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ABSTRACT 

This study compared the difference in approaches to studying between Accounting 
and Law students. A total of 109 students (72 females and 37 males) responded to the 
Revised Approaches to Studying Inventory (RASI). Consistent with earlier studies, 
the purposes of the present study were (i) to examine RASI as a valid instrument to 
determine the learning styles of students in Asian countries; (ii) to investigate the 
effects of gender and degree program on approaches to studying. (iii) to investigate 
whether the RASI was predictive of academic success. The data were analysed using 
principal components factor analysis. The resulting fit of the RASI subscales to the 
hypothesized structure was quite good, thus providing support for the notions of deep, 
surface and strategic approaches and the lack of direction and academic self­
confidence orientations. The reliability of the 'academic self-confidence' subscale 
was quite low compared to previous studies. Subjects' mean scores on each of the 
scales were further analysed in terms of gender and degree program. The relationship 
between the RASI orientations with academic performance failed to show any 
correlation (the measurement being used is the CGPA). This revealed a number of 
significant effects. These findings, and implications for educational researchers, are 
discussed. 
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CHAPTER! 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background of the Study 

Elements of learning style have appeared in the research literature as early as 1892. 

Leaming style is defined in many different ways, one of which is "the tendency to 

adopt a particular strategy in learning" (Entwistle, 1988, p. 93). Recent developments 

in the study of individual differences in learning have revealed that there are many 

dimensions to study behavior and these are relatively stable but changeable according 

to the needs and requirements set by the learning environment. 

Since how students learn has actually been the focus of much thought and research, 

these have both contributed as a guide to effective and efficient educational methods. 

It is generally recognized that students' approaches to learning depend upon their 

perceptions of the context, the content and the demands of the learning task (Marton 

and Saljo, 1976). Pask et al. (1977) argued that most students have a preferred 

learning style but some may adapt their learning styles according to the task. The 

important thing is that the approach students take to their study can affect their 

academic performance (Gow et al., 1994). 

This thesis is primarily concerned with learning style and the term will be used 

interchangeably with approach to learning ( or studying). 



1.2 Motivation for the Study 

The motivation for the study is to examine the different approaches to studying that 

students adopt. It is hoped that the findings of this study will be able to assist 

educators and academics in guiding students in their approaches to study, which will 

eventually lead to better academic performance. 

1.3 Objectives and Significance of the Study 

Most prior research on students' learning style has not concentrated on the Asian 

region but instead focuses more on Western countries. Thus, the present study seeks 

to fill the information gap by using the Revised Approaches to Studying Inventory 

(RASI), which has been developed based upon prior empirical research on learning. 

The specific objective of this study will be to examine the approaches to learning of 

university students as measured by the RASI questionnaire and how that could be 

related to the students' academic achievement. This study will concentrate on students 

from the Accounting and Law programs at the International Islamic University 

Malaysia (IIUM). Hayes and Richardson (1995) have classified degree courses as 

'arts' if the program includes courses such as classics, english, fine art, geography, 

law, modem languages, music, oriental studies, philosophy and theology. Therefore, 

in this study, the Law degree program is considered as an arts degree course, which 

also has the characteristic of being a non-quantitative program. In contrast, 

Accounting can be considered as science-based and a quantitative degree program 

(Mautz, 1946; Kelley, 1948; Sterling, 1975; Sterling, 1979). Being science-based, 

accounting will provoke critical thought and this will incite the dynamics of change in 

2 



accounting. In this exploratory study, Law students were selected to examine if 

learning styles of this group of students (representing arts students) differ from 

students in the science-based program (Accounting). 

This study also seeks to identify whether or not there is a gender effect on learning 

style. Previous investigations have attempted to measure gender differences using 

either versions of Entwistle et al. (1979) ASI or RASI and Biggs' (1979) Study 

Process Questionnaire (SPQ). The findings concerning gender differences in 

approaches to learning are unclear and results have been inconclusive (Sadler-Smith, 

1996; Richardson and King, 1991; Hayes and Richardson, 1995; Wilson et al., 1996; 

Zhang, 2000). 

The results of the research will benefit several parties such as educators, 

academicians, students and counselors. One of the contributions of this study to the 

field of accounting education is to extend the effectiveness of learning approaches. 

