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ABSTRACT 
 
 Identification of the factors affecting College students' tendency towards surface or deep learning 
approaches is of considerable importance in doing research on goals of college education. This research is 
designed to identify the impact of various educational factors such as teaching style, dominant assessment style 
through  the period, the curriculum, educational environment, the quality of the pamphlets or books to be used, 
on the adopted learning approaches by the accounting students. In this research the impact of mentioned factors 
as the independent variables on learning approaches of accounting students as the dependent variables is 
reviewed. In order to do this, obtained data of a sample consisting of 626 students, including 82.1% of under 
graduate students and 17.9% of the post graduate (M.A.) students was analyzed. The findings of this research 
indicated that among the independent variables that were reviewed, there is a significant relationship only 
between the style of teaching and the quality of the pamphlet or books which were used, and the learning 
approaches of accounting students. 
 
Key words: Students' approaches of learning, surface learning approach, deep learning approach, the quality of 

learning. 
 
Introduction 
 
 Today higher education has encountered with serious challenges. On one hand, the employment 
environment of the graduates faces with significant growth of the new topics such as technology development, 
and the updated and complicated economic, political and cultural issues which lead to increased expectations of 
universities and graduates and on the other hand, at the same time common educations fell out of favour of 
many college students in many universities. In such situation the importance of increasing the quality of 
education in the universities is more than before. Thus encouraging students towards deep learning approaches 
contributes effectively to the realization of the mentioned goal. Improvement of conceptual and deep learning of 
college students depends on identifying the effective factors on the tendency of college students to surface or 
deep learning approaches. 
 
Theoretical bases of learning approaches: 
 
 In the past two decades the necessity of the improvement of the individual and social skills of the 
accounting college students alongside specialized training, has been emphasized by professional and specialized 
centers. The awareness and understanding of students' approaches of learning (SAL) and the mental interests of 
students is the base of developing their individual skills. It is not easy to establish an appropriate framework for 
the better Understanding and awareness of how learning happens in the process of accounting education. To 
understand the students' approaches of learning (SAL) in particular, can contribute effectively to identify the 
possible shortcomings in the teaching methods and evaluation styles of scientific and professional centers and 
leads to improvement of the quality of education (or the requested outcome).  
 Students' approaches of learning affect the quality of their learning. Murton & Saljo (1976  ) found in their 
researches that to learn scientific texts, students choose two approaches that are the deep approach and the 
surface approach. The deep approach requires a search of concepts and the objectives of subject to be studied 
and its relationship to other experiences and ideas. The surface approach is merely based on retaining content 
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and remembering it, with no regard to other ideas. Although Ramsden (1979)  spoke about a third approach, 
entitled "strategic approach" in which the students are going to maximize their academic performance and earn a 
higher score through effective organizing of their studies for example, the content analysis and the analysis of  
structure of the questions of previous tests to predict questions, subsequent researches (for example, Janssen 
1996 and Entwistle 2000) considered this approach not as a third approach but as a motivation for deep or 
surface learning. The approaches to education can be outlined as follows: 
 
Index 1: Approaches to education. 

Features of the approach The purpose of 
learning 

The approach 

-To interact actively with the new ideas 
-To link  newly learned issues to previous knowledge 

-To find logic and evidence in discussions 

To turn in to The deep approach 

-To consider Knowledge as a collection of unrelated  facts 
-To memorize names,  dates and processes 

To reproduce 
 

The surface Approach 

 
 To achieve the deep approach is compatible with explicit goals of the higher education. In many research 
texts associated with learning approach, many argue that learning is influenced by educational environment and 
by motives of students for learning. These kinds of researches assume that educational executives and 
instructors are able to change the environment and encourage students to take a better and a deep learning 
approach. Many factors can influence the approach of learning among accounting students. Among these factors 
we can refer to the followings: 
• Time limit which is due to being employed in accounting college students especially in post graduate courses 
of study. 
 • Shortcomings in the college curriculum and inappropriate lesson content with regard to the needs and career 
expectations of students which lead to the lack of interest among college students toward subjects trained to be 
taught. 
• Inefficiency of the selected educational style by accounting teachers and professors. 
• Inefficiency of the evaluation style which is selected by accounting teachers and professors and university 
entrance exams. 
• Inadequacy of books and resources which are used by college students. 
• Descending learning incentives among college students due to lack of job opportunities and hope to find an 
expected job. 
•The individual features such as gender, age and psychological personality. 
 
 Hence identifying the possible consequences of some of these factors on the learning approaches of 
accounting students is the main subject of this research. 
 
