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Abstract 

The learning environments created in higher education institutions (HEI) are to a large extent not empowering 

students to meet demands of the workplace. Business management students who are only exposed to direct 

teaching environments are more prone to receive surface learning only than deep learning and will not develop 

the much needed skills such as critical and creative thinking, problem solving, communication and teamwork to 

function effectively in the work environment, unless they experience deep learning. 

The purpose of the study was to measure male and female business management students' approach to 

learning in three different business-related courses. A non-probability, convenience sampling method was used 

to gather data from 323 final-year business management students at the North-West University in Potchefstroom.  

The results indicate that students make use of both deep and surface learning approaches depending on the 

situation, but upon categorisation of the scores into low, moderate and high groupings it was found that a slight 

majority of the students chose to follow the deep approach to learning, with females being more inclined to follow 

this tendency.  

It is recommended that universities’ learning environments be adapted so as to advance deep learning and 

hence accommodate the needs of future working environments. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

In recent years the pressure from the private sector in South Africa to provide work-ready 

business management graduates has highlighted the need for higher education institutions 

(HEIs) to deliver not only technically skilled graduates, but also graduates with the ability to 

learn after they have secured employment (Henrico 2012:9452). Paadi (2014:130) is of the 

opinion that employers value graduates who are willing to learn more so, especially if they 

display this skill early in their careers. According to Brewer (2013:5) HEI’s need to focus on 

students’ capacity and approach to learning, and not only technical skills needs, since 

advances in the ever changing business environment may occur before curricula can adapt. 

In this regard Turner and Baskerville (2011:1) believe that students need to be encourage to 

develop a deep learning approach, rather than surface learning, so that they develop skills 

such as critical thinking, creative thinking, problem solving, communication and teamwork. 

Being deep learners will not only contribute positively to their ability to function effectively in 

the work environment, but also motivate them, to become lifelong learners. 

If students at undergraduate level are mainly exposed to learning environments which 

encourage a surface learning approach, students will be seeking to reproduce course 

material and memorise isolated facts with minimal understanding thereof (Golightly & Raath 

2015:59). 

However, students are not classified as being only deep or surface learners, but from their 

interpretation of the learning environment they adopt the approach that they perceive useful 

in assisting them to meet the demands of the lecturers and the course (Christie, 2015:246). 

Therefor, learning environments in business management need to be created in accordance 

with the requirements of the working environment and the expected outcomes of students’ 

performance. 
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2.  PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Many observers of higher education have criticised the occurrence of approaches to surface 

learning that are increasingly vocationally focused — an issue predominantly true for 

business education (Borredon, Deffayet, Baker & Kolb 2011:4). Business management 

programs are known to have relied heavily on traditional information transfer globally to 

deliver authoritative scientific knowledge through lecture-based classes (Borredon, Deffayet, 

Baker & Kolb 2011:4).  

In recent years the traditional transfer of subject matter in business management programs 

has become a contentious issue which, according to several researchers, is not an effective 

pedagogical approach to ensure that deep learning will occur (Baeten, Dochy, Struyven, 

Parmentier & Vanderbruggen 2016:46; Vos, Van der Meijden & Denessen 2011:128).  

For the private sector, newly graduated students need basic cognitive skills such as problem 

solving, creative thinking and analytical thinking when they enter the working environment, 

which are enhanced by a deep approach to learning. It is therefor necessary for business 

management educators to know what learning approach is prevailing among their students 

in order to adapt the learning environment towards the encouragement of a deep learning 

approach.  

3.  RESEARCH AIM AND OBJECTIVES 

The primary objective of this research was to measure business management students' 

application of learning approaches in three different business-related courses in their final 

year.  

From this primary objective, secondary objectives were to: 

� assess the extent to which deep and surface learning are applied by the final-year 

business management students in their studies; 

� determine the association between gender and deep learning as well as surface 

learning application; and 

� establish the association between course registered for and deep learning as well as 

surface learning application. 
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4. LITERATURE REVIEW  

HEIs have the obligation to develop students as lifelong learners and are challenged to 

implement it as one of their core activities by educating them to be competent workers in 

practice (De Viron & Davies 2014:41). By implication, HEIs should empower students to be 

critical, to develop new ideas, and to solve problems in familiar as well as unfamiliar 

contexts. According to Van Staden (2012:26), such a focus by HEIs will enable students to 

become deep learners in all subjects of interest and not only those they enjoy or where 

lecturers are creative and expect higher levels of performance.  

