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Abstract:	

The	deep	versus	surface	learning	approach	dichotomy	has	dominated	recent	research	in	student	

learning	approach	dimensions.	However,	the	achievement	dimension	may	differ	in	importance	in	non-

Western	and	vocational	tertiary	settings.		The	aim	was	to	assess	how	Emirati	tertiary	students	could	be	

characterized	in	terms	of	their	learning	approaches.	The	study	looked	into	emergent	learning	factors	

that	may	be	important	in	Emirati	students.	The	students	were	Emirati	men	in	a	first	year	English	for	

academic	purposes	program	at	a	tertiary	college	(N=252).		The	students	completed	the	Revised	Study	

Process	Questionnaire	(R-SPQ-2F)	to	determine	learning	orientation	along	the	deep	and	surface	

approach	dimensions.	A	factor	analysis	was	carried	out	to	assess	emergent	dimensions	in	the	data.		The	

results	on	the	deep	and	surface	dimensions	were	inconclusive.	However,	the	factor	analysis	suggested	a	

disposition	towards	a	construct	that	we	characterize	as	‘attainment	of	satisfaction	from	learning.’		In	

addition,	the	factor	analysis	suggested	the	possibility	of	the	achieving	domain	emerging	as	a	separate	

construct	from	the	surface	domain	in	this	context,	contrasting	with	previous	research	employing	the	R-

SPQ-2F.	The	results	suggest	that	the	deep	versus	surface	learning	approach	model	may	not	sufficiently	

represent	the	complexity	of	student	motivations	and	strategies	in	the	current	context.	In	addition,	

student	affect	tied	to	outcomes	is	discussed	as	an	important	though	perhaps	overlooked	dimension	in	

non-Western	contexts.	The	implications	of	the	results	to	future	research	are	considered.		
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1) Introduction	

The	deep	versus	surface	learning	approach	construct	represents	an	attempt	to	categorize	

student	motivation	and	strategies	towards	learning.	According	to	this	construct,	students	who	

are	deeply	oriented	have	intrinsic	learning	motivation	and	employ	strategies	for	content	

mastery.	Students	who	are	surface	approach	oriented,	conversely,	employ	strategies	for	short	

term	recall	and	content	reproduction.	Such	students	tend	to	be	motivated	by	external	factors	

such	as	grades	(Biggs,	1987;	Entwistle	and	McCune,	2004).		

Biggs,	Kember	and	Leung	(2001)	state	that	good	teaching	encourages	the	deep	learning	

approach	in	students	and	discourages	the	surface	approach.	If	one	accepts	this,	the	extent	to	

which	students	score	high	on	the	deep	approach	and	low	on	the	surface	approach	(on	an	

instrument	such	as	the	Revised	Study	Process	Questionnaire,	R-SPQ-2F)	is	indicative	of	success	

in	encouraging	good	learning	practices	and	motivations.			

Emirati	students	are	often	described	as	having	superficial	learning	goals	and	strategies	(King,	

2011;	Swan,	2012).	These	students	have	been	described	as:	over	reliant	on	memorization;	ill	

equipped	for	independent	learning	as	a	result	of	teaching	practices	that	do	not	favour	student	

autonomy;	having	a	passive	teacher	centred	(spoon-fed)	learning	style	and	holding	teachers	

responsible	for	their	learning	(King,	2011).	Such	descriptions	seem	to	suggest	that	teaching	

practices	and	other	educational	conditions	in	the	UAE	have	encouraged	Emirati	students	

towards	a	surface	approach.		

However,	certain	questions	may	be	asked	in	relation	to	the	above	characterizations.	First,	

would	a	group	of	Emirati	students	show	a	clear	tendency	towards	the	surface	approach	over	
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the	deep	approach	using	an	instrument	such	as	the	R-SPQ-2F?		Is	the	deep	versus	surface	

approach	construct	an	appropriate	model	for	the	UAE	given	its	differences	to	other	learning	

settings?	Finally,	what	in	addition	to	deep	versus	surface	learning	motivations	and	strategies,	

may	be	at	play?	The	research	presented	here	sets	out	to	answer	these	questions.		

2) Literature	Review	

a) Learning	as	dimension	constructs	

The	deep	and	surface	learning	approach	constructs	alone	represent	a	dichotomized	view	of	

learning.	Learning	approaches	under	the	surface	approach	are	characterized	by	the	need	to	

perform	in	relation	to	others	in	terms	of	external	factors	such	as	grades.	Conversely,	deep	

approach	students	are	intrinsically	motivated	towards	the	learning	content	and	have	content	

mastery	goals	(Entwistle	and	McCune,	2004).		

In	terms	of	motivation,	the	deep	versus	surface	approach	construct	can	be	linked	to	Marsh	et	

al’s	(2003)	learning	and	performance	orientations	to	study.	They	state	students	with	the	

learning	orientation	are	focused	towards	mastering	tasks	and	increasing	competency	and	

knowledge;	they	tend	to	see	learning	as	an	end	in	itself;	believe	that	sufficient	effort	will	result	

in	better	academic	performance;	aim	to	improve	new	or	existing	skills	overtime;	focus	on	the	

quality	of	improvement;	have	a	sense	of	intrinsic	value;	and	have	long-term	commitment	to	

academic	excellence.	On	the	other	hand,	the	performance	orientation	is	focused	on	social	

comparison	processes	in	which	the	individual	works	to	do	better	than	other	students	or	to	

attain	success	based	on	little	effort.	It	also	involves	a	desire	to	gain	positive	judgments	and	

avoid	negative	judgments	of	one's	competence,	external	evaluations	of	self,	orientation	
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towards	the	extrinsic	value	of	performance	as	a	means	to	a	desired	goal,	and	the	belief	that	

ability	is	a	fixed	attribute	that	cannot	be	altered	by	effort	(Marsh	et	al,	2003).		

