 
Wagner, L. (2001) Will Foundation Degrees widen participation? Perspectives – 

Policy and Practice in Higher Education, vol.5, no.1, pp.3-5.  
 
Walberg, H.J. (1980) A psychological theory of educational productivity, in F.H. 
Farley and N. Gordon (ed.), Psychology and Education, Chicago: National Society 
for the Study of Education, McCutchan Publishing. 
 
Watkins, D. (1982) Identifying the study process dimensions of Australian 
university students, Australian Journal of Education, vol.26, pp.76-85. 
 
Watkins, D. (1983) Depth of processing and the quality of learning outcomes, 
Instructional Science, vol.12, pp.49-58. 
 
Watkins, D. (1984) Student learning processes: an exploratory study in the 
Philippines, Human Learning, vol.3, pp.33-42. 
 
Watkins, D. (1986) Learning processes and background characteristics as predictors 
of tertiary grades, Educational and Psychological Measurement, vol.46, 
pp.199-203. 
 
Watkins, D. (1987) Academic locus of control: a relevant variable at tertiary level?, 
Higher Education, vol.16, pp.221-229. 
 
Watkins, D. (1998) Assessing approaches to learning: a cross-cultural perspective 
on the Study Process Questionnaire, in B. Dart, & G. Boulton-Lewis (ed.), Teaching 

and learning in higher education, pp.124-144. Melbourne: Australian Council for 
Educational Research. 
 
Watkins, D. (2001) Correlation of approaches to learning: a cross-cultural 



 155

meta-analysis, in: R.J. Sternberg and L.F. Zhang (ed.), Perspective on thinking, 

learning, and cognitive styles, NJ, Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
 
Watkins, D. and Astilla, E. (1984) The dimensionality antecedents and study 
method correlates of the causal attribution of Filipino children, Journal of Social 

Psychology, vol.124, pp.191-199. 
 
Watkins, D. and Biggs, J.B. (1996) The Chinese learner: Cultural, Psychological 

and Contextual Influences, Comparative Education Research Centre, Hong Kong 
and The Australian Council for Education Research Ltd., Melbourne. 
 
Watkins, D. and Biggs, J.B. (2001) The paradox of the Chinese learner and beyond, 
in Watkins, D. and Biggs, J.B. (ed.), Teaching the Chinese learner, Hong Kong, 
University of Hong Kong, Comparative Education Research Centre, pp.3-26. 
 
Watkins, D. and Dahlin, B. (1997) Assessing study approaches in Sweden. 
Psychological Reports, vol.81, pp.131-136. 
 
Watkins, D. and Hattie, J. (1981) The learning processes of Australian university 
students: investigations of contextual and personological factors, British Journal of 

Educational Psychology, vol.51, pp.384-393. 
 
Watkins, D. and Hattie, J. (1985) A longitudinal study of the approaches to learning 
to Australian tertiary students, Human Learning, vol.4, pp.127-141. 
 
Watkins, D. and Hattie, J. (1990) Individual and contextual differences in the 
approaches to learning of Australian secondary school students, Educational 

Psychology, vol.10, pp.333-342. 
 
Watkins, D., Reghi M. and Astilla, E. (1991) The-Asian-learner-as-a-rote-learner 
stereotype: myth or reality?, Educational Psychology, vol.11, no.1, pp.21-34. 
 
Watkins, D. and Regmi, M. (1996) Toward the cross-cultural validation of a 
Western model of student approaches to learning, Journal of Cross-Cultural 

Psychology, vol.27, pp.547-560.  
 
Weiner, B. (1979) A theory of motivation for some classroom experiences, Journal 

of Educational Psychology,vol.71, no.1, pp.3-25. 



 156

 
Weiner, B. (1983) Some methodological pitfalls in attributional research, Journal of 

Educational Psychology, vol.75, no.4, pp.530-543. 
 
Weiner, B. (1986) An Attribution Theory of Motivation and Emotion, New York: 
Springer-Verlag. 
 
Weinstein, C.E. and Palmer, D.R. (1990) The learning and study strategies 

inventory – high school version, Clearwater, FL: H & L Publishing. 
 
Weinstein, C.E. and Van Mater Stone, G. (1992) Broadening our conception of 
general education: the self-regulated learner, in N. Raisman (ed.), Directing General 

Education Outcomes, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
 
Wilhite, S.C. (1990) Self-efficacy, locus of control, self-assessment of memory 
ability and study activities as predictors of college course achievement, Journal of 

Educational Psychology, vol.82, pp.696-700. 
 
Wilson, K.L., Smart, R.M. and Watson, R.J. (1996) Gender differences in 
approaches to learning in first year psychology students, British Journal of 

Educational Psychology, vol.66, pp.59-71. 
 
Winter, S. (1990) Teacher approval and disapproval in Hong Kong secondary 
school classrooms, British Journal of Educational Psychology, vol.60, pp.88-92. 
 
Wissler, C. (1903) The correlation of mental and physical tests, Psychological 

Review, vol.3, pp.6. 
 
Wittrock, M.C. (1991) Models of Heuristic Teaching, in K. Marjoribanks (ed.), The 

Foundations of Students’ Learning, Sydney: Pergamon Press. 
 
Woodley, A. (1984) The older the better? A study of mature student performance in 
British universities, Research in Education, vol.32, pp.35-50. 
 
Wong, S. (1992) Approaches to study of distance education students, Research in 

Distance Education, vol.4, no.3, pp.11-17. 
 
Wong, N. and Watkins, D. (1998) A longitudinal study of psychosocial environment 



 157

and learning approaches in the Hong Kong classroom, Journal of Educational 

Research, vol.91, pp.247–254. 
 
Wong, N.Y., Lin, W.Y. and Watkins, D. (1996) The learning and study strategies 

inventory – high school version, Clearwater, FL: H&L Publishing. 
 
Wu, D.Y.H. (1996) Chinese childhood socialization, in Bond, M.H. (ed.), The 

Handbook of Chinese Psychology, Hong Kong: Oxford University Press.  
 
Yan, W. and Gaier, E.I. (1994) Causal attributions for college success and failure: 
An Asian American comparison, Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, vol.25, 
pp.146-58.  
 
Yang, K.S. (1986) Chinese personality and its change, in Bond, M.H. (ed.), The 

Psychology of Chinese People, Hong Kong: Oxford University Press.  
 

Yates, F. (1934) Contingency table involving small numbers and the �2 test, Journal 

of the Royal Statistical Society, vol.1, no.2, pp.217-235. 
 
Zeegers, P. (2001) Approaches to learning in science: a longitudinal study, British 

Journal of Educational Psychology, vol.71, pp.115-132. 
 
Zhang, L.F. (2000) University students’ learning approaches in three cultures: an 
investigation of Biggs’s 3P model. The Journal of Psychology, vol.134, no.1, 
pp.37-55. 
 
Zhang, L.F. (2003) Does the big five predict learning approaches? Personality and 

Individual Differences, vol.34, pp.1431-1446. 
   

Zhang, L. F. and Sternberg, R. J. (2000) Are learning approaches and thinking styles 
related? A study in two Chinese populations. The Journal of Psychology, vol.134, 
no.5, pp.469-489. 
 
Zubir, R. (1988) Descriptions of teaching and learning: a Malaysian experience, 
Studies in Higher Education, vol.13, pp.139-150. 

 


