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Introduction
The future of accounting depends on the 
competence of accountants which relies 
heavily on the education process that 
they undertake. In an education process, 
engaging students and instilling their 
interest in learning can be challenging in all 
disciplines (Holmes & Rasmussen, 2018). 
Thus, it is essential to give the opportunity 
for students to select the appropriate 
learning style that would motivate them in 
order to learn independently, not dependent 
too much on their lecturers to inform them 
what, when and how to learn. Student 
preferences towards a learning approach can 
assist lecturers to choose suitable learning 
and teaching strategy and to arrange the 
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academic environment to better support 
students’ learning needs (Entwistle et al., 
2002). There is a crucial need for lecturers 
to better-know their students, in order to 
plan effective policies and programmes 
in supporting effective students’ learning 
(Hu & Kuh, 2003). It would be fascinating 
to explore the interrelationship between 
students’ preferences and approaches to 
learning. Findings of the study could assist 
lecturers in selecting relevant learning 
and teaching strategies that would engage 
students during the learning process.

In the context of higher education, 
teaching and learning strategies are the 
most important element for academic 
performance. In previous literature 
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(Christou & Dinov, 2010), it has been shown 
that the academic performance of higher 
education students is linked to the learning 
styles. Students have an advantage if they 
know their own learning styles. Moreover, 
Cano-Garcia and Justicia-Justicia (1994) 
reported that recognizing students’ learning 
styles early in their academic profession 
would prepare the students to attend to their 
potential academic weaknesses and for 
those involved to teach those tools by which 
to adapt their learning. In addition, Dembo 
and Howard (2007) asserted that students 
can develop their learning effectiveness in 
and outside of the classroom if they can 
identify their learning styles. 

Students’ approaches to learning are 
influenced by the assessments, the learning 
situation, curriculum overload, teaching 
design and teaching method (Entwistle, 
2000). Lublin (2003) agreed that assessment 
of the subject was the major factor that 
influences students’ preferred styles. Biggs 
et al., (2001) proposed that students need to 
implement their learning styles based on the 
demands of the course they enrolled in.

Good lecturers can encourage students 
to use the deep approach learning strategy 
(Biggs, 1999). In addition, Biggs et al., 
(2001) found that good teaching techniques 
were able to encourage students towards 
using deep approach strategy. In contrast, 
poor teaching techniques lead to students 
using surface approach in learning (Biggs, 
1999). Referring to Biggs (1989) and 
Tagg (2003), students who used surface 
approach focused on the main information 
and emphasized on rote learning and 
memorization of the subject matter. The 
students adapted surface approach to avoid 
failure in the examination and ignored 
grasping and accepting the key concepts of 
the subject. As a result, these students failed 
to relate the knowledge in other situations 
(Bowden & Marton, 1998). 

On the other hand, students using 
deep approach concentrated not only on 

substance but also the important meaning 
of the information (Biggs, 1989; Tagg, 
2003). Deep approach was symbolized by 
a personal guarantee to know the material 
by using various strategies such as reading, 
linking resources, discussing ideas and 
relating knowledge in a real-world situation 
(Biggs, 1989).  

Most of the earlier studies on the area 
of learning strategies and approaches were 
conducted in developed countries some 
time ago (Biggs, 1989; Bowden & Marton, 
1998; Biggs et al., 2001 Tagg, 2003). 
Learning is for life and is important to build 
an educated nation, and therefore, there is 
a need to understand the learning strategies 
among students in the Asian countries, 
especially Malaysia, with a focus on the 
public university students with diverse 
cultures and education systems. One of 
the local universities in the East Coast of 
Peninsular Malaysia was selected for the 
research, namely, Universiti Malaysia 
Terengganu and the objectives outlined 
are twofold. Firstly, the objective was to 
identify the preferred learning strategy among 
accounting students in UMT and secondly, to 
identify the differences between the learning 
strategies preferred among them with regard to 
gender.

