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Changes in approaches to learning of international students in their 

first year at an Australian tertiary institution. 

  

Abstract 

   

Australian Higher Education is undergoing significant change as it 

seeks to accommodate the large increase in international students now 

studying in Australian universities. Between 1989 and 1996 the number 

of international students studying in Australian universities increased 

from 21,000 to 53,000. 

  

This paper will report on the approaches to learning identified by a 

group of international students as they commenced their study in an 

Australian university. Over the course of their first year of study, 

the extent to which the students identified changes in their approaches 

to learning is evaluated. Cultural background and language competency 

on arrival are amongst a number of factors considered. The extent to 

which instruments developed to identify the approaches to learning of 

tertiary students can be applied cross culturally is briefly examined. 

  

The findings may be of some interest to educators in Australian Higher 

Education institutions as they seek to address the challenges of 

internationalising their curricula and identifying the extent to which 



international students are able to accommodate different approaches to 

learning. 

  

Introduction 

  

Do students change their approach to learning as they proceed through 

post secondary study? 

  

This paper reports on one aspect of a broader area of research 

investigating changes in the learning of international students over a 

three year period commencing with their studies in a bridging program 

of an Australian university to the end of their second year of 

undergraduate study. The focus on this paper is an examination of 

student self responses to the Student Process Questionnaire (SPQ) 

(Biggs, 1987) over the period of their first year of study. Responses 

by sub group and changes over the period oearch; a search for 

generalisations on which to base predictions of academic performance. 

Factors such as socio-economic status were frequently used as 

variables to determine academic achievement (Maehr, 1974). With the 

development of phenomenological research (Marton, 1976), investigation 

began to focus on the way students go about their learning and how they 

perceive their own learning context ( Marton and Saljo, 1976; Biggs, 

1979; Schmeck, 1983). A shift in research emphasis away from rules to 

an investigation of the actual processes and intentions of the student 

in the learning situation resulted in the development of instruments to 

assess individual differences in the predisposition to use certain 



learning strategies. As a consequence, the relationship between goals, 

motivations and strategies on learning outcomes is now well researched 

(Entwistle and Ramsden, 1983; Biggs and Moore, 1993). There is also an 

increasing body of research which focuses on the extent to which 

students are able to accommodate the contextual or institutional 

factors evident in the study process (Volet, 1993). Volet's work in 

particular has focussed on the learning of international students 

within Australian higher education and the process of change within 

that learning. 

  

The extent to which the goals, motivations and strategies of non 

western students differs from students educated within a Western 

educational context is now becoming the subject of recent research 

study (Biggs, 1993a; Marton et al, 1993; Volet, 1993; 1994) although 

much still needs to be investigated. "The issue of student learning 

and studying in a culturally different educational context has received 

little attention. Thousands of students from South-east Asian 

countries have come to Australian universities since the late 1980's, 

yet little is known about possible cultural differences in 

international and local students' study goals and perceptions" (Volet, 

1993, p.2). 

  

  

Review of the literature 

  

The literature review focuses on three interrelated aspects of the 



study; the role of culture in learning and its effect over time; 

learning theory and its application to students from non Western 

educational backgrounds; and relating the broader perspectives of 

culture and learning theory to specific task processes within the 

learning situation. 

  

  

The role of culture in learning and its effect over time 

  

Culture can be seen as an 'idealised body of competence differentially 

distributed in a population yet partially realised in the minds of 

individuals. Even though no one native actor knows all of the code, 

culture in this view is ordered not simply as a collection of symbols 

fitted together by the analyst but as a system of knowledge, shaped and 

constrained by the way the human brain acquires and processes 

information and creates internal modes of reality' (Keesing, 1981, 

p.59). Within this context, culture can be identified as a systemised 

interpretation of a body of knowledge within which the individual can 

act independently to acquire and process knowledge. This 

interpretation identifies a role for individual decision making and 

self regulatory powers which provides a context for understanding 

change in student learning with time. Hofstede's (1983) view of 

culture that, "specific nations have specific cultural traits that are 

rather sticky and difficult to change in any basic fashion, although 

they can be modified" provides a more deterministic role for culture. 

This has been translated into an educational context in what is termed 



learning styles. There is a considerable body of research (Galtung, 

1981) which has sought to identify the particular learning preferences 

of various culture groups. Biggs (1989) in discussing the differences 

between styles of learning (non modifiable) and approaches to learning 

(modifiable), suggests that student learning can be modified. Unless 

this proposition is accepted then the role of teachers within the 

education system must necessarily be very limited indeed. 