4.1 Deep learning and surface learning 

Piaget (1975:39-41) and McNally (1977:10) made the classical statements that the act of 

learning occurs when learners adapt to the learning environment and capture new 

information into cognitive structures. According to these researchers the methods of and 

motivation for learning depend to a large degree on the learning environments students are 

exposed to. Despite Piaget and McNally’s extensive research on learning, a myriad of 

research on deep and surface learning approaches has stemmed from research on learning 

over the last four decades (Biggs 1999; Entwistle 2000; Marton & Saljo 1976; Postareff, 

Parpala & Lindblom-Ylänne 2015; Smyth, Mavor, Platow, Grace & Reynolds 2015; Varunki, 

Katajavuori & Postareff 2015; Warburton 2003).  

Research on deep and surface learning has had a significant influence on HEIs in terms of 

progress in the way classes are presented as well as how students learn. In the last two 

decades research has focused extensively on the much needed changes in the pedagogical 

approaches of educators in HEIs to progress from only the transfer of facts to the active 

involvement of the students in all aspects of learning. The main motivation for this progress 

was the notion that students adapt their learning styles according to the situation in which 

they find themselves at a specific time (Marek, Karwowski, Frankowicz, Kantola & Zgaga 

2015:708). A student’s approach to learning describes how a student studies when engaging 

in the learning process and specifically what encourages him/her to adopt a specific way of 

learning (Mosca, Makkink & Stein 2015:55).  

The epistemological level or conception of learning students have reached, substantially 

affects the manner in which they approach everyday academic tasks. Some students have a 

thorough understanding of what and how to learn, while others rely on ‘question-spotting’ 

where they learn only those pieces of information they expect to recall during assessments. 
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This basic distinction produces a descriptive concept within two contrasting categories in 

which a specific intention brings into play the learning process which leads to qualitatively 

differing learning outcomes, causing deep and surface approaches to learning (Sadi & 

Dağyar 2015:1067).  

Students that follow a surface learning approach are more prone to the acceptance and 

memorization of isolated facts. They are only able to recall information they have learned 

without an understanding thereof in the short term, mainly for assessment purposes (Ward & 

Roden 2016:170). Ingleby, Oliver and Winstone (2014:79-80) point out that these students 

will occasionally focus on social interactions through team conversations and debates. 

However, their main focus is on facts, data, concepts and information that can be memorised 

and applied.  

As the most recognised researchers on deep and surface learning, Biggs and Rihn 

(1984:281) explain that surface learning students see tasks as unrelated standing items they 

need to complete to achieve a specific goal, usually to pass the subject. They do not focus 

on the interrelatedness of the tasks and they are more concerned about the completion time 

of the task than the actual learning gain. Surface learning students will often learn 

mnemonically and avoid personal or other meanings the task may have.  

Deep learning students’ approach to learning, on the other hand, is more intrinsically 

motivated, integrated, reflective, and complex (Sadi & Dağyar 2015:1067). These students 

use higher-order cognitive skills such as the ability to analyse, synthesize, solving problems 

and meta-cognitive skills to construct long-term understanding. It involves the critical 

analysis of new ideas, integrating them into already known concepts and principles, so that 

this understanding can be used for problem solving in new, unfamiliar contexts. Deep 

learning also has a sustained, substantial, and positive influence on the manner in which 

students act, think or feel (Hermida 2015:17).  

Ball and Harrison (2015:92) maintain that deep learning students’ learning approach stems 

from intensive practice and experience. In following a deep learning approach there is a 

movement from specialization to integration which enables these students to understand the 

world around them. Deep learners reflect on the personal significance of what they are 

learning and although they are autonomous in the way they are able to motivate themselves 

to learn, they are also collaborative learners, with high meta-cognitive and learning skills 

(Hermida 2015:35-36). 
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Since business management students need to understand the functioning of the business 

environment and business operations to function effectively in the working environment after 

graduation, they need to be able to integrate various aspects of business operations to fully 

understand the manner in which businesses function in the business environments. 