Literature Review

Learning preferences relate to the tendency of 
learners to choose the way they learn, preferably 
a particular way of what is referred to as learning 
strategy (Ariffin, 2007). Learning strategy 
relates to distinctive teaching and learning 
methods or approaches when engaged in 
the learning process (Lublin, 2003). Tuan 
(2011) found a mismatch between students’ 
learning preferences and teaching strategies 
which led to students’ low performance. 
However, it is suggested that understanding 
learning preferences would be able to keep 
learners actively involved in the learning 
process, which also could impact a learner’s 
performance.        
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In response to changing educational needs, 
technological and societal developments, 
there is a strong need for higher education 
institutions (HEIs) to change and adapt 
their learning and teaching strategies. 
Students need to be equipped with 
transferable skills, such as critical thinking, 
problem solving and analytical skills that 
are useful for their career in the future and 
life in general. The learning and teaching 
strategies ought to emphasise on students 
as the key players in learning and that they 
need to be engaged throughout the process. 
Students’ engagement in an active learning 
environment, for example in discussions, 
may promote higher knowledge retention 
rate as compared to the traditional lecture 
style of learning. Students are passive 
during lectures, hence learning occurs at 
surface level and knowledge retention will 
be minimal. Therefore, Justice et al. (2009) 
suggested the use of active learning and 
student-centered learning (SCL) to develop 
transferable skills at HIEs.

Learning Strategies 
There are several classifications of 
learning strategies. Study and learning 
strategies involve the considered use of any 
behaviours, thoughts, or actions through 
learning for the purpose of obtaining, 
integrating, and storing in memory new 
knowledge and skills (Proctor et al., 2006). 
Both study and learning strategies have also 
been defined as systematic practices used 
by a student to develop a deeper and wider 
understanding of a concept (Weinstein & 
Hume, 1998 not in reference list). Research 
has shown that individual students differ 
considerably in strategy use of language 
learning (Tang & Tian, 2015; Abraham & 
Vann 1987; Oxford 1989; Wenden 1987). 

Oxford (1989) debated that many 
factors which influenced learning strategy 
choice can be influenced by language being 
learned, duration, degree of awareness, 

age, gender, affective variables (attitudes, 
motivation level or intensity), language 
learning goals, motivational orientation, 
personality characteristics, and general 
personality type (learning styles; aptitude; 
career orientation, national origin), language 
teaching methods and task requirements. 
Learning strategies are referred as specific 
actions taken by learners for easier, faster, 
and more effective learning. It also leads 
to more self-directed, enjoyable learning 
which are convertible to new situations in 
learning. Students who know how to use 
learning strategies have the potential to 
secure success in learning. 

Many aspects influence the type and 
frequency of learning strategies used. 
Students do not use similar strategies in 
the practice of learning and good students 
would differ from poor students both in 
type and regularity of strategies used. 
Oxford (1995) stated that students of 
different ages used different strategies, 
with definite strategies used more by older 
or more advanced students. Magogwe and 
Oliver (2007) also stated that students’ 
age apparently determined the choice of 
particular strategies, at least in part.

Massey et al. (2011) mentioned that a 
study on learning styles could increase the 
capability of the faculty to gather information 
on student experiences and produce new 
learning chances. Furthermore, Csapo and 
Hayen (2006) argued that the main element 
in effective teaching is an understanding of 
learning styles and the part of learning styles 
used in the teaching or learning practice. As 
Naik (2003) indicated that knowledge on 
the spread of the students’ learning styles 
can help the lecturers review teaching 
methods to match the modal learning 
styles in the class. Similarly, Lashley and 
Barron (2006) proposed that lecturers must 
plan their teaching and learning activities 
in a way that identifies student learning 
preferences and the educational practice 
that best benefits student learning. 
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A study on academic achievement 
by Ariffin (2007) focused on a person’s 
learning style and how it affects academic 
achievement. Even though learning styles 
have a close connection with a person’s 
personality and intellectual abilities, 
the choice of learning styles is also 
influenced by environmental aspects such 
as educational tools provided by peers and 
lecturers (Awang et al., 2013).