For example, if the deep approach to learning is positively related to academic 

achievement, then students should be encouraged to adopt this style of learning. 

Currently, very little research in this area has been conducted in Malaysia, and not a 

single research project has been conducted that involves Law students. From a 

practical perspective, this study will allow educators and academicians to guide the 

students in their approach to learning so as to achieve better academic performance. 

3 



1.4 Organisation of the Study 

The content of this document is organised into six chapters. Figure 1 gives an 

overview of the research process, which is embedded in various chapters of the thesis. 

Chapter One provides an overview of the dissertation, including the identification of 

the research problems, the reasons for undertaking this research and the significance 

of the study. 

Chapter Two reviews the literature on approaches to learning. First, the literature on 

the validity of the RASI is examined to determine its reliability based on previous 

studies. Literature on the influence of degree program and gender on learning styles 

and the relationship between learning styles and academic achievement are also 

reviewed. This chapter will also describe, briefly, the various instruments that have 

been used to examine learning styles. 

Chapter Three will focus on the theoretical framework and the development of 

hypotheses. The development of the hypotheses will begin with the framing of 

specific research questions, focusing on three main issues which will cover: (1) 

approaches to learning styles, (2) effect of gender and different degree programs on 

approaches to learning, and (3) the relationship between learning styles and academic 

achievement. 

4 



Chapter Four outlines the research method used in collecting data for analysis. This 

chapter also presents the sample of the study, the instrument used, and how the <lala 

collected will be analysed. 

Chapter Five focuses on presenting and discussing the results of the research. Various 

descriptive statistics are presented together with the analysis and the findings. The 

results are discussed and causal factors are given whenever necessary, together with 

some comparison with the ones obtained from previous studies. 

Finally, Chapter Six summarises the study's findings and draws some conclusions. 

This chapter also discusses certain limitations of the study and concludes with 

suggestions for future research. 

5 
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2.1 Introduction 

CHAPTER2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The first part of this chapter describes a number of approaches to learning. The 

chapter then provides literature on the validity and reliability of the RASI, degree 

program and gender, and the relationship between learning styles and academic 

achievement. This is followed by a comparison between the instruments available to 

measure differences in approaches to studying. Finally, the chapter reviews current 

research on how to measure academic performance. 

2.2 Approaches to Learning 

Leaming approach, as an individual-difference variable, has been on researchers' 

agenda for quite some time, and still is. Marton and Saljo (1976) believe that students' 

approaches to learning tasks could be catego1ised into two broad areas that they 

labelled as 'deep approaches' or 'surface approaches'. Deep approaches involve an 

active search for meaning underlying ptinciples, structures that link together different 

concepts or ideas and widely applicable techniques. Surface approaches, on the other 

hand, rely primarily on attempts to memorise coursework and treating the material as 

if different facts and topics are unrelated. Pask (1976) then, introduces two 

approaches to learning, namely the serialist and the holistic. The former refers to step­

by-step approaches, and the latter relies on analogies and anecdotes (making 

comparisons) to enhance study skills. 
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The Studies Processes Questionnaire (SPQ) developed by Biggs (1978, 1985) in 

Australia and Canada, incorporates three approaches to learning: deep, surface and 

achieving (strategic). The strategic approach refers to studying strategies to achieve 

cost effective use of time and effort. 

The Approaches to Studying Inventory (ASI), which was developed by Entwistle and 

his colleagues in the United Kingdom is probably the most widely used questionnaire 

on student learning in higher education (64-item self report). This ASI is influenced 

by the work of Marton and Saljo (1976), Pask (1976) and Biggs (1976, 1979). 

In 1994, Entwistle and his colleagues developed the RASI, which assesses students' 

perceptions of their approaches to studying by looking at a 38-item self-report type of 

survey. This instrument measures an individual's approaches in terms of three 

primary orientations: the deep approach, surface approach and strategic approach as 

well as two other orientations, the lack of direction and academic self-confidence. 

Students adopting a 'deep' approach "started with the intention of understanding the 

meaning of the article, questioned the author's arguments, and related them to both 

previous knowledge and personal experience" (Entwistle, 1988, p.77). This approach 

is in contrast with that of other students who started with the intention of memorizing 

the important facts and hence is described as adopting a 'surface' approach. Students 

reporting a 'strategic' approach perceive themselves as having clear goals related to 

their studies and being 'hardworkers'. They have to ensure appropriate resources and 

conditions for successful study, and feel that they are generally well organized. The 
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lack of direction orientation is intended to reflect students' lack of clear academic and 

career direction and goals. As for the academic self-confidence orientation, students 

typically perceive themselves as intelligent and able to cope with the intellectual and 

academic demands of their studies. 