The	deep	and	surface	approach	learning	distinction	initially	linked	deep	learning	with	intention	

to	understand	and	surface	learning	was	the	intention	to	reproduce.	Later,	the	finding	that	

motivation	was	correlated	with	strategies	led	to	the	categories	being	relabelled	approaches	to	

learning	(Entwistle	&	McCune,	2004).	Biggs	(1987),	in	his	description	of	the	principles	underling	

the	Study	Process	Questionnaire	(the	precursor	to	the	R-SPQ-2F),	describes	surface	motivation	

as	instrumental	where	the	main	purpose	is	to	meet	minimal	requirements	while	not	working	

too	hard.	Surface	strategies	are	reproductive	primarily	involving	rote	memorizing.	Deep	

motivation,	conversely,	is	intrinsic	and	is	based	on	the	desire	to	actualize	interest	and	

competence	in	particular	academic	subjects.	Deep	strategies	are	described	as	meaningful	and	

involve	strategies	such	as	reading	widely	and	interrelating	with	previous	knowledge	(Biggs,	

1987).											

The	surface	approach	is	characterized	by	strategies	for	content	reproduction	(Lyke	and	Kelaher	

Young,	2006).	Rehearsal	strategies	which	involve	reading	or	repeating	ideas	over	and	over	are	

favored	under	the	surface	approach.	These	strategies	can	themselves	be	broken	down	into	

shallow	and	deep.	Shallow	rehearsal	involves	simple	repetition	whereas	deep	rehearsal	involves	

association	learning	where	the	learner	employs	mnemonic	devices	which	require	a	secondary	

level	of	processing.	Surface	strategies	(rehearsal	and	deep	rehearsal)	are	helpful	for	managing	

information	that	is	needed	for	recall	on	a	short-term	basis	useful	for	certain	types	of	

assessments	(Lyke	and	Kelaher	Young,	2006).		
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Deep	strategies,	conversely,	are	more	likely	to	be	chosen	in	courses	that	offer	more	authentic	

assessment	strategies	such	as	projects	and	papers	that	require	students	to	make	sense	of	the	

material.	These	strategies	tend	to	be	generative	in	nature	and	require	the	student	to	use	more	

sophisticated	and	elaborate	schema	in	organizing	and	integrating	information	(Lyke	and	Kelaher	

Young,	2006).	Elaboration	is	a	deep	strategy	which	involves	assigning	meaning	to	new	

information	by	associating	it	with	prior	information.	Organizational	strategies	are	used	to	

create	easier	comprehension	of	new	material.	This	may	include	outlining	main	ideas,	sketching	

an	information	scheme,	tabulating	information,	making	outlines,	charts	and	concept	maps	(Lyke	

and	Kelaher	Young,	2006;	Guven,	2008).	Comprehension	monitoring	strategies	involve	learning	

techniques	applied	by	students	to	accomplish	learning	goals	by	developing	their	own	learning	

strategies.	Finally,	affective	strategies	help	students	to	overcome	emotional	obstacles	that	

emerge	during	learning.	These	strategies	include	minimizing	the	fear	of	failure,	decreasing	

anxiety,	motivating	oneself	or	eliminating	distractions	from	learning	(Guven,	2008).		

Biggs,	Kember	&	Leung	(2001)	state	that	the	aim	of	good	teaching	is	to	encourage	students	to	

take	a	deep	learning	approach	(with	its	associated	strategies)	and	to	discourage	a	surface	

approach.	However,	the	deep	approach	does	not	necessarily	equate	to	better	classroom	

performance.	Deep	approach	learners	may	not	perform	better	when	assessment	favors	the	

surface	approach	and	those	who	score	high	on	the	deep	approach	do	not	necessarily	put	more	

effort	into	their	study	(Entwistle	and	McCune,	2004).	

A	student's	strategic	orientation	and	motivation	towards	performance	also	contribute	to	

academic	success.	A	term	used	to	describe	this	domain	in	learning	is	achieving.	Biggs	(1987)	
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defines	the	achieving	domain	as	being	based	on	competition	and	ego	enhancement.	The	

student	with	an	achieving	orientation	works	to	achieve	high	grades	whether	or	not	he	or	she	

finds	the	learning	material	to	be	interesting.	The	strategic	focus	in	the	achieving	student	causes	

them	to	organize	their	time	and	workspace	in	order	to	obtain	desired	outcomes.	Achieving-

oriented	students	select	whatever	strategies	they	see	as	most	effectively	leading	to	desired	

outcomes.	This	is	distinguished	from	the	surface	approach	where	the	purpose	is	to	meet	

minimal	requirements	and	strategy	is	limited	to	rote	learning	of	essential	content	for	the	

purpose	of	getting	by	(Biggs,	1987).		