Therefore it is argued in this article that students should be encouraged to become deep 

learners. 

4.2 Promoting deep learning 

According to Ganda, Ngwakwe and Ambe (2014:77), influencing students’ approach towards 

deep learning is a complex process. These authors also argue that it is not possible to 

induce students to adopt a deep learning approach by merely telling them that it is required.  

Although lecturers cannot dictate the learning approaches of students, they might persuade 

students to follow a deep learning approach by the manner in which the learning 

environments are created and the students are encouraged to learn. In this regard lecturers 

can facilitate and encourage deep learning in the classroom by using a variety of teaching 

methods, such as the application of business related activities or solving contemporary real-

life business problems (Blessinger & Carfora 2015:141).  

Business management lecturers who are able to encourage a deep learning approach in 

their students will likely observe their students as being of the intention to understand the 

course material by using strategies such as reading more widely about the subject, the use 

of a wide variety of sources and a heightened involvement in business-specific discussions 

(Millis 2010:1). 

To ensure the ideal deep learning approach, Hermida (2015:28-29) suggests that business 

management lecturers create learning environments where students take responsibility for 

their own learning by completing tasks in a social context. Henrico (2014:684) also highlights 

the merit of this approach and states that in these environments business management 

lecturers should fulfil the role of facilitator rather than teacher so that the students are guided 

to enhance their critical and creative thinking as well as their problem solving skills; hence 

deep learning.  
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5.  RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

5.1  Research design, target population and sampling 

A quantitative, descriptive research design (Burns & Bush 2014:103) was used in this study 

to investigate business management students’ application of learning approaches. The 

quantitative research method was chosen because it is an economical and practical way of 

assessing group opinions by means of a questionnaire which for this study was distributed 

by hand (Delport & Roestenburg 2011:188).  

The target population was final-year business management students at the North-West 

University: Potchefstroom Campus. A non-probability, convenience sampling method was 

used to select the respondents. The selectivity which is built into non-probability sampling 

originates from the researchers being aware that this particular group does not represent the 

broader population (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011:155). Therefore the researchers are 

simply reporting on the specific sample and no generalisation will take place. In this study 

the ease of locating the final-year business management students of which the researchers 

are lecturers was an important consideration.  

A total of 323 usable questionnaires were returned by 165 (51.08%) male and 158 (48.92%) 

female final-year students. According to Tabachnick and Fidell (2007:613) the rule of thumb 

is that it is comforting to have at least 300 respondents for a factor analyses.  

5.2  Research Instrument and pretesting of the questionnaire  

A self-administered, structured, validated questionnaire, namely the Revised Study Process 

Questionnaire (RSPQ) was used. The RSPQ was designed to assess the extent to which a 

tertiary student at college or university applies different approaches to learning and the more 

important motives and strategies comprising those approaches (Biggs et al. 2001).  

Section A captures the respondents’ biographical information, while Section B consists of the 

questions determining the respondents’ approach to learning. 

Section B of the questionnaire contains 20 questions or items that students needed to 

answer on a 5 point Likert scale where A = this item is never or rarely true of me; B = this 

item is sometimes true of me; C = this item is half of the time true of me; D = this item is 

frequently true of me and E = this item is always or almost always true of me.  
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According to the RSPQ, the learning approaches are divided into four sub-scales, namely 

Deep motive, Deep strategy, Surface motive and Surface strategy. A total score for the deep 

approach can be calculated by adding the scores of deep motive and deep strategy and for 

the surface approach a total can be calculated by adding the scores of surface motive and 

surface strategy.  

A higher score indicates a stronger tendency towards a specific approach, while a lower 

value reflects a weaker tendency towards the approach. A student can therefore reach a 

score of between 10 and 50 while a score of 30 indicates that a student can make use of 

both approaches, depending on the situation and the need (Biggs 1987).  

Since the questionnaire was not developed specifically for the South African context, the 

researchers conducted a pre-test for clarity. The pre-test involved 10 independent students 

who did not form part of the sample for the final study. After the pre-test the respondents 

indicated that no ambiguity or misunderstandings were prevalent.  

