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Abstract 

This paper provides information about findings from a recent research project that 
provides a new insight into how students’ approaches to learning may be impacted by 
their level of interest in and enjoyment of the topic being studied. The data from this 
research suggests that for contemporary students, interest and enjoyment play an 
important role in determining their approach to learning. As such there are 
implications for all educators who may wish to encourage their students to use a deep 
approach to learning. 
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Introduction  

Conceptions of learning, perceptions of the learning environment, and approaches to 
learning have constituted a solid body of research around pedagogy and assessment in 
higher education for almost 40 years (Case, 2007; Case & Marshall, 2012; Richardson, 2000). 
There is a strong argument that the theory of “approaches to learning” is central to 
understanding how students learn, and how universities can improve teaching and learning. 
Ramsden argues that the theory is a “pivotal concept” in education (Ramsden, 2003, p. 40). 
Gibbs, whose work has been highly influential in informing higher education pedagogy, 
argues that “all learning phenomena…take place in a context mediated by the perceptions of 
students and their teachers involving their conceptions and approaches” to learning (Gibbs, 
1995, preface).  

Approaches to learning are the strategies adopted by students in order to succeed at 
learning (Jackson, 1994). The term approach identifies both how the learner processes 
information and their intention. The approach students take to their studies involves “either 
an intention to make sense (a deep approach) or an attempt to reproduce (a surface 
approach)” (Gibbs, 1995, preface). Although these references are over 20 years old they are 
still appropriate. 

Conceptions of learning describe what a person understands by the term “learning,” 
that is, their understanding of the process and the differing conceptions people hold about it 
(Entwistle & Peterson, 2004). Perceptions of learning refer to how a student sees the 
requirements of a learning task, primarily, how they perceive the requirements of an 
assessment task (Marton & Säljö, 2005). The perception of learning draws attention to 
assessment as dominating learning tasks. Together, conceptions, perceptions and 
approaches constitute the theory of approaches to learning.  

The theory has a solid research base, with its distinction between surface and deep 
learning built upon “an extensive body of evidence on the effects of teaching and 
assessment on student learning” (Entwistle, 1997 p. 215), that derives from “a coherent 
body of empirical evidence which can be used to inform thinking about teaching and 
learning” (p. 217). Yet it can be conceptualized as a simple theory, and there is an argument 
that it might have gained greater prominence than, perhaps, it deserves (Richardson, 2000). 
The theory has also been criticized as being a cliché (Sadlo & Richardson, 2003; Webb, 1997), 
as being ethnocentric, overemphasizing Western perspectives of learning which may 
prioritize and value understanding over memorization (Ryan & Louie, 2007), as being elitist 
(Haggis, 2003, 2004), and as only having helped teachers to reduce poor, rather than 
informing good, pedagogical practice; helping educators to identify what not to do to 
encourage a deep approach, not necessarily what to do (Joughin, 2009). This paper does not 
address criticism of the theory, its focus is on the role of interest and enjoyment as factors in 
students’ approaches to learning. The paper initially provides a historical overview of the 
research on approaches to learning, before reporting on the findings from a recent research 
project. 

The genesis of the approaches to learning theory and the distinction between surface 
and deep approaches 
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The theory of deep and surface approaches originated with work by Marton and Säljö 
(1976) which, along with later work by Biggs (1987) and Entwistle (Entwistle, 1988, 1989; 
Entwistle & Waterson, 1988) established the theory in the field of education. Marton and 
Säljö set out to “explore qualitative differences in what is learned and to describe the 
functional differences in the process of learning” (Marton & Säljö, 1976, p. 10) which led to 
qualitative differences in learning outcomes. Their research summarized a series of studies 
with students. They categorized students as two distinct groups; those who tried to 
comprehend the whole of a piece of work and those who tried to remember the facts and 
identify what they anticipated, or believed, they would be tested on. The two categories 
were labelled as “deep-level and surface-level processing” (Marton & Säljö, 1976, p. 7, 
emphasis original). 