Surface and Deep Approaches
A study on learning in higher education 
recommends that students have a preferred 
approach to their studies, normally referred 
to as either a surface approach or a deep 
approach. Surface and deep approaches 
to learning were first famous in a well-
known series of studies in the late 1970s 
by Marton and Saljo (1976a, b). The term 
`approach to learning’ is a combination of 
what students do (strategy) and why they 
do it (intention) (Marton & Saljo, 1984). In 
addition, Ramsden (1988) hypothesized that 
surface and deep approaches would have 
very dissimilar manifestations in different 
academic pieces of knowledge. The 
Gothenburg group and others have revealed 
that these approaches are associated to 
qualitative differences in outcomes, with 
the deep approach being referring to high 
quality learning outcomes, while a surface 
approach is referred to lower quality 
outcomes (Marton & Saljo 1984; Prosser & 
Millar 1989).

When a surface approach is embraced 
students are characterized as having an 
extrinsic motivation and a fear of failure and 
they use surface learning practices which are 
inadequate and stress on rote memorization 
and a narrow, syllabus-bound attitude 
(Entwistle & McCune 2004). Furthermore, 
the surface approach has also been found 
to be related with students’ incapability to 
see connections between ideas or concepts 
as their knowledge is fragmented (Meyer, 
1991). Students who used the surface 

approach focused on the text itself, where 
they try to memorize as much as possible. 
According to Flood and Wilson (2008), 
female students scored significantly higher 
than males on the surface approach (Flood 
& Wilson, 2008). Such findings show that 
female students are good in memorizing 
facts.

In contrast, students adopting deep 
approach strategy tend to use deep 
learning processes which are related to 
understanding the concepts by using data 
and looking for meaning in order to grasp 
their understanding of the subject matter. 
Students applying the deep approach 
applied critical thinking and gained their 
own understanding of the matters they are 
studying (Lindblom-Ylänne et al., 2019). 
The deep approach relies on the objective to 
understand, which then leads to the routes 
required to know (Entwistle et al., 2000). 
The key finding is that when students 
approach learning in a deep manner, learning 
outcomes were qualitatively better (Biggs, 
1987). Marton (1976) had suggested that a 
deep approach would necessarily illustrate 
all its defining features. These analyses 
indicated that some students concentrated 
more on facts and details in developing a 
deep understanding, whereas others were 
more focused with personal meaning. 

Students can use either one of the 
learning approaches: deep or surface, or 
they also can use both of the approaches in 
their learning processes. Based on Volet and 
Chalmers (1992), they suggested a series of 
circumstances and, interestingly, they noted 
that there is an interchange to the surface 
end of the continuum as examinations grow 
nearer. This opinion is also supported by 
Entwistle and Entwistle (1991), as they 
suggested that, although a student may 
have a general predisposition to a particular 
approach, it is how that individual interacts 
with the perspective in which learning is 
taking place that will be instrumental in 
shaping the approach to learning that will 
be taken. 
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Further evidence suggests that students 
while preferring one approach may differ 
in the use of that approach according to 
situational reasons, one of which has been 
found to be an assessment (Scouller, 1998). 
The importance of assessment in influencing 
students’ approaches to their learning has 
been well recognized (Scouller & Prosser 
1994). In addition, an assessment has been 
created to figure how much has been learnt, 
how their approach works, and what content 
students have learnt (Scouller, 1998). It 
seems that the majority of students will 
study the forms of knowledge and develop 
the cognitive abilities that they have to 
demonstrate and students are to “get ready 
for what they guess to be the performance 
requirements” (Fransson, 1977).

Methodology
In the academic year 2018/2019, there were 
605 undergraduate students of the Bachelor 
of Accounting programme (from Year 1 to 
Year 4), in the School of Maritime Business 
and Management as shown by the statistics 
of the Academic Unit, UMT. However, the 
target population for this study was for 
only 473 students, from Years 1 to 3 for the 
Bachelor of Accounting programme. The 
final year students were not considered in 
the study as they were doing their internship 
programme and are not in campus. Table 1 
shows the total population and sample size 
of the accounting students for the 2018/2019 
academic year.

Table 1: Population and Sample of the Study

Population Year 1: 182
Year 2: 161
Year 3: 130
Year 4: 132
Total: 605

Sample
Distributed (Years 1+2+3)
Students’ responses
Rejected
Final Sample

:473
:150
: Nil
:150

Table 1 shows that 150 students 
responded to the online questionnaire survey 
and the 32% response rate was used for 
further analysis. All respondents answered 
questions given in the survey since the 
researcher used control technique in which 
all the respondents had to complete the 
current question before they could proceed 
to the next question.