5.3  Data collection procedures 

After the students had agreed to take part in this research the researchers personally went 

to each class of which the researchers are lecturers and handed out the questionnaires to 

the students present. The researchers explained the purpose of the research, emphasised 

that the data collected was confidential and would be used for academic research purposes 

only. They also ensured that respondents’ privacy and dignity were honoured at all times 

during the data collection process.  

5.4  Data analysis  

The researchers used the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS Version 23) to 

capture, clean, edit and analyse the data obtained from the questionnaires.  

The following analyses were executed:  

� A reliability analysis by ways of computing Cronbach alpha coefficients was 

subsequently undertaken to determine the reliability of the two factors confirmed by the 

Confirmatory Factor Analyses (CFA) (Table 2). 

� Frequency analyses were executed for all the items in the RSPQ-questionnaire and 

mean scores and standard deviations were computed (Table 3).  
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� Validity of the measuring instrument was investigated by firstly applying a confirmatory 

factor analysis (CFA), followed by an examination of the content validity.  

� The researchers categorised the mean scores for deep and surface approach to learning 

scores into three groupings, namely low, moderate and high, to better understand the 

use of the different approaches by the students. There is no prescribed way of 

categorising the scores in the literature except for Biggs’ (1987) indication that a score of 

30 indicates that a student can make use of both approaches. According to Biggs (1987) 

a student can reach a score of between 10 and 50 for the different approaches. The 

researcher used these guidelines to create an arbitrary categorisation to indicate a low, 

moderate or high use of a specific approach. A score of between 29 and 31 was used to 

assign a moderate score for the learning approach. A score of below 29 was considered 

a low score and above 31 was considered a high score, as depicted in Table 4. 

� Pearson’s product moment correlation test was applied to determine associations 

between several variables (Tables 5 to 7). 

� Statistical significance of the associations was determined by a Chi-square p-value 

where p<0.05 indicates statistical significance. 

� Cramer’s V effect size was used to determine the practical significance of the 

associations, where  

d = 0.01  small effect; 

d = 0.30  medium effect; 

d = 0.50   large effect. 

5.5  Psychometric properties of the measuring instrument 

Validity was examined by addressing content- and construct validity, while reliability was 

examined by computing Cronbach alpha coefficients for the two variables (Delport & 

Roestenburg 2011:173-177).  

The findings are reported under results. 

6.  RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

In this section the empirical results of the research are presented. The first section presents 

a demographic profile of the respondents. Thereafter the psychometric properties of the 
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measuring instrument are discussed, followed by the results regarding deep and surface 

learning approaches and the correlations between gender and course registered for. 

6.1  Gender and course of respondents 

Table 1 represents the gender of the respondents and the course they registered for. 

Table 1 reveals that there was an almost equal distribution between male (51.08%) and 

female (48.92%) respondents in this research. The majority of respondents studied 

Business-related subjects (52.94%), followed by those who studied Economy-related 

subjects (37.46%) and those who studied Law- and Communication-related subjects 

(9.60%). 

6.2  Validity and reliability of measuring instruments 

The psychometric properties of the measuring instrument were investigated by assessing 

content and construct validity and reliability. 

TABLE 1:  Gender and course of respondents 

Gender Frequency Percentage (%) 

Male  165 51.08 

Female 158 48.92 

Total 323 100.00 

Registered course Frequency Percentage (%) 

Law and Communication 31 9.60 

Economic related course 121 37.46 

Business related course 171 52.94 

Total 323 100.00 

Source:  Calculated from own survey results 
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6.2.1  Content validity 

Pallant (2013:7) defines content validity as that it refers to the adequacy with which a 

measure or scale has sampled from the intended universe or domain content. Content 

validity in this research was determined by bearing in mind the degree to which the items in 

the questionnaire really measured the factors, namely deep and surface learning.  

The total set of behaviours investigated must be appropriate for measuring the behaviour 

under discussion of the specific respondents in the research, which is another requirement 

for content validity (Murphy & Davidshofer 2005:158). Three experts evaluated the items that 

measured the constructs and found that all the items fell within the boundaries of the content 

domain and that the items in each subscale represented the concept sufficiently. 

Consequently the instrument was deemed content valid.  