Harlen and James (1997) identified that a deep approach means that something is: 

Actively understood and internalised by the learner. It 
makes sense in terms of the learner’s experience of the 
world and is not simply a collection of isolated facts which 
have been memorised…it is linked to previous experience 
and so can be used in situations different from that in 
which it was learned. (p. 368) 

Surface-level processing involved using reproductive conceptions of learning where the 
student was “more or less forced to keep to a rote-learning strategy” (Marton & Säljö, 1976, 
p. 7). Deep-level processing involved the student being directed towards the intentional 
concept of the material, that is, to comprehend and understand what the author was saying, 
rather than memorizing. Marton and Säljö equated process and learning strategy, that is, the 
process was demonstrated by what the student did to learn. Where a surface approach was 
used, the student had little, or no, personal engagement with the work, seeing it as an 
external imposition. Deeper approaches came from the students’ intention to understand, 
and led to better quality learning outcomes (Marton, 1975).  

The term “approaches to learning” was introduced to signify how both process and the 
learner’s intention were combined (Entwistle & Peterson, 2004). Further studies by Säljö 
(1975, 1979) found that students tried to adapt their learning to the demands implicit in the 
assessment questions asked, that is, their approach was influenced by the assessment task, 
when given questions requiring factual answers, they responded by adopting a surface 
approach; yet, when provided with questions requiring answers indicating understanding, a 
deep approach was not always employed. Some used one; whereas some did not.  

Although the students’ approach was influenced by the assessment task, it was easier to 
induce a surface approach than a deep one (McCune & Entwistle, 2011). Students with a 
general intention to understand, would use surface approach when the curriculum had a 
heavy workload or a high number of assessments (Gibbs ,1992, 1994; Gow, Kember, & 
Cooper, 1994) or when they perceived that an assessment task was irrelevant or induced 
anxiety (Fransson, 1977).  

Building on the work, Säljö (1979) identified five conceptual approaches to learning. 
These were presented as a hierarchy through which learners could progress, and is shown in 
Table 1. 
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Table 1. Säljö’s hierarchy of learner progression 

1. A quantitative increase in 
knowledge 

Surface  

2. The memorizing of facts Surface 
3. The acquisition of facts and 

methods which were retained 
and used as necessary 

Intermediate  

4. Abstraction of meaning Deep 
5. An interpretive process aimed at 

understanding reality (seeing 
something in a different way) 

Deep 

Table 1 offers a hierarchical representation of conceptions of learning through which 
students may progress; they were seen as being qualitatively different stages. They did not 
describe cognitive developmental stages, a learner could use a deep approach in one context 
or task and a surface in another (Marshall & Case, 2005), yet students typically had a general 
intention to either understand or to memorize, based on their conception of what learning 
involved. Two clear approaches to learning had been identified; surface, a quantitative 
memorization and acquisition of facts, and deep, the intention to understand the meaning of 
the material (Biggs, 2003). Deep approaches usually, though not always, led to better 
achievement by students and the theory assumes that a deep approach to learning is 
preferable to a surface one and should be encouraged. 

The importance of student perception 

Laurillard (1979) confirmed Marton and Säljö’s research, finding clear evidence that how 
students approached a learning task could be classified according to whether they adopted a 
surface or deep approach. Students whose conception was that learning involved increasing 
knowledge and memorizing facts, set out to do that, adopting a surface approach. Those 
whose conception involved understanding, typically set out to do that, adopting a deep 
approach. Yet their strategies were context dependent, based on perception of the context 
(Houghton, 2004; Richardson, 2005). Students would change their approach dependent 
upon their perception of the assessment task (Van Rossum, Dejkers, & Hamer, 1985; Van 
Rossum & Schenk, 1984). If they believed memorization was required, a surface approach 
would be adopted, if they believed understanding was required, a deep approach was taken. 
Within the same task approach was consistent, but different tasks were approached in 
different ways, because they perceived the requirements to be different.  

Students’ perception of how a learning task was assessed were inherently linked to the 
learning approach they took. Yet this worked both ways, as Struyven, Dochy, and Janssens 
(2002) explained: 

Students’ perceptions about assessment, have considerable 
influence on students’ approaches to learning. Yet, vice 
versa, students’ approaches influence the ways in which 
students perceive assessment. (p. 1) 
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Students had a general tendency to adopt a surface or deep approach, yet it was their 
perception of the summative assessment requirement that determined their approach to a 
specific learning task, not the actual requirement (Meyer & Parsons, 1989; Meyer, Parsons, 
& Dunne, 1990). Ramsden summed this up by stating that “Variability in 
approaches…coexists with consistency” (Ramsden, 2003, p. 51). The implication for 
educators is that if a student misunderstands the requirements of an assessment task, 
perceiving that memorization is required rather than understanding, they may use a surface 
approach when a deep one is actually required. Later work by Richardson confirmed that 
approaches varied across different parts of a program of study and may depend on students’ 
level of interest (Richardson, 2007). This is important because the literature rarely considers 
the role of interest as a factor in students’ approaches to learning. 