Several	learning	approach	research	questionnaires	have	been	developed	to	measure	student	

motivation	and	strategies.	Among	the	instruments	intended	for	higher	education	there	is	

considerable	overlap,	particularly	in	terms	of	the	deep	and	surface	approach	distinction	

(Entwistle	and	McCune,	2004;	Richardson,	2004).	Richardson	states	that	across	learning	

inventories	convergent	validity	is	good	–	that	there	is	considerable	overlap	in	the	constructs	the	

instruments	purport	to	measure.	However,	according	to	the	author,	the	evidence	for	construct	

validity	(that	instruments	actually	measure	what	they	are	purport	to)	is	weaker.					

Another	criticism	of	such	instruments	is	that	they	are	based	on	Western	concepts	of	education	

which	may	not	neatly	apply	to	other	cultural	contexts	(Smith,	2005).		Richardson	(2004),	in	

particular,	critiques	learning	approach	inventories	for	not	taking	into	account	differences	in	

culture	and	even	changes	over	time.	He	warns	that	instruments	whose	constructs	were	

validated	in	one	place	and	time	may	not	be	valid	in	another	place	and	time.	He	emphasises	that	
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each	research	instrument	needs	to	be	revalidated	from	scratch	in	each	context	in	which	it	is	

used.		

Higgis	(2003)	proposes	that	the	learning	approaches	model	is	derived	from	a	simplified,	

quantitatively	biased	and	elitist	notion	of	learning	and	education.	She	contends	only	the	most	

ardent	of	academic	practitioners	(such	as	those	who	investigate	learning	approaches)	could	

ever	be	expected	to	adopt	the	deep	approach	exclusively.	Given	the	understandings,	

expectations	and	obstacles	faced	by	under-graduate	students	the	model	has	been	

inappropriately	applied	to	such	students.	In	their	response	to	Higgis’	critique	Marshall	and	Case	

(2005)	state	that	it	remains	nevertheless	the	goal	of	higher	education	to	encourage	

understanding	over	recall.	Thus,	investigating	learning	approaches	and	encouraging	deep	

learning	remain	valid	goals	in	educational	research	and	practice.				

One	instrument	widely	used	in	learning	approach	research	has	been	the	Study	Process	

Questionnaire	(SPQ)		which	purports	to	measure	student	learning	along	the	deep,	surface	and	

achieving	dimensions	(Entwistle	and	McCune,	2004;	Richardson,	2004).	In	2001,	Biggs,	Kember	

&	Leung	introduced	the	instrument	used	in	this	study,	the	Revised	Study	Process	Questionnaire	

(R-SPQ-2F).	This	is	a	revision	of	the	original	SPQ	from	three	dimensions	down	to	two	(deep	and	

surface	without	the	achievement	dimension).	The	number	of	questions	in	the	instrument	was	

also	reduced	from	42	to	20.	The	main	justification	for	the	revision	was	that	a	shortened	version	

would	enhance	utility	for	diverse	teaching	environments.	However,	Richardson	(2004)	suggests	

an	additional	reason	for	the	achievement	factor	having	been	removed	was	that	it	was	less	

statistically	robust.		
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b) The	current	context	

This	study	was	conducted	in	a	national	context	where	formal	education	is	a	relatively	recent	

introduction	for	most	of	the	local	population.		In	1972,	when	the	UAE	gained	independence,	

there	were	few	schools	and	no	colleges	and	universities.	The	bulk	of	the	population	was	

illiterate.	Since	then,	with	national	policy	emphasizing	education,	remarkable	progress	has	been	

made	in	reducing	the	illiteracy	rate.		With	less	than	20	percent	of	the	population	literate	prior	

to	independence,	by	2000,	75	percent	for	women	and	70	percent	for	men	were	classified	as	

literate	(Clarke,	2006).		

Of	the	current	population	of	one	million	UAE	nationals,	250,000	are	school	children	in	the	K-12	

education	system.	At	the	tertiary	level,	about	35000	attend	one	of	three	publically	funded	

tertiary	institutions	set	aside	for	Emiratis	(the	Higher	Colleges	of	Technology,	UAE	University	

and	Zayed	University).	In	addition,	about	5000	UAE	nationals	study	in	private	educational	

institutions	or	as	overseas	students	in	America,	Britain	and	Australia	(Godwin,	2006).		

The	college	which	is	the	context	of	this	study	is	part	of	a	government	funded	network	of	career	

preparation	colleges	distributed	throughout	the	United	Arab	Emirates.	The	students	were	

mostly	male	UAE	nationals	and	occasionally	students	from	other	Gulf	State	nations.	Students	

tended	to	come	to	the	colleges	upon	graduation	from	high	school.	There	were	also	some	

mature	students	attending	evening	classes	and	students	sponsored	by	government	

departments	and	corporations.	The	network	to	which	this	college	belongs	is	one	of	the	three	

major	government	supported	tertiary	institutions	set	aside	for	Emirati	students.	The	language	
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of	instruction	at	the	college	is	English	and	the	students	who	participated	were	attending	English	

for	academic	purposes	courses.		

Research	into	learning	motivation	and	strategies	has	generally	occurred	in	Western	educational	

contexts	and	there	has	been	little	such	research	in	the	Gulf	States	region.	Characterizations	of	

student	learning	approaches	in	the	UAE	such	as	those	in	the	introductory	section	of	this	article	

are	mostly	antidotal	rather	than	empirically	based.		

