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Abstract: This study reviews selected influencing factors on students’ approaches to learning 

for accounting in the ICT-supported learning environment, namely the students’ perceptions of 

learning environment, academic ability, and prior educational experience. The retrieved 

research reports reveal that the learning environment which is perceived as being tensed up with 

pressure and demands would influence students to adopt surface approaches to learning. 

However, the ICT-supported learning environment that contributed to the perceptions of 

interactivity and involvement, inquiry and investigation, authencity of learning, cooperation, 

and differentiation would stimulate deep approach to learning. Furthermore, academic ability 

could positively or negatively influence approaches to learning. Lastly, the availability and 

quality of prior educational experience could influence deep approach to learning, while 

problematic prior educational experience would lead to surface approach to learning.       

 
Keywords: Deep approach to learning, surface approach to learning, perceptions of 

ICT-supported learning environment, academic ability, prior educational experience, 

accounting 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 
Accounting is one of the important professions for nation building which covers a wide spectrum of 

economic events in business enterprise and national economic activities. However, accounting is 

always regarded as a technical-oriented subject and it has been dominated by the objective of training 

students to know facts and solve problems from a narrow and inadequate perspective and thus, students 

used to take a surface approach to learning (Eley, 1992; Booth, Luckett, & Mladenovic, 1999; Lucas, 

2000). 

Likewise, in the context of Malaysia, the learning of accounting has yet to achieve deep 

approach, particularly at the level of fundamental accounting in secondary schools. It was found that 

most of the accounting teachers tended to focus on the procedural aspect of the subject by using the 

teacher-centred teaching approach without delving deeper into the knowledge (Suhaida Abdul Kadir, 

2002; Hanuni Yusuf, 2003; Rohaila Yusof, 2006). This may be a reflection of the education system 

which has overemphasised students’ academic achievement (Kementerian Pelajaran Malaysia 

[Ministry of Education], 2006) and many teachers are unwilling to take the risk of students’ failure in 

examination by attempting innovative teaching. They would rather employ teacher-centred teaching 

methods which comply with the requirements of the exam-oriented education system. Moreover, 

students are short of the ICT skills to adopt deep approach to learning for managing the whole set of 

accounts by relating the processes of accounting cycle into a coherent whole (Arfah Salleh, 2001; 

Rashidah Hassan & Arfah Salleh, 2008; Tan & Wong, 2012).  

In view of the weaknesses of the accounting education, a revised curriculum and assessment 

was launched by Ministry of Education in 2010. It involves consolidating the fundamental accounting 
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education by emphasising on the use of ICT skills for preparing a full set of accounts, soft skills, and 

ethical aspects of the accounting profession (Bahagian Pembangunan Kurikulum [Curriculum 

Development Section], 2009). However, to what extent the revised curriculum and assessment are able 

to foster students’ deep approaches to learning, particularly under the ICT-supported learning context?  

Thus, in this review study, it is set forth to uncover the factors that may contribute to students’ 

approaches to learning so that important information can be acquired for applying technology-enhanced 

pedagogy for better teaching and learning of accounting in Malaysian secondary schools.  

 

1.1 Students’ Approaches to Learning (SAL) 
 

SAL is defined as the ways in which how a student perceived a particular academic task and then handle 

it (Marton & Säljö, 1976). In addition, SAL is seen as a contextually dependent response rather than an 

enduring characteristic of the individual (Meyer, Parsons, & Dunne, 1990). It is further identified into 

two contrasting approaches i.e. deep approach and surface approach. A deep approach entails learners’ 

intrinsic motivation and interest to attempt to understand the meaning of the learning material and relate 

parts to each other, new ideas to previous knowledge or to personal meaningful context; whereas a 

surface approach is characterised by extrinsic motivation to acquire only sufficient knowledge to 

complete the task or pass the subject and thus, learners tend to memorise separate facts and/or view a 

particular task in isolation from other tasks and real life as a whole (Marton & Säljö, 1976; Biggs, 1985; 

1987; Biggs and Moore, 1993; Biggs, Kember, & Leung, 2001; Kember, Biggs, & Leung, 2004). 