The study involved the distribution and 
analysis of a revised two-factor version of 
the Study Process Questionnaire (R-SPQ-
2F) established by Biggs et al., (2001). 
The questionnaire used the Likert Scale as 
a measurement for all the variables used. A 
five-scale was used which are 1 = Never or 
Only Rarely True, 2 = Sometimes True, 3 = 
True about Half the Time, 4 = Frequently 
True and 5 = Always or Almost Always 
True. The measurement allows flexibility 
in the collection of data. The questionnaire 
has two parts: Section A refers to the 
respondents’ demographic profiles while 
Section B refers to the students’ preferences 
in learning. 

This questionnaire is made up of 20 
questions, which are 10-item questions 
(deep approach and surface approach). 
Each approach has two subscales and 
each consists of five questions relating to 
motivation and five questions referring 
to strategy. Four categories are formed: 
deep motivation, deep strategy, surface 
motivation and surface strategy. The 
responses are coded as 1 = “never” to 5 = 
“always or almost always” and the results 
range from 10 to 50 points for each scale.

The “deep approach” scale score is 
based on the sum of the deep strategy 
subscale (five questions) and the deep 
motivation subscale (five questions), 
and higher scores denote use of a deeper 
approach. The score for the “surface 
approach” scale is based on the sum of the 
surface strategy subscale (five questions) 
and the surface motivation subscale (five 
questions), and higher scores denote use of 
a more surface approach).
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After the responses were collected, 
the data were analyzed quantitatively 
using descriptive statistics involving mean 
and standard deviation, percentages and 
frequency distribution and an independent 
sample t-test was also performed by using 

the Statistical Package of Social Sciences. 
In this study, the reliability coefficient 
(Cronbach’s alpha) for the total scores of 
the R-SPQ-2F was 0.923. This shows that 
the questions used in the questionnaire were 
acceptable and reliable for the study.

Results and Discussion
Frequency Analysis
The analysis summarised the respondents’ demographics for the study. The frequencies of 
respondents’ demographics for the research are shown in Table 2.

Table 2: Frequency Analysis for Respondents’ Demographics

Item Choice Frequency Percentage
Gender Female

Male
122
28

81.3
18.7

Race Malay
Chinese
Indian
Others

138
6
3
3

92.0
4.0
2.0
2.0

Age 18-20 years
21-23 years

24 and above

28
114
8

18.7
76.0
5.3

Year of study Year 1
Year 2
Year 3

43
46
61

28.7
30.7
40.7

Accounting background Yes
No

133
17

88.7
11.3

Accounting level STPM
Matriculation
Foundation

Diploma
Others

14
112
1
11
12

9.3
74.7
0.7
7.3
8.0

CGPA before enrolment for 
degree programme

Below 2.00
2.51-3.00
3.01-3.50
3.51-4.00

2
5
14
129

1.3
3.3
9.3
86.0

Sponsor for the  study Parents
PTPTN

JPA
State Government

Others

28
91
16
9
6

18.7
60.7
10.7
6.0
4.0

Engagement in part time 
activities/work

Yes
No

37
113

24.7
75.3
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Time for part time activities/
work

Weekday (night time)
Weekday (day time)

Weekend
Others

2
7
4
24

1.3
4.7
2.7
16.0

86.0 percent (n=129) between 3.51- 4.00 
and only 9.3 percent of them (n=14) were 
between 3.01-3.50. 

In terms of sponsorship, 60.7 percent 
(n=91) of the respondents were sponsored 
by PTPTN, followed by 18.7 percent (n=28) 
by parents. Sponsorship by JPA, state 
government and others was 0.7 percent, 
6.0 percent and 4.0 percent respectively. 
Only a minority of the respondents 24.7 
percent (n=37) were engaged in part-time 
jobs. From this, about 1.3 percent (n=2) 
were engaged in a part-time job during the 
weekday (night time), 4.7 percent (n=7) 
worked weekdays (day time), 2.7 percent 
(n=4) worked during the weekends and the 
rest with 16.0 percent (n=24) were engaged 
in doing other activities.