Fields	(2011)	discusses	a	qualitative	study	of	the	English	study	habits	of	Emirati	tertiary	students	

studying	in	the	UAE.	He	describes	limited	cognitive	strategies	which	focused	on	understanding	

vocabulary	in	context	while	reading,	often	by	using	a	bilingual	dictionary	and	writing	

translations	directly	in	the	book.	Metacognitive	strategies	were	described	as	almost	entirely	

absent.	On	the	other	hand,	social-affective	strategies	were	described	as	the	most	developed.	

This	study	seems	to	suggest	that	although	Emirati	students	are	poor	at	managing	their	own	

learning	they	are	effective	at	overcoming	emotional	hurdles	and	working	with	others	towards	

learning.		

Additional	evidence	for	the	importance	of	the	affective	component	in	Emirati	students	is	

provided	quantitatively	in	the	current	study.	Evidence	is	also	provided	for	the	possible	existence	

of	independent	achieving	domain.			
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3) Methods	and	Results	

a) The	Revised	Study	Process	Questionnaire	(R-SPQ-2F)	

The	Revised	Study	Process	Questionnaire	(Biggs,	Kember	&	Leung,	2001)	is	designed	around	the	

construct	of	learning	strategies	and	motivation	divided	into	the	deep	and	surface	constructs.		As	

the	name	suggests,	the	Revised	Study	Process	Questionnaire	is	a	revision	of	the	original	Study	

Process	Questionnaire	(SPQ)	from	three	factors	(deep,	surface,	and	achieving)	to	two,	based	on	

factor	analysis	of	items	and	responses	from	earlier	versions	of	the	questionnaire.	Biggs,	Kember	

&	Leung	(2001)	state	that	factor	analysis	indicates	the	deep	and	surface	factors	only	(with	

motivation	and	strategy	subscales	subsumed	on	both	factors)	best	describes	student	

approaches	to	learning.	The	dimensions	of	the	R-SPQ-2F	are	named	as	Deep	Approach	(DA)	and	

Surface	Approach	(SA),	with	four	sub-scales	Deep	Motive	(DM),	Deep	Strategy	(DS),	Surface	

Motive	(SM)	and	Surface	Strategy	(SS).		

b) Questionnaire	preparation	and	implementation	

The	first	author	analyzed	a	copy	of	the	R-SPQ-2F	item	by	item	for	problems	in	wording.	

Problems	addressed	included	wordings	which	were	phrased	in	nuances	subject	to	possible	

misinterpretation	by	non-native	speakers	of	English	or	which	included	themes	or	concepts	that	

might	not	translate	into	the	local	cultural	context.	Based	on	his	experience	with	the	local	

culture,	some	items	were	reworded	so	that	their	intent	would	be	clearer	for	translation	and	

more	appropriate	given	the	cultural	context.		For	example,	the	following	item	was	considered	

problematic	since	Emiratis	do	not	generally	read	novels	for	pleasure:	

	I	find	the	studying	academic	topics	can	at	times	be	as	exciting	as	a	good	novel	or	movie.				
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	The	question	was	therefore	reworded:	

	I	find	that	studying	academic	topics	can	sometimes	be	as	exciting	as	a	listening	to	a	good	story	

or	a	seeing	a	good	movie.	

In	another	item,	the	phrase	passing	acquaintance	was	judged	to	be	slightly	ambiguous	and	

possibly	problematic	for	translation:	

	I	find	it	not	helpful	to	study	topics	in	depth.	It	confuses	and	wastes	time,	when	all	you	need	is	a	

passing	acquaintance	with	topics.							

It	was	reworded	as:	

I	find	it	is	not	helpful	to	study	topics	in	depth.	It	confuses	and	wastes	time,	all	you	need	is	basic	

knowledge	about	the	topics.	

The	revised	English	version	of	the	questionnaire	was	translated	into	Arabic	by	a	professional	

translation	service.	The	translated	version	of	the	questionnaire	was	then	retranslated	back	into	

English	by	an	Arabic	speaking	colleague.	Together	the	first	author	and	the	colleague	discussed	

the	items	as	to	whether	they	kept	their	intended	meaning	through	translation.	A	few	changes	

to	the	translated	copy	of	the	questionnaire	were	suggested	by	the	colleague.		

The	translated	questionnaire	was	trialed	with	20	students.	Following	the	questionnaire	trial,	a	

second	Arab	speaking	colleague	made	further	modifications	in	consultation	with	the	first	

author	such	that	there	was	high	confidence	that	the	intended	meanings	were	clearly	translated.		
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In	the	final	version	of	the	questionnaire	items	were	written	in	both	Arabic	and	English.	This	was	

so	the	content	of	the	questions	would	be	clear	to	the	English	speaking	instructors	who	would	

be	distributing	the	surveys	to	students.	As	well,	instructors	could	clarify	the	meaning	of	items	to	

students	when	asked.	In	addition,	a	few	students	were	likely	to	have	had	stronger	English	than	

Arabic.	These	were	students	who	had	been	educated	in	English	speaking	countries	and/or	who	

came	from	families	where	one	of	the	parents	was	from	outside	the	Arab	world.	

The	questionnaires	were	distributed	by	email	to	all	instructors	teaching	in	the	first	year	English	

for	academic	purposes	courses.	This	involved	five	hundred	and	twenty	one	students	registered	

in	32	classes.	In	total,	questionnaire	sets	for	23	of	the	32	classes	were	received.		