Educational fields affecting learning approach: 
 
 The student approach of learning is influenced by the way the student is encouraged to learn, and this is also 
influenced by the previous educational experience of students and current educational field (teaching, 
curriculum, educational environment, and the way of assessment) (Duff, 2004). Index 2 expresses the features of 
learning field in two approaches of learning (deep and surface approaches of learning). 
 
Index 2: The features of learning fields in deep and surface learning approaches.  

The ways to encourage the surface approach The ways to encourage a deep approach 
Teaching : 

- The emphasis of the educator is on unilateral 
transfer of the academic topics. 

- There is no interest to the expansion of academic 
subjects. 

- Lack of attention to the ideas of students to modify 
the process of the class (feedback) 

- Simulation-based teaching and reflection, the 
instructor cares particularly about the description of 

the topics. 
- Interest towards the curriculum. 

- The sufficient and on time feedback from the 
process of the class. 

The curriculum: 
- Using the conflicting or negative expressions about 

the final results of the period of education. 
- - The inclusion of the high volume of issues in 

the curriculum. 
 

Method of evaluation 

-Clear expression of the goals and expectations of 
the educational course. 

- Considering the lessons and curriculum, the 
volume and the level of teaching issues is 

appropriate. 
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- Using the methods of assessment which are based 
on the questions about the details of the content. 

- Using the evaluation methods which lead to stress 
such as systematic tests or extensive use of closed 

book tests. 
 
 

- Using evaluation methods which encourage long-
term and dynamic learning. 

- Using evaluation methods which Encourage 
college students to make judgment, for example, 

open book tests, presenting  assignments to be done 
outside of the class, providing challenging issues 

and deep self examinations for students. 
Educational environment 

- Lack of independency  in teaching 
- Lack of interest and limited back ground towards 

the academic subjects. 

-Modification in the methods or the content of 
curriculum which is being taught is possible. 

- Being interested to academic subjects and also the 
academic back ground in this case. 

Previous educational experience 
- Educational experience which is related to previous 

academic courses and strengthens this approach. 
 

- Educational experience which is related to the 
previous academic courses and encourages this 

approach. 
 

 
 Although other non- educational factors can also be influential in this field. For example, student's 
employment, economic issues, and family obligations which somehow lead to time limit besides these factors, 
other factors such as gender and age, can be related to students learning approach. However, the identification of 
mentioned educational factors and the determination of their role in encouraging students to deep learning 
approach is one of the goals of this research. This would help greatly to the management of accounting 
education. 
 In order to measure students' approaches of Learning, different tools have been used in the researches which 
have been done so far in developed countries. The tools that are most applicable in measuring students' 
approaches of learning include: 
1- Approaches to studying inventory (ASI) that was prepared and presented by Hanly and colleagues in the 
United States. 
2- Studying process questionnaire (SPQ) which was prepared and presented by Biggs in Australia.  
3- Inventory of learning styles (ILS) which was offered by Vermont and has a wide application in Europe. 
4- Inventory of learning processes (ILP) that was prepared by Schmeck and colleagues in the United States. 
In this research (ILS) model is used for measuring learning approach. 
 
The importance of research: 
 
 Accounting in terms of content is a subjective knowledge; however, graduates of the accounting should 
apply it in the real environment so that they can be responsible to various expectations. Thus the process of 
education has been particularly considered by the professional organizations and related academic centers. In the 
past two decades the necessity of improvement of the individual and social skills of the accounting students 
alongside specialized training has been emphasized by professional and specialized centers of accounting. 
Although in the case of students' approaches of learning, some researches have been done in other fields such as 
economy  and biology, because of the impact of the nature of the field of the subject to be learned on the 
learning approach, doing a separate research in this case about accounting would seem essential. The present 
study is going to particularly consider the identification of accounting students' approaches of learning and 
influential educational factors on them. 
Evaluation and measurement of students' approaches of learning can: 
A) It can help to improve educational methods which are used by accounting instructors and professors. 
B) It can help to other individuals and organizations that have some responsibilities in academic education, the 
identification of students' approaches of learning can help them to evaluate and reconsider their possible role in 
the changes in selected approaches by students in the field of learning. 
C) It can provide the possibility of identifying the factors affecting the selection of learning approach by 
accounting students and also can help to the pathology of the whole system of accounting education. 
 