  

The role of culture in learning can seen as providing an overlay. As 

the student approaches the learning task, culture could be regarded as 

the overlay (Kang, 1992) through which perceptions of the task, 

attitudes to learning, goals and motivations in addition to the 

complexities of prior knowledge and personal attributes are filtered 

(Biggs, 1993; Entwistle and Kozeki, 1985; Marton et al, 1993). This 

concept of culture, as being embedded into each aspect of the student 

and their perception of learning reflects recent learning theory, based 

on metacognition (Paris and Winograd, 1990). Metacognitive processes 

which imply "self determination.... in learning" (Biggs and Moore, 

1993, p.307) which emphasises the social/cultural and emotional aspects 

of student learning as opposed to the earlier information processing 

models. 

  

Within the above context, the role of culture can be expected to play 

some part in the learning of international students within their new 

environment. Hofstede's (1983) analysis of 53 cultures surveyed found 

that culture groups differed along four dimensions: Power distance; 



Individualism; Masculinity and Uncertainty Avoidance. Although the IBM 

dimensions were generally confirmed the researchers were concerned by 

the influence of their own culture on the results. It was thought that 

people who conceive questionnaires are usually Westerners often trying 

to identify the different mental programming of non Westerners. 

  

  

Chinese researchers were asked to develop a Chinese Value Survey (CVS) 

to incorporate into the study. The CVS study found that for three of 

the four dimensions 'Cultural choices that are so fundamental to any 

society that they are found regardless of whether the values surveyed 

were designed by a Western or an Eastern mind. They are truly 

universal human traits in the sense that all societies share the same 

problems but different societies have chosen (historically rather than 

consciously) different solutions to these problems' (p.16). Only the 

'Uncertainty avoidance' construct did not appear. Instead an 

orientation to the future appeared; values oriented towards the future 

appeared, something the study called 'Confucian dynamism'. 

  

Mestenhauser (1988), links Hofstede's cultural dimensions to a theory 

of learning as it applies to orientation or bridging programs for 

international students commencing study in the United States. 

According to Mestenhauser (1988) the sequential relationship between 

culture and learning can be explored. If the "U concept" of adjustment 

is accepted, a student will initially experience culture shock, and in 

overcoming it will find the conditions for a solution and thereby move 



to another stage of the curve and continue to adjust "functionally". 

It can be hypothesised that, culture shock, which refers to the degree 

of adjustments that one person must make when confronted by another 

culture, (Brislin, 1994) can be expected to be the greatest for those 

students who differ most significantly from the host culture in terms 

of Hofstede's four dimensions. 

  

According to Mestenhauser (1988), the time factor in the learning 

process of overseas students is an integral part of the cognitive 

changes which occur. For some students, aspects of their background 

can provide either a positive or negative loading on the learning 

situation. "Culture shock", therefore, can for some international 

students be a positive early experience which can help them to focus 

onto the task required. For other students it can be a negative 

experience and profoundly affect the learning process. In its extreme 

form students may leave a course or exhibit poor attendance. In the 

United States, Mestenhauser (1988, p.141) concluded that "Withdrawal is 

in fact the response of many foreign students to the complex rules 

that in turn heighten their anxieties and uncertainties". Experience 

within the Foundation Certificate Program at Newcastle is that the 

withdrawal rate for students peaks at stressful times, particularly the 

beginning of a new course and at examination time, clearly one of the 

most stressful periods for all students. 

  

Learning theory and its application to students from non western 

cultural backgrounds 



  

The way a student approaches the learning task can be investigated 

within the context of motivational theory. Three major motivational 

theories can be identified in education; Attribution theory (Weiner, 

1986; Cole and Chan, 1993); Achievement Goal Theory (Ames and Archer, 

1988; Dweck, 1975) and Approaches to Learning (Entwistle, 1982; Biggs, 

1979, 1987, 1989, 1990, 1992; Entwistle and Ramsden, 1981; Hattie and 

Watkins, 1981; Marton and Saljo, 1976; Schmeck, 1983). Of these 

theories, Approaches to Learning has most frequently been applied cross 

culturally (Biggs, 1989, 1992; Gow et al, 1991; Watkins, Biggs and 

Regmi, 1991; Watkins and Hattie, 1981; Volet, Renshaw and Tietzel, 

1994). 

  

Since its development in the 1970's, Approaches to Learning has tended 

to endorse, to varying degrees, the role of stable individual factors 

in interacting with student perceptions of the learning context (Biggs, 

1987). In its subsequent application to students from a range of 

western settings and shown to be broadly applicable to a range of 

learning tasks, although some important areas of concern have been 

raised which are relevant to the current research. 