The	total	number	of	questionnaires	returned	was	270.	Of	these,	18	were	excluded	for	various	

reasons	–	12	due	to	obvious	response	setting;	2	for	being	unfinished;	2	for	being	exact	

duplications	of	one	another	(where	the	two	questionnaires	were	submitted	together	suggesting	

one	was	copied	from	the	other)	and	2	for	giving	multiple	responses	on	the	same	item.	The	

response	data	of	the	remaining	252	questionnaires	were	entered	into	SPSS	software	for	

analysis.		

c) Questionnaire	construct	validity	

Richardson	(2004)	states	that	any	research	instrument	should	be	validated	from	scratch	in	each	

new	context	in	which	it	is	used.	One	reason	for	this	is	that	constructs	can	be	interpreted	

differently	across	cultures	or	even	between	social	groups	within	a	given	cultural	setting.		

Construct	internal	reliability	is	usually	measured	by	Chronbach’s	alpha.	An	alpha	.60	is	a	

minimally	acceptable	score	(Cohen	et	al,	2007;	Richardson,	2004).		
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In	the	past,	the	R-SPQ-2F	has	shown	acceptable	levels	of	internal	reliability	along	the	primary	

deep	and	surface	dimension	but	not	for	the	motivation	and	strategy	secondary	dimensions	

(Table	1,	p.23).	For	this	reason	Justicia	et	al	(2008)	conclude	that	the	R-SPQ-2F	represents	the	

two	primary	factors	better	than	the	four	sub-factors.			

In	the	current	study,	alphas	were	computed	for	each	of	the	two	primary	dimensions	(deep	and	

surface)	as	well	as	the	four	sub-dimensions.		

Table	1	shows	the	internal	reliability	Cronbach’s	alpha	scores	obtained	in	the	current	study	

along	with	scores	obtained	by	other	researchers	who	have	used	the	Revised	Student	Learning	

Approach	Questionnaire.	The	alpha	scores	for	the	current	study	show	relatively	strong	internal	

consistency	on	the	deep	approach	dimension	(.791)	and	weaker	(though	still	marginally	

acceptable)	internal	consistency	on	the	surface	approach	dimension	(.604).	The	surface	

approach	sub-dimensions	did	not	achieve	acceptable	alphas.	Due	to	their	low	alpha	scores,	the	

secondary	dimensions	were	not	used	in	the	analysis.							

d) Deep	and	surface	domain	data	

The	mean	for	the	deep	dimension	is	3.39	(of	5)	(SD	.66).	The	surface	dimension	mean	is	3.07	

(SD	.58).		Both	mean	scores	are	above	the	midpoint	(out	of	5)	on	both	dimensions.		This	was	

visually	evident	on	the	scatter	plot	of	individual	averages.	The	greatest	number	of	results	fell	

within	the	high	deep	and	surface	approach	quadrant	with	40%.	Those	with	high	deep	and	low	

surface	scores	were	the	second	largest	group	with	26%.		
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Gijbels	et	al	(2005)	refers	to	research	indicating	that	a	profile	consisting	of	high	(or	low)	scores	

on	both	the	deep	and	surface	approaches	dimensions	is	typical	of	novice	students.	The	authors	

also	describe	such	students	as	disintegrated,	dissonant	or	not	yet	established.		

An	alternative	explanation	is	that	the	dimensions	themselves	are	problematic.		Referring	back	

to	the	Cronbach’s	alpha	scores	of	internal	consistency,	the	surface	approach	dimension	only	

achieved	a	minimally	acceptable	alpha.	It	may	be	that	the	surface	dimension	construct,	in	

particular,	does	not	sufficiently	represent	the	complexity	of	student	motivation	and	strategies	

for	learning	in	the	current	context.			

In	response	to	the	ambiguous	results	obtained	from	the	deep	versus	surface	approach	

dimension	analysis,	the	results	were	subjected	to	further	statistical	analysis.	

e) Factor	analysis	

To	help	assess	what	besides	the	deep	and	surface	learning	dimensions	may	have	been	

important,	a	factor	analysis	was	conducted.			

The	Kaisar-Meyer-Olkin	measure	of	sampling	adequacy	was	calculated	and	produced	a	measure	

of	sampling	adequacy	of	.770	indicating	sufficient	sampling	size.	Principal	axis	analysis	with	

Varimax	rotation	identified	five	factors	greater	than	1	which	explained	32.6	%	of	the	variance	in	

the	data	set.	However,	the	eigenvalues-greater-than-one	rule	is	known	to	overestimate	the	

true	number	of	factors	in	a	data	set	because	of	sampling	effects	(Cliff,	1988).	Inspection	of	the	

scree	plot	(Figure	1,	p.	26)	suggested	that	only	four	factors	should	be	extracted	from	the	data	

set,	and	this	was	confirmed	by	the	parallel	analysis	of	1000	random	data	sets	using	the	program	
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written	by	O’Connor	(2000).		The	factor	analysis	was	again	applied	selecting	for	the	first	four	

factor	sets,	which	accounted	for	30.3	percent	of	the	total	variance.		

The	factors	are	named	based	on	the	wordings	of	their	constituent	items	(with	loading	scores	of	

more	than	.35;	see	Table	3,	p.25).		Table	2	(p.24)	contains	the	factor	names,	weighted	means,	

standard	deviations	and	the	alignment	of	the	factors	to	the	deep	and	surface	constructs	based	

on	the	items	they	share	with	each	construct.						