A key point is that both conceptions and approaches are seen to be linked to the way 
that the student perceived the context of learning (Case & Marshall, 2012; Haggis, 2003; 
Marshall & Case, 2005). The linked phenomena of conception of and approach to learning, 
together with perception of the learning environment were linked to the outcome of 
learning. Deep approaches usually, but not always, lead to better quality outcomes and 
higher grades (Ramsden, 2003). Surface approaches were more strongly linked to poor 
learning than deep ones to effective learning. The reason for this being that a surface 
approach usually prevents a student from achieving outstanding work, whereas a deep 
approach does not guarantee work will be outstanding, because grades, marking and degree 
classification systems are not always reliable indicators of learning and understanding 
(Ramsden, 2003). Although the claim that a deep approach leads to better student 
achievement has not always been confirmed (Crawford, Gorden, Nichols, & Prosser, 
1998;Trigwell & Prosser, 1991; Zeegers, 2001). It would seem that the varied findings as to 
whether or not a deep approach leads to better student achievement may relate to the 
discipline and depend on the type of assessment used (Gijbels, Van de Watering, Dochy, & 
Van den Bossche, 2005), with the natural science subjects, medicine, and law typically 
tending to require greater use of memorization.  

The defining features of approaches to learning are now broader than Marton and 
Säljö’s original work and have emerged from an interplay between both qualitative and 
quantitative interview studies and quantitative questionnaire surveys (Aiskainen & Gijbels, 
2017; Entwistle, 1997). The term “surface approach,” which the early research labelled as 
being one restricted to using rote learning, has subsequently been taken to include students 
who narrowly focus on the syllabus, to learning without personal engagement or reflection, 
a course being regarded as separate pieces of unrelated information, and routinely 
memorizing facts without contextualizing them (Entwistle & Peterson, 2004).  

The research 

This research project involved 20 undergraduate BA (Hons.) third and first year students 
studying in the field of Educational Studies at two contrasting universities located in 
northern England. Because much of the work on approaches to learning was conducted 
some time ago, the primary aim was to investigate contemporary students’ perceptions of 
learning, their approach to learning and the role that assessment played. Data was collected 
via individual semi-structured interviews in 2015 and was analyzed using a process of 
thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2012, 2013; Guest, MacQueen, & Namey, 2012).  
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As would be expected from the foundational research, students’ perceptions of the 
assessment requirement were found to play a key role in determining their approach to 
learning. Yet, quite unexpectedly, students’ interest in and enjoyment of the topic were 
found to also be important factors influencing their approach to learning and their study 
practices.  

The research found that students’ interest in, and enjoyment of, the topic studied were 
important and impacted on the approach to learning, with a deep approach more likely to 
be used where they are present. Of the 20 students interviewed, every one mentioned 
interest and enjoyment as being factors in their approach. Where a student had an interest 
in and enjoyed studying the topic they were more likely to use a deep approach. Where they 
had no, or little interest or enjoyment, they were more likely to use a surface approach. 

This adds a thought-provoking dimension to previous research on approaches to 
learning; one that is rarely considered in the literature. Although interest has been explored 
from psychological perspectives on learning in relation to motivation (see Schiefele, 1991), 
there appears to be little substantive discussion of interest as a factor in the literature on 
approaches to learning. Biggs (1987) identified that without interest, students were more 
likely to adopt a surface approach, and Richardson’s (2007) work briefly mentions that the 
approach may depend on the level of interest. The data in this research project concurs 
with, reinforces and advances both Bigg’s and Richardson’ positions. Students’ approach to 
learning does depend on the level of interest and enjoyment. 

Students indicated that their general learning intention was to understand what they 
were studying, (that is, use a deep approach) yet where interest and enjoyment were 
lacking, they may use a surface approach. An initial lack of interest in a topic may be 
explained by a student’s lack of understanding of it. The data indicated that it is not only 
students’ perception of the assessment, but also their interest and enjoyment and, to an 
extent, their current level of understanding of a topic that may determine their approach. As 
students commence studying a topic they may not initially understand elements of it, and 
correspondingly show minimal interest. As their understanding develops over time, then so 
will their interest, which reinforces their understanding, which leads to greater interest in 
and enjoyment of the topic, which leads to further understanding and greater enjoyment 
and so on. This is aptly illustrated by the comment from one student: 

…often you don’t like a subject, because you’ve got very little 
understanding of it, but as you get some then you become 
more interested, and as you get more interested you want to 
understand more, and as you do that then you get more 
interested. 