 

1.2 Factors Influencing Approaches to Learning 

 
Based on the Presage-Process-Product (3Ps) Model proposed by Biggs (1985) which explains why 

students learn and act differently in their processes of learning by delineating the important stages in 

learning i.e. Presage, Process, and Product, the author proposed that students’ personal and situational 

factors which exist at the presage stage of learning or before learning takes place influence the learning 

process which is represented by learning approaches. In this vein, students’ personal factors include 

their individual characteristics in terms of prior knowledge for a learning subject, abilities, personality, 

and home background; while situational factors of learning environment consists of the variables such 

as subject area, teaching method, time on task, task demand, and course structure. Furthermore, 

Ramsden (2003) adapted the 3Ps model by highlighting students’ perceptions of learning environment 

which exist as an important presage factor to influence approaches to learning. In other words, it is not 

the learning environment in itself that influences learning, but the way students perceive it. As a 

consequence, several factors were selected for investigation and the research questions addressed in this 

review study are: 

 Do students’ perceptions of ICT-supported learning environment significantly influence 

approaches to learning? 

 Does academic ability significantly influence approaches to learning? 

 Does prior educational experience significantly influence approaches to learning? 
 

 

2. Methodology 

 
To answer the aforementioned research questions, studies that investigated the influence of 

ICT-supported learning environment with specific focus on examining the relationship between 

students’ perceptions of learning environment, academic ability, and prior educational experience on 

students’ approaches to learning were explored. The search terms were “approaches to learning”, 

“ICT-supported learning environment”, “constructivist learning environment”, “student-centred 

learning environment” combined with key words of “perceptions”, “academic ability”, “student at risk”, 

“prior educational experience”, or “prior knowledge”. For the acquisition of the articles related to 

accounting education, additional keywords were entered i.e. “accounting”, “accounting education”, 

“accounting learning”, and “accounting teaching”.  

This literature search was conducted by means of the electronic search through several 

wellknown and established databases such as Taylor & Francis, Emerald Management Xtra Plus, Sage 
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Journals Online, SpringerLink, Wiley-Blackwell, and Science Direct. The abstracts of the studies were 

reviewed and the selected literatures were based on several criteria i.e. (1) the studies had to address 

students’ approaches to learning consisting of motive and strategy to tackle a task; (2) the studies had to 

clearly address the relationships between the influencing factors (i.e. students’ perceptions of learning 

environment, academic ability, and prior educational experience) and approaches to learning; and (3) 

the studies had to use computer or internet technologies for teaching and learning. 

 

 

3. Results  

 

3.1 Do Students’ Perceptions of ICT-Supported Learning Environment Significantly Influence 

      Approaches to Learning? 

 
There have been many studies reporting that significant relationships exist between students’ 

perceptions of learning context and approaches to learning. It was found that approaches to learning are 

influenced by different perceptions of students studying different subject areas (Ramsden, 1979). In this 

vein, accounting students were especially influenced by their learning context which perceived as being 

tensed up with pressure and demands from the professional accounting bodies and there was evidence 

that most of them adopt the surface approaches to learning (Eley, 1992; Gow, Kember, & Cooper, 1994; 

Sharma, 1997; Booth et al., 1999; Jackling, 2005; Lord & Robertson, 2006; Abraham 2006). On the 

other hand, deep approach to learning was found to be associated with perceived quality teaching 

support (Eley, 1992; Chan & Watkins, 1994; Lizzio, Wilson, & Simons, 2002), appropriate pedagogy 

which encourages independence, interaction, and inquiry (Eley, 1992; Abraham, 2006), and appropriate 

assessment (Abraham, 2006; Watty, Jackson, & Yu, 2010).   