6.2.2  Construct validity 

Construct validity determines whether the characteristic or construct actually measured what 

it was supposed to measure (Iacobucci & Churchill 2010:257). Construct validity was 

assessed by means of a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). Because the Chi-square test is 

viewed by some as an overly strict indicator of model fit, given its power to detect even trivial 

deviations from the proposed model (Hancock & Mueller 2010:379), Mueller (1996:90) 

suggests that the Chi-square test statistic be divided by degrees of freedom.  

The two-factor model yielded a Minimum Sample Discrepancy divided by Degrees of 

Freedom (CMIN/DF) value of 2.45. Interpretation of the size of this value depends to a large 

degree on the viewpoint of the investigator, but in practice some interpret ratios as high as 3, 

4 or even 5 as still representing a good model fit (Mueller 1996:84). It is, however, 

considered good practice to report multiple fit indices, typically from three broad classes 

(Hancock & Mueller 2010:379). Mueller (1996:90) described values of above 0.90 as 

indicative of a good overall fit for a Comparative Fit Index.  

A Comparative Fit Index (CFI) of 0.80, which is below the acceptable value, was found for 

the two-factor model while a Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) value of 

0.07 with a 90% confidence interval of [0.06; 0.08] was obtained. Blunch (2013:120) states 

that models with RMSEA values of 0.10 and larger should not be accepted. The two-factor 

model satisfied the acceptability of two of the three indicators of the model fit – CMIN/DF and 

RMSEA. Consequently, the measuring instrument can be deemed construct valid. 
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6.2.3  Reliability analysis 

The reliability of an instrument is an indication of the extent to which the measuring 

instrument can be used consistently and can be assessed by computing Cronbach Alpha 

values. An instrument can be considered reliable if the same variable in the same test 

conditions with the same instrument at repeated measurements gives the same result 

(Joubert, Hartell & Lombard 2016:288).  

The Cronbach alpha values of the evaluated questionnaires for the research are indicated in 

Table 2. A value ≥ 0.7 indicates a reliable instrument (Field 2013:679). In this research, both 

deep and surface learning displayed Cronbach alpha values >0.7. The measuring instrument 

was therefore considered reliable. 

TABLE 2:  Cronbach alpha values for the two factors 

Factor  α
 

Deep learning approach 0.77 

Surface learning approach 0.72 

Source:  Calculated from own survey results 

6.3  Results regarding the two factors determining the learning approach of 
 students 

This section reports on the descriptive results, measuring the deep and surface learning 

approach of students. The mean scores and standard deviations for each of the constructs 

are presented in Table 3.  

TABLE 3:  Descriptive statistics for deep and surface approach 

Type of learning approach n x  SD 

Deep approach 323 31.60 6.22 

Surface approach 323 27.68 6.57 

Source:  Calculated from own survey results 
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Table 3 shows that the mean score for the final-year business management students is 

slightly higher for the deep learning approach ( x  = 31.60; SD = 6.22) than for the surface 

learning approach ( x  = 27.68; SD = 6.57). Biggs (1987) states that a score of 30 indicates 

that a student can make use of both approaches. He further points out that students will 

decide which approach they will follow in a specific situation. The final-year business 

management students’ score is close to 30 and thus shows that they make use of both 

approaches and will decide which approach to use in a specific module or situation.  

TABLE 4:  Categorisation of scores for deep- and surface approach to  
  learning 

 Deep learning approach Surface learning approach 

 n % n % 

Low 101 31.27 186 57.59 

Moderate 65 20.12 47 14.55 

High 157 48.61 90 27.86 

TOTAL 323 100% 323 100% 

Source:  Calculated from own survey results 

To obtain more comprehensive insight into the results regarding the deep and surface 

learning approach of these respondents, the number of respondents predominantly following 

a specific learning approach were categorised into three groupings, namely low, moderate 

and high. Table 4 depicts that more students tend to follow a deep approach (48.61% - high 

degree) than a surface approach (27.86% - high degree).  