The back ground of researches of SAL in accounting education: 
 
 A review of texts and articles shows that considering learning approaches of accounting college students, 
eight researches have been done. In these researches, three tools have been used; ILP, SPQ, and ASI. 
 SAL in the education of accounting for the first time was considered by Choo and Tan. This review that 
includes 79 undergraduate students was carried out in Australia; the obtained evidence showed that accounting 



1025 
Adv. in Nat. Appl. Sci., 6(6): 1022-1029, 2012 

 

students using deep processing method got much higher grades. In his review Eley used 63 undergraduate 
accounting students in Australia, and found that considering surface approach, accounting students compared to 
students of English literature and science received higher grades. 
 Duff in a research which includes 179 accounting students and 137 businesses 
 Management students concluded that both groups use surface learning approach. 
 At the same time the older students (aged 25 and older) compared to their younger competitors obtained 
higher grades by using deep approach, and women compared to men, use surface approach more. The results of 
other researches have also confirmed this story that accounting students earn higher grades by using surface 
approach. 
 
The hypotheses: 
 
1- Accounting students' approach of learning at different academic levels is not the same at the end of each 
period compared to the beginning of that period.  
2- There is a significant relationship between teaching style and accounting students' approaches of learning at 
different academic levels. 
3- There is a significant relationship between dominant style of evaluation through the period and accounting 
students' approaches of learning at different academic levels. 
 4- Teaching program has impact on accounting students' approaches of learning at different academic levels. 
5- The educational environment has impact on accounting students' approaches of learning at different academic 
levels.  
6- Using inappropriate pamphlets or textbooks which are not qualitatively approved, has impact on accounting 
students' approaches of learning at different academic levels. 
 
 Methodology: 
 
 This study has been done with an exploratory approach to discover influential factors on accounting 
students' approaches of learning. Data has been compiled through some questionnaires; hence the present study 
is a kind of survey. To determine learning approach, standard questionnaire of the learning style index is used, 
and to determine the independent variables a questionnaire based on index 2 is used. 
  Statistical community includes all under graduate and post graduate students (M.A.) of accounting in state 
and Islamic Azad and Payam nour universities in Mashhad and Neyshabur. The research questionnaires were 
presented in a classificatory random sampling method to approximately 1,080 college students of the mentioned 
community and 626 questionnaires were received  . with regard to the qualitative nature of the statistical 
evidence, to review the relationship between some variables, the correlation coefficient of Kandall was used. 
The normal distribution of evidence was considered through Kolmvgrf- Smirnov test and because distribution of 
evidence was not normal, Wilcoxon and Mann Whitney (u) tests were used. To consider the effectiveness of 
nominal and ordinal variables logistic regression has been used. 
 
The hypotheses test: 
 
The first hypothesis:  
 
 Accounting students' approach of learning at different academic levels is not the same at the end of each 
period compared to the beginning of that period. 
 With regard to the fact that distribution of evidence is not normal, to consider the first hypothesis Wilcoxon 
and Mann Whitney (u) test has been used. The results of table 1 indicate verification of the first hypothesis. 
 
Table 1: The test of average comparison (distribution) of students approaches of learning in different academic levels. 

Accounting students' approach of learning  
24830statistic  Mann Whitney 
31158statistic  Wilcoxon 

645/2-Z statistic 
008/0Level of significance 

 

The second hypothesis:  
 
 There is a significant relationship between teaching style and accounting students' approaches of learning at 
different academic levels.  
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 To consider the above mentioned hypothesis, Kandall correlation coefficient was calculated and the 
summary of the results in table 2 indicates the confirmation of the hypothesis that expresses the effect of 
teaching style on the learning approach. 
 
Table 2: Kandall correlation between accounting students' approaches of learning and teaching style.  

 Accounting Students' approach of learning 
 

Teaching style 
number 626 

Correlation Coefficient 08/0- 
Significant level 034/0 

 
The third mentioned hypothesis:  
 
 There is a significant relationship between dominant style of evaluation during the period and accounting 
students' approaches of learning at different academic levels. 
 With regard to the correlation coefficient of Kandall   in table 3, the hypothesis which is related to the 
impact of evaluation style on learning approach is not confirmed.  
 
Table 3: Kandall correlation between accounting students approach of learning and evaluation style. 

Students' approach of learning 

 
Evaluation Style 

number626 
Correlation Coefficient017/0 

significant level638/0 
 
The fourth mentioned hypothesis: There is a significant relationship between teaching programs and 
accounting students' approaches of learning at different academic levels. 
 With regard to the correlation coefficient of Kandall   in table 4, the hypothesis which is related to the impact of 
teaching program on the learning approach is not confirmed. 
 
Table 4: Kandall correlation between accounting students' approach of learning and teaching program. 