Factor	1	contains	items	which	taken	together	suggest	an	orientation	towards	desire	to	master	

content.	Factor	2	has	items	which	relate	to	positive	affective	factors	in	association	with	task	

achievement	and	content	mastery.	Factor	3	contains	items	which	suggest	orientation	towards	

avoiding	interacting	with	course	content	in	any	meaningful	way	while	achieving	minimal	course	

requirements.	Finally,	Factor	4	is	made	up	of	two	items	which	suggest	an	orientation	towards	

maximizing	efficiency	in	course	activities	towards	outcomes.	It	might	also	be	noted	that	item	15	

which	is	just	below	the	.35	cut	off	for	inclusion	in	Factor	4	is	also	representative	of	the	factor.															

As	we	can	see,	the	weighted	scores	are	slightly	above	the	midway	score	of	three	for	factors	1,	

and	4.	Factor	3	stands	slightly	below	the	halfway	point.	Factor	2,	satisfaction	in	learning,	stands	

apart	as	having	a	score	well	above	the	midway	point	at	3.60.						

These	data	suggest	that	the	students	experienced	satisfaction	from	learning	while	having	

motivations	and	strategies	associated	with	the	surface	approach.		The	students	indicated	an	

orientation	towards	externalized	outcomes	as	indicated	by	the	midway	point	score	on	the	

surface	approach	dimension	(3.07).	At	the	same	time,	they	indicated	a	strong	orientation	to	
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satisfaction	from	learning	as	suggested	by	the	relatively	high	weighted	mean	score	for	Factor	2	

–	Satisfaction	in	learning	(3.60).			

4) Discussion	and	concluding	remarks	

In	this	section	we	discuss	the	suitability	of	the	deep	versus	surface	learning	approach	construct	

for	investigating	student	learning	in	the	current	context	and	perhaps	more	widely.	The	

implications	of	the	questionnaire	findings	for	learning	approach	research	in	this	and	similar	

contexts	are	also	considered.		Finally,	we	will	touch	on	the	implications	of	the	findings	for	

teaching	in	the	current	context.		

Biggs,	Kember	&	Leung	(2001)	maintain	that	good	teaching	is	to	encourage	students	to	use	a	

deep	learning	approach	and	to	discourage	them	from	using	a	surface	approach.	If	one	accepts	

this	position,	the	extent	to	which	students	score	high	on	the	deep	approach	and	low	on	the	

surface	approach	would	also	suggest	success	in	bringing	about	meaningful	learning.	However,	

as	also	stated,	the	deep	approach	does	not	necessarily	equate	to	better	classroom	performance	

(Entnwistle	and	McCune,	2004).		

As	well,	models	of	learning	developed	in	Western	contexts	should	not	be	assumed	to	transfer	

neatly	to	other	cultural	contexts	(Kember,	2000;	Richardson,	2004).	Kember	(2000),	for	

example,	found	that	Hong	Kong	university	students	placed	heavy	emphasis	on	memorization	in	

conjunction	with	the	intention	to	understand.	He	also	noted	that	courses	which	provide	good	

career	preparation	were	a	source	of	motivation	for	the	students	participating	in	his	study.	He	

reported	high	levels	of	achieving	motive,	but	that	this	was	frequently	social	in	nature	rather	

than	being	individual	and	competitive.				
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In	the	current	study,	the	ambiguous	results	along	the	deep	and	surface	dimensions	of	the	R-

SPQ-2F	(both	dimensions	scoring	above	the	halfway	point);	and	the	emergence	of	Factor	4	

(Reduction	of	involvement	to	towards	assessment	outcomes)	suggest	a	more	complex	

approach	may	be	required	than	that	of	the	two	dimensional	model	underlying	the	instrument	

used	here.		

The	achieving	domain	represents	an	attempt	to	reconcile	intrinsic	motivation	and	mastery	

strategies	with	the	practical	needs	and	concerns	of	students	in	the	often	demanding	

environment	of	tertiary	education.	In	tertiary	settings,	students	have	to	prioritize	their	goals,	

while	focusing	their	effort	and	managing	their	time.	It	is	also	possible	to	argue	that	one	of	the	

functions	of	tertiary	education	is	to	encourage	students	to	develop	self-management	and	

strategic	skills.		

The	achieving	domain	may	be	more	relevant	in	tertiary	contexts	which	have	a	vocational	focus	

and	which	are	in	cultural	contexts	that	are	highly	collective.		In	the	experience	of	the	first	

author,	Emiratis	have	a	collective	cultural	orientation	which	manifests	itself	in	relatively	strong	

tendency	towards	conformity	(in	dress,	social	customs	and,	especially,	religion).	Naffsinger	

(1995)	in	a	discussion	of	face	in	Arab	society	emphasises	the	importance	of	a	near	perfect	social	

appearance	to	dignity	and	stature	in	society.	Applying	this	characterization	to	the	current	

educational	context,	one	would	expect	that	Arab	students	might	be	highly	predisposed	towards	

socially	recognized	outcomes	such	as	good	grades	and	hence	the	achievement	orientation.				