A number of shortened versions of the ASI were also introduced to measure only two 

orientations, the deep and the surface approaches to learning (Newstead, 1992; Zhang, 

2000). 

2.3 Reliability and Validity of the RASI 

A prior study by Sadler-Smith (1996) provides support for the use of instruments such 

as the RASI to help promote student self-awareness of learning styles. Sadler-Smith 

( 1996) examines some of the psychometric properties of the RASI. The sample for 

Sadler-Smith's study (1996) comprises 245 business studies students (130 males and 

115 females) at a university business school in the United Kingdom, with ages 

ranging from 18 to 58 years. The measure of the subjects' learning performance is 

based on their end of semester scores on a core module, and their overall end of 

semester scores aggregated across 12 modules. The data were analyzed using 

principal components factor analysis. He found that the principal components factor 

analysis successfully reconstructed the five RASI orientations. As for the reliability 

test, it showed a high Cronbach alpha, ranging from 0.70 to 0.82, except for the lack 

of direction orientation (a= 0.29). 
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Another study, which tried to investigate the learning styles by using the RASI, was 

by Megat (2001). Her sample comprises 476 accounting students who were following 

undergraduate accounting programs at two universities in Malaysia. In the validity 

test, Megat (2001) imposed a three-factor solution and three main orientations were 

predicted (deep, surface and strategic orientations). She was able to confirm that the 

RASI is successful in reconstructing the five orientations. The Cronbach alpha was 

sufficiently high for all factors, except for the academic self-confidence orientation (a 

= 0.59). 

Taylor et al. (2001) also ran a factor analysis to test the validity of the RASI, focusing 

on the deep and the strategic approaches to learning They investigated students' 

approaches to studying in a BBA Accounting program in a Canadian business school. 

Again, results showed that the RASI was successful in reconstructing those two 

orientations. In the reliability test, the Cronbach alpha was acceptably high for both 

approaches. 

2.4 Gender and Degree Program 

Extensive empirical research has been conducted in the field of education and gender. 

Gender differences in approaches to studying might emerge in particular academic or 

cultural contexts, with particular curricula or syllabuses, or through particular forms 

of academic assessment (Hayes and Richardson, 1995). There is conflicting evidence 

relating to gender differences in learning styles. Some studies indicated that there are 

significant gender differences (Hayes and Richardson, 1995; Sadler-Smith, 1996; 

Megat, 2001; Taylor et al., 2001) while others have indicated that there are none 



(Clarke, 1986; Richardson, 1993; Duff, 1999). 

Sadler-Smith's (1996) study suggests some effects of gender and age on approaches 

to studying, especially with regard to the deep and surface orientation. Using a series 

of one-way analyses of variance, he finds significant gender differences in the 

responses obtained from his business studies respondents. It is revealed that the male 

subjects score higher on the deep approach (mean: male=2.90; female=2.61) and 

academic self-confidence scale (mean: male=2.78; female=2.57). On the other hand, 

the female subjects score higher on the surface approach (mean: male=2.00; 

female=2.37) and report higher levels of anxiety or concern about coping (mean: 

male=l.90; female=2.34). These small but statistically significant differences are not 

consistent with the conclusions of Hayes and Richardson (1995). 

In their study, Hayes and Richardson (1995) use a short version of the ASI to 

investigate gender differences to studying approaches. This short version of the ASI 

only intended to measure the deep and surface approaches. Approaches to studying 

are measured in 89 female and 54 male students taking arts and science degrees in 

three Oxbridge colleges. College A is a single-sex college at which all of the students 

and academic staff are female. College B used to be a women's college, but currently 

admits female and male students in roughly equal numbers (including both female and 

male tutors). College C used to be a men's college, but currently admits female and 

male students in a proportion of 1 :2, with an almost entirely male academic staff. 

Separate analyses of variance are carried out on the scores obtained on the subscales 

defining meaning orientation (deep) and reproducing orientation (surface). 
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