 Students' approach of learning 
Teaching program Number626 

Correlation Coefficient025/0 
Significant level501/0 

 
The fifth hypothesis:  
 
 The educational environment has impact on accounting students' approaches of learning at different 
academic levels.  
    To consider the above mentioned hypothesis, logistic regression has been used. The results of logistic 
regression in table 5 confirm the following relation between the educational environment and learning approach: 
Log (  ) =0.256+ [-0.251(Educational environment)] 
Due to the negative coefficient of regression (-0.256), the above hypothesis is not confirmed. 
 
Table 5: The estimation of regression coefficients (logistic). 

  Estimation of 
the coefficients 

Standard of 
deviation 

Estimation of 
valid 

Degree of 
freedom 

The level of 
significance 

 

B
lo

ck
 

 
on

e
 

Educational 
environment 

265/0- 175/0 304/2 1 129/0 767/0 

Fixed coefficient 251/0 307/0 669/0 1 414/0 286/1 

 
The sixth mentioned hypothesis:  
 
 Using inappropriate pamphlets or textbooks which are not qualitatively approved, has impact on accounting 
students' approaches of learning at different academic levels. 
 To check this hypothesis, similar to the fifth hypothesis logistic regression has been used and the results 
verify the relationship between the quality of the sources and text books, and learning approach.  
Log (  ) =-0.679+ [0.396(Using pamphlet and …)] 
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Table 6: The estimation of coefficients of independent variables in the sixth hypothesis. 
  Estimation of 

the coefficients 
Standard of 
deviation 

Estimation of 
valid 

Degrees of 
freedom 

The level of 
significance 

 

B
lo

ck
 a

 

Using 
pamphlets or 

books 

396/0 192/0 267/4 1 039/0 485/1 

Fixed 
coefficient 

679/0- 249/0 428/7 1 006/0 507/0 

 
Index 3: Summary of the results of the test of hypotheses. 

 
 

Hypothesis Statistical model test Statistic The result of testing 
hypotheses 

1 Accounting students' approach of 
learning at different academic levels is 

not the same. 

Mann Whitney (u) test  645/2- Was OK 

2 There is a significant relationship 
between teaching styles and 

accounting students' approaches of 
learning at different academic levels.. 

Kandall Correlation 08/0- Was OK 

3 There is a significant relationship 
between dominant style of evaluation 

through the period  and accounting 
students' approaches of learning at 

different academic levels 

Kandall correlation 017/0 Denied 

4 There is a significant relationship 
between teaching program and 

accounting students' approaches of 
learning at different academic levels. 

Kandall correlation 025/0 Denied 

5 The educational environment has 
impact on accounting students' 

approaches of learning at different 
academic levels. 

Logistic regression Log(  )=0.256+[-
0.251(Educational 

environment)] 
 

Denied 

6 . Using inappropriate pamphlets or 
textbooks which are not qualitatively 
approved, has impact on accounting 
students' approaches of learning in 

different academic levels. 

Logistic regression Log(  )=-0.679+ 
[0.396(Using pamphlets and 

…)] 
 

Was OK 

 

Results of the research: 
 
Accounting students' approach of learning changes at different academic levels: 
 
 According to the related theoretical bases as well as researchers' expectations, students' approach of 
learning drives to deep learning approach as they go up to higher education periods. Empirical evidence also 
approves that learning methods are dynamic and change through student's period of study or schooling... This is 
because of the educational features of post graduate period (M.A or Ph.D.), motivation of students and also their 
command and awareness of college education (compared to elementary and high school). Of course, to extend 
the related results to the considered community, we should notice to a few points: different sample volumes of 
under graduate and post graduate students, not including Ph.D. students, more dispersion among under graduate 
students compared to post graduate students (under graduate students have been selected from state, Payam 
Nour and Islamic Azad universities but post graduate students (M.A students) were selected just from state and 
Islamic Azad universities). 
 
Teaching style has impact on accounting students' approach of learning: 
 
 In the present study, The emphasis of instructor or the professor on  the unilateral flow of academic subjects 
transfer, presenting the subject to be taught exclusively in a theoretical way and lack of  attention to the students' 
feedback in order to improve the process of education are considered as an introducer of a teaching style which 
encourages surface learning approach and on the contrary the emphasis of instructor or professor on 
collaborative teaching and teaching based on student- instructor interaction, presenting   subjects to be taught 
through the expansion of real and tangible experience, giving priority to students' feedback in order to improve 
process of education are considered as an introducer of teaching style which encourages deep learning approach. 
The above cases were measured through some questions in the questionnaire. And the results of the study 
indicate verification of the related theoretical bases as well as researchers' expectations. 
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Evaluation style has no effect on accounting students' approach of learning: 
 
 In the present research, the  professor 's evaluation is based on the questions about the details of the 
subjects, stressful tests such as systematic tests or extensive use of closed book tests are considered as an 
introducer to the evaluation style which encourages surface learning and on the contrary the evaluation of the 
professor based on long term and dynamic learning such as open book tests, presenting out of class assignments, 
presenting challenging issues and deep self examinations to the students are considered as an introducer to the 
evaluation style which encourages deep learning. The above cases were measured through some questions in the 
questionnaire And the results of the investigation indicates lack of verification of the related theoretical bases as 
well as researchers' expectations. 
 