Descriptive Analysis
To simplify the data, a descriptive analysis 
was done for the variables of deep approach 
and surface approach. Table 3 shows the 
ranking of the questions using mean and 
standard deviation for deep approach.

Table 2 shows that the majority of the 
respondents are females with 81.3 percent 
(n=122) and males are 18.7 percent (n=28). 
The majority of the respondents are Malays 
with 92.0 percent (n=138), followed by 
Chinese 4.0 percent (n=6), Indians 2.0 
percent (n=3) and the rest are other races 
with 2.0 percent (n=3). About 76.0 percent 
(n=114) of the respondents come from the 
21-23 age group. About 40.7 percent (n=61) 
out of the total respondents are from Year 3 
and 28.7 percent (n=43) are Year 1 students, 
while the rest are Year 2 with 30.7 percent 
(n=46).

Most of the respondents, with 88.7 
percent (n=133), had some accounting 
knowledge before enrolling on the degree 
programme in the accounting course at UMT 
and only 11.3 percent of the respondents 
(n=17) did not have any accounting 
background. Most of the knowledge 
of accounting was obtained during the 
matriculation level (74.7 percent, n=112). 
The CGPA results of the respondents before 
enrolling on the degree programme were 

Table 3: Results of descriptive analysis on deep approach.

Items on Deep Approach Mean SD Rank
I find that at times studying gives me a feeling of deep personal 
satisfaction.

3.42 1.082 6

I find that I have to do enough work on a topic so that I can form 
my own conclusions before I am satisfied.

3.76 1.115 2

I feel that virtually any topic can be highly interesting once I get 
into it.

3.79 1.032 1

I find most new topics interesting and often spend extra time 
trying to obtain more information about them.

3.49 1.091 4

I find that studying academic topics can at times be as exciting as 
a good novel or movie.

3.19 1.091 8

I test myself on important topics until I understand them 
completely.

3.47 1.047 5



I work hard at my studies because I find the material interesting. 3.51 1.079 3
I spend a lot of my free time finding out more about interesting 
topics which have been discussed in different classes.

3.02 1.084 9

I come to most classes with questions in mind that I want 
answered.

2.77 1.136 10

I make a point of looking at most of the suggested readings that 
go with the lectures.

3.20 1.030 7

work on a topic so that they could form their 
own conclusions. If the respondents found 
the topic hard to understand, they would 
need some strategies to deep understand 
the topics so that they could form their own 
conclusions which might lead to success 
in their studies. These situations would 
indirectly make the respondents happy and 
less stressed to study because they would 
have the strategies that were suited to the 
topics. 

Based on Table 3, the highest mean with 
3.79 mean for deep approach suggests that 
the respondents felt that virtually any topic 
can be highly interesting once they get into 
it. Thus, if they put in their best effort on 
understanding each course material, success 
in their academic performance would be 
achieved. The second rank with a total mean 
of 3.76 is where the respondents felt that 
they could be satisfied if they put in enough 

Table 4 shows the ranking of the questions using mean and standard deviation for surface approach.

Table 4: Results of descriptive analysis on surface approach.

Items on Surface Approach Mean SD Rank
My aim is to pass the course while doing as little work as possible. 3.22 1.247 3
I only study seriously what is given out in class or in the course 
outlines.

3.33 1.078 2

I do not find my course very interesting so I keep my work to the 
minimum.

2.41 1.205 10

I learn some things by rote, going over and over them until I know 
them by heart even if I do not understand them.

3.37 1.027 1

I find I can get by in most assessments by memorising key sections 
rather than trying to understand them.

3.21 1.072 4

I generally restrict my study to what is specifically set as I think it 
is unnecessary to do anything extra.

3.16 1.124 5

I find it is not helpful to study topics in depth. It is confusing and is 
a waste of time, when all you need is a passing acquaintance with 
topics.

2.53 1.208 9

I believe that lecturers should not expect students to spend 
significant amount of time studying material everyone knows will 
not be examined.

3.13 1.101 7

I see no point in learning material which is not likely to be in the 
examination.

2.65 1.285 8

I find the best way to pass examinations is to try to remember 
answers to likely questions.