Table 4 also portrays that the majority of students chooses not to follow the surface 

approach (57.59% - low degree). The results presented in Tables 3 and 4 are in accordance 

with objective 1. Although final year Business Management students tend to lean more 

towards the deep approach to learning there is clearly room for convincing them to follow 

ways that would enhance the use of a deep approach to learning. Lecturers of HEI’s need to 

play an important role in this development. 
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TABLE 5: Two-way frequency table indicating the association between  
  deep  and surface approach 

Surface learning 

% Low % Moderate % High 

Deep learning  

% Low 56.40 16.80 26.80 

% Moderate 55.40 16.90 27.70 

% High 58.60 12.10 29.30 

p<0.05 indicates statistical significance; 

Cramer’s V (small = 0.1; medium = 0.3; large = 0.5) indicates practical significance 

Source:  Calculated from own survey results 

Pearson’s product moment correlation test was applied to determine associations between 

deep and surface approach of learning. A Chi-square p-value of 0.83 and Cramer’s V= 0.05 

was found, indicating that there was no statistically or practically significant association 

between a deep and surface approach to learning.  

To establish whether associations exist between gender and course registered for in the 

sample with respect to the two learning approaches, several findings can be reported 

(Tables 6 & 7).  

A Chi-square p-value of 0.71 and a Cramer’s V = 0.05 indicates that there is no statistically 

or practically significant association between a deep approach to learning and gender. 

Concerning the surface learning approach there was a medium practically as well as 

statistically significant association as indicated by the Chi-square p-value of 0.000 and 

Cramer’s V–value = 0.29 between a surface approach to learning and gender, meaning 

there are more male students than females that are high in surface learning.  

Due to the fact that male students are apparently more inclined towards surface learning 

approach lecturers of HEI’s should concentrate on improving deep learning among male 

students. 
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TABLE 6:  Association between gender and learning approach  

Deep learning approach 

p=0.71; Cramer’s V=0.05 

Surface learning approach 

*p=0.000; † Cramer’s V=0.29 

%  

Low 

%  

Moderate 

%  

High 

%  

Low 

%  

Moderate 

%  

High 

Gender Male 32.50 21.10 46.40 43.40 18.10 38.50 

 Female 29.90 19.10 51.00 72.20 10.70 17.10 

* p<0.05 indicates statistical significance; 

† Cramer’s V (small = 0.1; medium = 0.3; large = 0.5) indicates practical significance 

Source:  Calculated from own survey results 

TABLE 7: Association between course registered for and learning approach 

Deep learning approach 

p=0.20; Cramer’s V=0.10 

Surface learning approach 

*p=0.01; † Cramer’s V=0.14 

% Low 
% 

Moderate 
% High % Low 

% 
Moderate 

% High 

Law and communication 25.8 16.10 58.10 83.90 6.50 9.60 

Economy-related courses 38.8 18.20 43.00 55.40 19.00 25.60 

Business-related courses 26.9 22.20 50.90 54.10 12.80 33.10 

* p<0.05 indicates statistical significance; 

† Cramer’s V (small = 0.1; medium = 0.3; large = 0.5) indicates practical significance 

Source:  Calculated from own survey results 

In all three courses the students indicated that they will make more use of a deep approach 

to learning than of a surface approach. In the courses Law and Communication, 58.10% 

indicated that they will make use of a deep learning approach, whereas in the Economy-
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related courses 43.00% of the students indicated that they will make use of a deep learning 

approach and in the Business-related courses 50.90% of the students indicated that they will 

make use of a deep learning approach. It can be concluded that especially in the Economy- 

and Business-related courses lecturers of HEI’s should strive towards promoting deep 

learning to a bigger extent.  

There is no statistically significant association (Chi-square p-value = 0.20) but a small 

practically significant association measured (Cramer’s V = 0.10) between the deep learning 

approach and the course registered for. With regard to the surface approach and course 

registered for, a statistically significant and a small practically significant association was 

measured (Chi-square p-value = 0.01; Cramer’s V = 0.14).  

7.  RECOMMENDATIONS 

In order for HEI’s and business management lecturers to focus on delivering students that 

are ready and competent to function effectively in the working environment, the following 

recommendations based on the findings of the study are provided: 

� Since students will choose the learning approach they will apply according to how they 

experience a specific situation, students should be made aware of the fact that they 

should constantly use the approach by which they would benefit most in preparing for 

their future career. Lecturers could point out which parts of learning matter are mere 

facts which could be memorised by ways of surface learning and which parts require 

insight and applications which can be achieved by ways of deep learning. These 

guidelines will help students to evaluate each situation and choose the applicable 

learning approach. 