The	context	of	the	current	study	was	highly	homogenous	–	almost	all	participants	were	Emirati	

men	working	towards	employment	(or	advancement)	in	the	UAE	government	and	semi-
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government	sector.	In	this	context,	conformity	and	reputation	would	have	been	important	

aspects	of	individual	success.	These	cultural	and	contextual	factors	are	likely	to	have	an	

influence	on	how	students	approach	their	learning	and	may	set	them	apart	from	students	in	

other	contexts.		

Returning	to	the	constructs,	the	deep,	surface	and	achieving	learning	domains	are	not	theories	

of	learning	in	themselves,	though	they	have	been	influenced	by	them.	As	is	the	case	with	the	

deep	and	surface	domains,	descriptions	consistent	with	the	achieving	domain	are	to	be	found	

within	learning	theory.	For	example,	in	social	cognitive	theory,	self-regulation	is	the	process	by	

which	students	regulate	themselves	in	a	'pro-active'	way.	Self-regulation	refers	to	the	thoughts,	

feelings	and	behaviors	that	contribute	to	the	student’s	goals.		Self-regulated	learners	set	goals	

and	task-related	strategies	guided	by	their	awareness	of	their	own	strengths	and	limitations	

(Zimmerman,	2002).	Achieving	oriented	students	could	be	expected	to	arrange	things	to	make	

the	best	use	of	their	strengths	while	offsetting	their	weaknesses	to	achieve	the	best	outcomes.	

On	the	motivational	side	of	the	achieving	domain,	there	is	an	apparent	overlap	with	the	

performance-approach	construct	of	Goal	Theory.	Performance-approach	goals	aim	at	

performance	for	competency	gaining	reasons	but	are	based	on	the	need	to	perform	well	for	an	

audience	or	in	relation	to	others	(Elliot	and	Church,	1997).			

In	learning	approach	research,	the	deep	and	achieving	approaches	have	been	found	to	

correlate	positively	(Tait	&	Entwistle,	1996;	Entwistle,	Tait	and	McCune,	2000;	Kreber,	2003).	

Parallels	to	this	finding	are	to	be	found	in	motivational	research.	Amabile	et	al	(1994)	present	

evidence	that	intrinsic	and	extrinsic	motivation	are	additive.	They	refer	to	survey	and	
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experimental	studies	which	indicate	that	intrinsic	and	extrinsic	motivation	rather	than	being	

mutually	exclusive	coexist	and	that	this	coexistence	can	support	learning	and	complex	problem	

solving	skills.	Therefore	the	intrinsic	motivation	contained	within	deep	learning	may	be	

supported	(rather	than	opposed)	by	the	extrinsic	motivation	of	achieving	focused	learning.					

Where	the	cultural	environment	is	more	collective	and	where	one’s	concept	of	success	is	tied	

to	external	factors,	affect	and	motivation	in	learning	might	also	be	more	closely	linked	to	

external	indicators	of	success.	It	was	posited	earlier	that	Emiratis	may	possess	a	greater	

orientation	towards	collectivism	and	conformity	than	is	the	case	in	the	West.	Such	a	tendency	

towards	conformity	and	collectivity	might,	as	well,	orientate	Emirati	students	towards	external	

outcomes	and	social	achievement.	In	such	a	social	context	the	achieving	domain	may	take	on	

an	increased	significance	over	that	which	may	exist	in	the	Western	context.		

Biggs,	Kember	and	Leung	(2001)	devised	the	R-SPQ-2F	based	on	factor	analysis	which	suggested	

that	learning	approaches	are	best	characterized	by	two	higher	order	factors	–	deep	and	surface.	

Since	then,	other	research	involving	the	SPQ	has	also	provided	evidence	for	two	higher	order	

factors	(also	termed	meaning	and	reproducing)	in	which	achieving	is	a	sub-factor	(Phan	and	

Doe,	2008;	Zeegers,	2002).	It	is	not	our	intention	to	enter	into	the	debate	as	to	whether	there	

are	two	or	three	higher	order	factors.	However,	the	findings	of	the	current	study	suggest	the	

emergence	of	the	strategic	focus	(Factor	4)	within	the	surface	domain	of	the	R-SPQ-2F.	A	fuller	

picture	of	this	strategy	orientation	might	come	out	if	there	if	there	were	specific	strategy	

focused	questions	in	the	deep	domain	of	the	current	questionnaire	as	well.			
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These	findings	may	point	to	features	of	student	learning	which	might	guide	the	development	of	

learning	approach	questionnaires	more	suited	the	Arabian	Gulf	context	then	the	two	

dimensional	model	of	the	R-SPQ-2F	.	Such	an	instrument	would	possibly	set	out	to	measure:	

positive	learning	affect	in	students	(Factor	2	which	is	probably	associated	with	both	mastery	

and	achievement	motivation);	the	extent	students	make	use	of	mastery	strategies	(Factor	1);	

the	extent	they	employ	strategies	for	achievement	(Factor	4)	and	the	extent	they	engage	in	

problematic	learning	avoidance	(Factor	3).			