Similarly, another stated: 

Often you don’t like [enjoy] a subject, because you’ve got 
very little understanding of it, but as you get some then you 
become more interested, and as you get more interested you 
want to understand more. 
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Students also indicated that where they lacked interest they had to “force” themselves 
to be interested, to persevere, because they recognized that they needed to demonstrate 
their understanding in order to achieve successfully in an assessment task. Where students 
had to force themselves to be interested it is unlikely that the depth and breadth of 
understanding would be the same as for topics in which they were interested and/or 
enjoyed studying. This is illustrated by the following quote from a student (emphasis 
original): 

If you’re not interested and don’t enjoy it then you are not 
going to understand it as much as if you were really 
interested in it. I mean if you are not interested in it you’re 
not going to understand it. 

Of concern is that all 20 students interviewed indicated that at some point during their 
degree they had studied topics in which they were not interested. One final-year student 
indicated that they had not been interested in the majority of what they had studied during 
their degree. The implication is that unless students are able to develop interest and 
enjoyment then they will be less likely to use a deep approach to learning, and consequently 
may not achieve as highly in assessment tasks as they may be capable of. 

Implications for practice 

Although the research did not set out to produce definitive findings that may be applied 
throughout higher education, there are potential implications both for individual 
practitioners and for institutions. With qualitative research, it is important to be mindful that 
it is not necessarily generalizable, although, given certain conditions some generalizability 
may be possible. Flyvbjerg (2004), for example, argued that a single case study can be used 
to generalize, depending upon the case and how it is chosen. This position is broadly 
supported by others (e.g. Donmoyer, 1990), whilst Lincoln and Guba (1985) argued that 
generalization and transferability are directly related to the similarity of the different 
contexts under consideration. Where two contexts are sufficiently congruent, what they 
label as being “fittingness” (i.e. the degree of transferability being a direct function of the 
similarity of the two contexts) then a working hypothesis from the first context may be 
applicable to the second. That requires other researchers and practitioners in higher 
education to make such connections. 

The findings suggest that if universities wish to encourage students to use a deep 
approach to learning, then they should be encouraged to study topics in which they are 
interested, and may enjoy. There are two implications that stem from this.  

Firstly, students should, where possible, be allowed greater choice in deciding the topics 
that they study for a university module. Although there will necessarily be disciplinary 
requirements to study specific content, pre-specified learning outcomes, if used as per their 
original intention of taking emphasis away from prescribed content; allowing students to 
negotiate both content and method of assessment (Otter, 1992), should be articulated in 
ways that remove the emphasis from specific content. If written in such a way, allowing 
students to construct assignments that follow their specific areas of interest, this may allow 
them to develop a greater personal connection with, interest in, and enjoyment of, what 
they are studying. This in turn would generate the conditions that would allow and 



ANDREW G HOLMES                                                                                                                           147 

 

EDUPIJ • Volume 7 • Issue 2 • 2018 

encourage a deep approach to learning. In order to do facilitate this process students may 
require support and coaching to help them choose appropriate topics. 

Secondly, these findings suggest that more time could be devoted to explaining to 
learners, during the application process for entry to higher education, about the topics they 
will study during their time at university. If students find that a substantial amount of their 
degree comprises material in which they are lacking interest then it is perhaps not surprising 
that they will be more likely to use a surface approach to learning, or may become 
disengaged from studying. If universities wish to maximize student retention, then greater 
attention could be given to ensuring potential students apply for the degree that is of 
greatest interest to them and one which they may enjoy studying. In the current mass higher 
education system (Trow, 1973) universities frequently compete with each other to recruit 
students; it is therefore perhaps unlikely they will wish to deter applicants with the 
appropriate entrance grades, despite the degree having content that may not hold interest 
for them. Yet, it is suggested, that the importance of interest and enjoyment should be taken 
into account where possible. 

Conclusion  

If universities wish to encourage students to use a deep approach to learning then this 
research suggests that it is important to ensure that they are interested in and enjoy what 
they are studying. This may be facilitated both by ensuring that during the process of 
applying to university, students are provided with sufficient information to allow them to 
choose degrees that are of greatest interest to them, and by allowing greater flexibility in 
student choice of topic when producing assessed work. 
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