� It was found that only a slight majority of students in business-related courses tend to 

follow a deep learning approach. Lecturers should provide great effort to persuade 

students to apply the deep learning approach, by pointing out the advantages of deep 

learning and providing strategies and motivation for enhancing this practice. The 

university’s academic support system should also provide assistance in the form of 

additional courses to students in order to encourage them to invest in a deep learning 

approach. 

� One of the findings was that more male business students than female students choose 

to follow a surface learning approach. It is recommended that male students should 
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especially be made aware of the benefits of a deep learning approach and the need for 

practising this for their upcoming future, be it a professional career or further studies. 

� Another finding of this study was that students in Law and Communication-related 

courses tended to follow the deep learning approach, probably because while preparing 

for their professional career they realise that they will need to follow this approach in 

order to meet the demanding needs of their career. All students intending to follow a 

career which would require the use of prior knowledge and the ability to capture new 

information into cognitive structures, apply wider reading, critical and creative thinking, 

problem solving, communication and teamwork to function effectively in the work 

environment should be made aware of the necessity of applying deep learning in 

preparation for their career. 

� Business management lecturers need to apply different teaching methods such as 

business trips, business simulations, business related problem-solving, case studies, etc. 

to encourage and to promote a deep learning approach.  

Regarding the responsibilities of Higher Education Institutions, their challenge is to 

encourage and prepare the new-generation lecturers with skills and knowledge on how to 

prepare, organise and develop lessons in such a manner that students will find it not only 

interesting but will also be motivated to learn more about the subject.  

8.  CONCLUSION 

The aim of this research was to measure and report on business management students' 

approach to learning in three different business-related courses. Relevant literature 

addressing surface and deep approaches to learning were studied. 

From the literature it can be concluded that business management students’ approach to 

learning is predominantly determined by the learning environment they are exposed to, the 

manner in which they are encouraged to learn and their exposure to real-life business-

related issues. Herewith it can also be concluded that business management students need 

to develop a deep approach to learning so that they are able to develop the necessary skills 

to function effectively in the working environment after graduation. In terms of stake holding 

it is realised that the development of students’ approach to learning, hence deep learning, is 

not only their own responsibility. It is also the responsibility of business management 
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lecturers who need to develop learning environments and use a variety of teaching methods 

conducive for promoting students’ deep learning approach. 

The results for this research indicated that this study incorporated nearly an equal numbers 

of male and female students who registered for three different business-related courses. 

Regarding the mean scores for deep and surface learning approaches of final-year business 

management students it is clear that they make use of both deep and surface learning 

approaches, depending on the specific module and learning situation.  

Kember et al. (2008:48) mentioned that a student can start off with a deep approach to 

learning in a specific module and as the module progresses, change to a surface approach 

and vice versa. Where students start off with a deep approach and master the study matter 

well, they may find it sufficient to switch to the less exhausting surface approach. When they 

start with surface learning they may realise that this strategy is insufficient to get to the core 

of their study matter and switch to a deep approach.  

In modules where students get connections between pre-existing and new knowledge, 

where they intensively show interest in the work, extract meaning from the content and 

critically evaluate knowledge, they probably tend to follow a deep learning approach, in 

contrast to modules where they simply wish to pass the subject with limited interest in the 

work (Pegrum, Bartle & Longnecker 2015:144).  

Upon categorisation of the scores into low, moderate and high groups it was found that a 

slight majority of the students in all the business-related courses chose to follow the deep 

approach to learning. No statistically or practically significant association was found between 

the deep and surface learning approach.  

With reference to associations between gender and the learning approaches, in the case of 

deep learning approach no statistically or practically significant association was found. 

However, a practically as well as a statistically significant association was found between 

surface approach to learning and gender, with more males than females following the 

surface approach to learning.  

Results regarding association between course registered for and deep learning as well as 

surface learning approaches also indicated that no statistically or practically significant 

association existed between course and deep learning approach, but a statistically and small 

practically significant association existed between course and surface learning approach. 

Students in Law- and Communication-related courses tend not to follow the surface learning 
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approach probably because while preparing for their professional career they are aware of 

the fact that they would benefit from using a wide variety of sources and practising a 

heightened involvement in subject-specific discussions (Millis 2010:1). 
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