Furthermore, the ICT-supported learning environment is especially contributing to students’ 

perceptions of interactivity and involvement (Maor, 2000; Law, Lee, & Chow, 2002; de Lange, 

Suwardy, & Mavondo, 2003; Jebeile & Abeysekera, 2010; Premuroso, Tong, & Beed, 2011), inquiry 

and investigation (Basu & Cohen, 1994; Siragusa, 2002; Jones, Scanlon, Gaved, Blake, Collins, Clough 

et al., 2013), authencity of learning (Basu & Cohen, 1994; Green, Reinstein, & Mc Williams, 2000; 

Murphy & Hoeppner, 2002; Marriott, 2004; Stanley & Edwards, 2005; Neal 2005), cooperation 

(Rumpagaporn, 2007), and differentiation (Jebeile & Abeysekera; 2010) as well as the perceptions of 

teacher support (Rumpagaporn, 2007; Lillie & Wygal, 2011). These perceptions were found 

contributing to students’ deep approaches to learning. Meanwhile, the ICT-supported learning 

environment perceived by students to have replaced them by producing the accounting reports 

automatically (Green et al., 2000) and being a safety net for absence (Wells, de Lange, & Fieger, 2008) 

were associated to surface approaches to learning.  

 

3.2 Does Academic Ability Significantly Influence Approaches to Learning?  

 
Academic ability refers to a person’s capacity to study which is measured by his or her prior 

performance in examinations (Auyeung & Sands, 1994; Lizzio et al., 2002, Duff, 2004). Several studies 

reveal that students with low academic abilities were associated to surface approaches to learning and 

conversely, those with high academic abilities tended to perform deep approaches to learning 

(Holschuh, 2000; Duff, 2004; Tang, 2008). In addition, the low academic ability in terms of English 

competency was related to surface approach to learning (Gow et al., 1994; Kember, Ng, Tse, Wong, & 

Pomfret, 1996; Kember & Leung, 1998; Watty et al., 2010). This phenomenon was explained by the 

authors that due to the students’ limited ability to decipher text written in English, they were likely to 

adopt surface strategy of memorising key words.   

On the other hand, Lizzio et al. (2002) revealed that students with higher academic ability 

tended to use surface approach. This in particular applied to commerce students while the researchers 

found that science students demonstrated positive influence of academic ability to deep approaches to 

learning. Finally, Auyeung and Sand (1994) found that academic ability was only related to surface 

approach to learning. Overall, the past studies prove that academic ability is significantly related to 

surface or deep approach to learning.     
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3.3 Does Prior Educational Experience Significantly Influence Approaches to Learning? 

 
A student’s prior educational experience refers to a person’s previous experiences of educational 

settings (Ramsden, 2003; Biggs, 2003). It provides prior knowledge before entering any actual learning 

context, which is important in determining learning. Many studies reveal that prior educational 

experience is related to approaches to learning. Most of the studies stress that availability of prior 

educational experience can influence deep approach to learning vice versa (Ramsden, 1979; Richardson, 

Morgan, & Woodley, 1999; Tempone, 2001; Dochy, De Rijdt, & Dyck, 2002; Harmer, 2009).  

Abhayawansa, Tempone, and Pillay (2012), on the other hand, focus on the quality of prior educational 

experience based on different learning environments i.e. students from conventional and technical 

schools. In this vein, learning environment which emphasises on the development of adaptability, 

innovativeness, and problem-solving was most likely to influence deep approach to learning.  

Furthermore, some of the studies focus on the negative aspect of prior educational experience. These 

studies highlighted that the problematic prior knowledge would lead to surface approach to learning 

(Crawford, Gordon, Nicholas, & Prosser, 1998; Lucas, 2000; 2001; McGowen & Tall, 2010). 

 

 

4. Conclusion 

 
Based on the aforesaid studies, this review study concluded that students’ approaches to learning are 

significantly influenced by their perceptions of ICT-supported learning environment, academic ability, 

and prior educational experience. The results of this review study could serve as a basis for new studies 

to fill in the gaps in the corpus of knowledge regarding approaches to learning, particularly in the scope 

of accounting education and educational technologies. Future studies should be conducted to 

investigate several other factors which may influence students’ approaches to learning in 

ICT-supported learning environment such as individual student’s personality, socioeconomic 

background, and motivational factors. 
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