Finally,	we	will	conclude	by	discussing	the	relevance	of	the	findings	to	tertiary	teaching	practice	

in	the	UAE	and	the	Gulf	States.	The	evidence	of	this	study	tentatively	suggests	that	the	

participating	students	have	a	strong	affective	component	(tied	to	learning	outcomes)	and	that	

achieving	goals	may	be	significant.	It	is	also	important	to	consider,	as	discussed	earlier,	that	

higher	education	is	not	deeply	rooted	in	the	Emirati	culture.	As	such,	the	more	individualistic	

characteristics	of	learning	associated	with	the	Western	model	of	tertiary	education	may	not	

translate	well	to	the	current	context.	In	the	UAE	context,	a	more	structured	instructional	

approach	is	likely	to	be	advantageous.	Such	an	approach	may	enhance	student	affect	and	

perceived	achievement	by	providing	increased	opportunities	for	content	mastery.		Content	

which	is	presented	in	a	linear	and	hierarchical	format	with	needed	resources,	useful	

information	and	sub-goals	can	help	to	support	mastery	outcomes.	In	addition,	an	instructional	

approach	that	has	considerable	teacher	input	and	feedback	would	bolster	students	who	are	

working	towards	greater	independence.	Compared	to	other	contexts,	high	levels	of	

involvement	with	students	may	be	expected	from	teachers.	This	involvement	is	likely	to	include	
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providing	the	support	needed	(feedback,	explanation,	and,	in	some	cases,	intervention)	to	help	

students	to	achieve	while	learning.			
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Table	1	-	Cronbach’s	Alpha	Scores	Comparison	

	 Primary	Dimension	 	 Secondary	Dimensions	

Deep	

Approach	

Surface	

Approach	

	 Deep	

Motivation	

Deep	

Strategy	

Surface	

Motivation	

Surface	

Strategy	

Biggs	et	al,	

2001	

.73	 .64	 .62	 .63	 .72	 .57	

Gijbels	et	al,	

2005	

.73	 .75	 .60	 .54	 .65	 .48	

Leung	&	Chan,	

2001	

.76	 .78	 .61	 .58	 .69	 .48	

Current	study	

	

.79	 .60	 .63	 .66	 .44	 .47	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Student	Learning	Approaches	in	the	UAE		
	

24	
	

Table	2	-	Factory	Analysis	Summary			

						

	 Percent	of	

variance	

Weighted	

Mean		

Standard	

Deviation	

Construct	

of	Items	

Factor	1	–	Content	mastery			

	

10.54	 3.17	 0.78	 Deep	

Items	

Factor	2	–	Satisfaction	in	learning	

	

8.30	 3.60	 0.69	

Factor	3	–	Learning	avoidance		 	

	

5.85	 2.95	 0.80	 Surface	

Items	

Factor	4	–	Reduction	of	involvement	towards	

assignment	outcomes		

5.63	 3.23	 1.07	
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Table	3	–	Rotated	Factor	Matrix	(scores	of	more	than	3.5	highlighted)	

Extraction	Method:	Principal	Axis	Factoring	

Rotation	Method:	Varimax	with	Kaiser	Normalization				

	

	 Factor	

1	 2	 3	 4	

Q1	 Studying tends to give me a feeling of deep personal satisfaction.  .205	 .547	 -.001	 -.082	

Q2	
I find that I have to do enough work on a topic so that I can form my 
own opinions and understandings before I am satisfied. .112	 .551	 .092	 -.030	

Q3	 My aim is to pass the course while doing as little work as possible. -.011	 .025	 .403	 .141	

Q4	
I only study seriously what is given out in class or is in the course 
outlines. -.163	 .347	 .280	 .224	

Q5	 I feel that almost any topic can be interesting once I get into it. .263	 .415	 -.179	 .156	

Q6	
I find most new topics interesting and often spend extra time trying to 
obtain more information about them. .473	 .339	 .045	 -.056	

Q7	
I do not find my course very interesting so I keep my work to the 
minimum. -.068	 -.126	 .239	 .232	

Q8	
I learn some things by just memorizing, going over and over them until I 
know them automatically even if I do not understand them. .101	 .164	 .497	 .005	

Q9	
I find that studying academic topics can sometimes be as exciting as a 
listening to a good story or a seeing a good movie. .293	 .460	 .205	 -.147	

Q10	 I test myself on important topics until I understand them completely. .387	 .390	 -.027	 -.163	

Q11	
I find I can get by in most assessments by memorizing key sections 
rather than trying to understand them. .046	 -.069	 .554	 -.028	

Q12	
I generally restrict my study to what is specifically set as I think it is 
unnecessary to do anything extra. -.265	 .138	 .199	 .238	

Q13	 I work hard at my studies because I find the materials interesting. .469	 .352	 .035	 -.089	

Q14	
I spend a lot of my free time learning more about interesting topics 
which have been discussed in different classes. .636	 .127	 .079	 -.002	

Q15	
I find it is not helpful to study topics in depth. It confuses and wastes 
time, all you need is basic knowledge about the topics. -.010	 -.116	 .186	 .327	

Q16	
I believe that the college teachers shouldn’t expect students to spend a 
lot of time studying material everyone knows won’t be examined. -.091	 .103	 .094	 .430	

Q17	
I come to classes with questions about what I am learning. I want to 
have answers to these questions so I can better understand what I am 
learning. 

.551	 .126	 -.099	 -.013	

Q18	
I make an effort to do some extra reading (by myself) about the topics 
that teacher lectures on in class. .684	 .084	 .018	 -.046	

Q19	
I see no point in learning material which is not likely to be in the 
examination. .041	 -.152	 -.025	 .723	

Q20	
I find the best way to pass the examinations is to try to remember 
answers to likely questions.     -.078	 .093	 .363	 .193	
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Figure	1	–	Scree	Plot		
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