Teaching program has no impact on accounting students' approach of learning: 
 
 In the present research, using negative or contradictory expressions about the final results of the educational 
period and including high volume of  subjects in academic program which have no relation to the level and 
volume of approved headlines are considered as an introducer of programs which encourage surface learning 
and on the contrary clearly expressing academic goals and expectations  of educational period by the professor 
as  well as the appropriateness of the volume and level of topics to be taught with regard to lesson headline are 
considered as an introducer of programs which encourage deep learning. The above cases were measured 
through some questions in the questionnaire And the results of the study indicates lack of verification of the 
related theoretical bases as well as researchers' expectations. 
 Lack of verification of the hypothesis which is related to the teaching style and the evaluation style which 
encourage deep and surface learning can be interpreted by considering the features and conditions of higher 
education in Iran (because of the difference between the results of the research and the oversees researches), 
limitation of the research questionnaire in measuring evaluation style variable and generally limitations of the 
research which are based on a questionnaire. Therefore, to get to conclusion about the impact of evaluation style 
on students' approach of learning requires doing more researches, particularly researches which use the 
observational methods (measuring evaluation style based on the methods other than the questionnaire) and 
caution should be exercised in extending the results. 
 
Educational environment has no impact on accounting students approach of learning:  
 
 In the present research in order to compare higher education systems of our country (Islamic Azad 
University, state and payam Nour universities) educational environment variable has been reviewed. Therefore, 
lack of independence in teaching and lack of possibility to modify the method or content of the subjects to be 
taught are considered as an introducer of the educational environment which encourages the surface learning 
and on the contrary the flexibility of teaching and the possibility of modifying the method or the content of the 
subjects to be taught by the professor are considered as a reference to educational environment which 
encourages deep learning. To measure this variable Payam Nour University has been considered as an 
educational environment which encourages surface learning and Islamic Azad University and other universities 
affiliated to the Ministry of science were considered as an educational environment which encourages deep 
Learning. However the results of the research indicate lack of verification of the related theoretical bases as well 
as researchers' expectations.  
 The system of Payam Nour University is based on the coordinate educational system. In this case the 
textbooks, headlines of the lessons and even the tests   are held in a coordinate manner all through country and 
the tests have multiple choice form, and the role of the professor at the best situation (considering the defined 
hours for each subject and optional attendance of students in the class) is solving the problems and doing the 
exercises. The research's hypotheses have been compiled according to the mentioned system and the researchers' 
expectations about the impact of this educational environment compared to common educational environment in 
other universities. But referring to the selected Payam Nour universities to complete the questionnaires, It was 
observed that  a majority of accounting professors use the strategies (which were sometimes legal) to remove 
these shortcomings, such as increasing The hours of classes without expecting payment, calling the role in most 
classes and assigning  part of the mid- term score to it, teaching the maximum part of headlines in the class  
(instead of merely solving the problems) and encouraging  the students to attend in the classes for solving 
problems (which were held by a few top students) in the hours other than classroom hours, introducing and 
teaching The text books and pamphlets beside approved text books of Payam Nour university and giving mid 
term tests On the basis of them. Other cases have been observed but due to some moral considerations they were 
not mentioned. 
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 With regard to the cases mentioned above, lack of verification of the hypothesis of educational environment 
is justifiable; however the difference between the educational environments of Payam Nour University with 
other universities is undeniable. 
 
Using pamphlets or text books which are not qualitatively approved, has impact on accounting students' 
approach of learning: 
 
 Since exclusive use of most academic pamphlets is against to educational goals because of the lack of 
consistency and also inappropriate and commercial books, the quality of accounting books was evaluated and 
investigated by 3 prominent characters and professors of accounting in our country. Therefore, academic 
pamphlets which are not qualitatively approved, have been considered as an encouraging factor to surface 
learning and on the contrary reliable books have been considered as an encouraging element for deep learning 
and the impact of academic sources on the quality of accounting students learning was confirmed. So using 
pamphlets or books which are not qualitatively approved, encourages surface learning approach and using 
reliable books encourages deep learning approach. 
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