3.15 1.163 6

For the questions on surface approach, as shown in Table 4, the range of mean is 
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from 3.37 to 2.41. The highest mean 
indicates that the respondents learnt some 
things by rote, going over and over until 
they knew them by heart even if they did 
not understand them. Through this, the 
respondents would always try to have a 
better understanding even though it would 
just be in the surface area as they had not 
understood the topics from the beginning. 
Secondly, the respondents only studied 
seriously what was given in class or in the 
course outlines. It shows that if the topics 
were not to be tested in the test or the final 
exams, the students would not give full 
attention during the lectures as they just 
wanted to focus on the important topics that 
could give them the marks 

Independent T-test Results
Table 5, shows both the deep and surface 

approaches show the mean and standard 
deviation of 3.363 and 0.792 for deep 
approach while 3.017 and 0.761 for surface 
approach. It means that the accounting 
students in UMT preferred deep approach 
to surface approach in learning.
Next, to answer the second objective of 
the study, the grouping variable divides 
into two mutually exclusive groups or 
categories, such as female or male for the 
grouping variable gender, while the test 
variable describes each item on quantitative 
dimension such as students’ preference in 
learning. The t-test evaluates whether the 
mean value of the test variable (students’ 
preference) for one group (female) differs 
significantly from the mean value of the test 
variable for the second group (male). Table 
6 shows the result of gender differences on 
learning approaches variables.

For the gender differences on learning 
approaches, the results show that, there is 
no significance value for deep approach 
and surface approach. It means that there is 
no significant difference for gender in the 
approaches that they were using in learning. 
It cannot be said that for male or female only 
focuses on one approach to learning. Even 

though there is no significant difference for 
the gender and approaches, for the mean 
value, females were found to have a higher 
mean value of 3.397 compared to the males 
with only 3.218 for deep approach. But for 
surface approach, males with a mean of 
3.132 prefer surface approach if compared 
to the females with 2.990.

Table 5 shows the independent t-test results to answer to objective 1: -

Table 5: Independent T-test result based on strategies.

Scale Mean Standard Deviation

Deep Approach Strategies 3.363 0.792

Surface Approach Strategies 3.017 0.761

Table 6: Independent T-test result based on gender.

Female Male t-value Significance
(p-value)Variable Mean SD Mean SD

Deep Approach 3.397 0.763 3.218 0.912 1.078 0.283
Surface Approach 2.990 0.738 3.132 0.860 -0.890 0.375
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Conclusion
The study explores the learning strategies 
preferred by accounting students at 
UMT.  The online survey answered by 
150 students (from Years 1 to 3) shows 
that deep learning approach is preferred 
by the students compared to surface 
learning approach. However, there is no 
significant difference between male and 
female students’ preference with regard 
to learning strategies. The findings would 
be of importance for accounting lecturers 
in selecting the appropriate teaching and 
learning strategies, especially with regard 
to the alignment between course learning 
outcome, assessment and methods used in 
the learning process.  Students in higher 
education need to be responsible for their 
learning and hence, lecturers need to match 
the teaching and learning strategies to 
motivate students to learn effectively.  

The findings infer that students prefer 
learning strategy with interactive sessions 
that promote deeper understanding of 
accounting courses. The findings, however, 
cannot be generalized because of its small 
sample size. The research only focused on 
UMT accounting students in the 2018/2019 
academic year, so there is limitation on the 
data collected. With only 150 respondents 
from the total sample of 473 students, it is 
not enough to show the accurate results for 
this study as there might be some missed 
reported data. 

With the limitation, it is recommended 
that the study could be conducted on all 
accounting students in the public and private 
universities and to compare the preferred 
learning strategy amongst accounting 
students in Malaysia. This is to ensure the 
data will have a bigger coverage of students 
doing accounting courses from the public 
and private universities in Malaysia, which 
will then increase the sample size of the 
research. 

The research can also be expanded 
by examining the relationship between the 

learning strategies preferred by accounting 
students with their academic performance. 
The use of deep learning strategy suggests 
better academic performance as compared 
to surface learning strategy. However, in 
UMT, most of the accounting students 
could not maintain their CGPA as they 
progressed from Year 1 to Year 4. It would 
be interesting to understand the reasons 
why the CGPAs keep dropping although 
the students preferred deep approach in the 
learning process. 
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