  

Qualitative differences in student learning are commonly 

operationalised within this theory as a dichotomous level of 

processing. Marton and Saljo (1976) referred to this distinction as a 

"shallow" and "deep" approach to learning. Entwistle and Ramsden, 

(1983) used the terms of "reproducing" and "meaning approach" to 



correspond to the shallow and deep levels of Marton and Saljo. 

Subsequently a third qualitative scale, an "achieving" strategy (Biggs, 

1987) was added to these descriptive scales. These scales are now well 

recognised in the literature as surface, deep and achieving. In 

refining Approaches to Learning as three uni-dimensional scales 

indicating three quite independent ways that students go about their 

learning, Biggs (1987, p.15) accepts that this is contrary to Marton's 

original distinction. Marton and Saljo's (1976) original theoretical 

base, developed from phenomenological data, identified two levels of 

processing, surface and deep and also conceived this dichotomy as part 

of a continuum of learning approaches. By 1993 Marton had recognised 

the implications of culture on learning and identified that the 

original deep/surface distinction in the concept applied to the way 

European and more particularly Swedish students approached their 

learning and may not necessarily apply to nonwestern students. 

  

Within Approaches to Learning, it is also important to identify the 

extent of the variation in the relative importance of personological or 

situational factors in shaping the learning outcome. One body of 

research places considerable emphasis on personological factors 

(Schmeck, 1983) while other research has emphasised the role of 

situational factors (Volet, 1993) in determining the learning outcome. 

Biggs (1987) has adopted a middle ground with a view that "stable 

individual differences interact with the perceptions an individual 

student has of the context in which he or she is presently placed" 

(ibid, p.2). This is significant to a study involving the learning of 



students from different cultures since, a theory which emphasised 

personological factors as opposed to situational factors in shaping the 

learning outcome would tend to emphasise background characteristics of 

the student as having considerable importance. 

  

Numerous instruments have been used to assess Approaches to Learning. 

The two most commonly used measures are the Approaches to Studying 

Inventory (ASI) (Ramsden and Entwistle, 1981) and the Study Process 

Questionnaire (SPQ) (Biggs, 1987) The SPQ has been extensively used 

with students in both Western and non Western educational settings. 

Hattie and Watkins (1981) used Biggs' SPQ and LPQ to assess the 

learning strategies of Australian tertiary students and compared these 

results with students from the Philippines and found that the SPQ 

could be confidently applied to Australian students but care needed to 

be exercised in interpreting the Philippines data. Kember and Gow 

(1990) set out to assess the actual applicability of the SPQ cross 

culturally rather than apply the construct, Approaches to Learning, to 

different culture groups. The factor structure obtained in Kember and 

Gow's study clearly differed from those reported in Biggs' (1987) 

study. It was possible to identify the sub scales achieving strategy, 

achieving motive and deep strategy reasonably satisfactorily. The 

surface scale was the most difficult to identify. Instead a factor 

labelled "narrow orientation" was the first to emerge. It was 

suggested that the reasons for this may have been cultural or language 

based. 

  



There is least agreement in the research about what has been 

interpreted as "surface" learning. Biggs (1992) indicated that the 

surface scale was the least reliable of the three sub scales of 

Approaches to Learning as measured by the SPQ and the LPQ. The 1992 

study specifically set out to assess the instruments for validity and 

reliability before applying them to Hong Kong students. Biggs (1992) 

found that although there was considerable reliability for the Hong 

Kong data, the surface scale was, nevertheless, the least reliable. 

"Surface motive and strategy tend to show less consistency than the 

other scales, probably because they tend to be a mixture of components" 

(Biggs, 1992, p. 38). The results are less conclusive than within a 

western educational setting. It would seem that the "deep" and 

"achieving" scales have more applicability cross culturally than the 

"surface" scale. Perhaps certain academic approaches, which have 

traditionally been referred to as deep, are etic (Triandis, 1976); that 

is the research is capable of comparing the cultures on specific 

categories because the categories are "universals". On the other hand, 

the surface approach may not have the universal applicability and 

therefore when the Western concept of "surface" is applied cross 

culturally, it tends to produce "pseudo etic" results. In this sense 

the culture specific understanding in Western culture of what 

constitutes a surface approach is imposed on another culture. It is 

this supposition which will be investigated as part of the broader 

study into changes in international students approaches to learning. 

  

Watkins, Biggs and Regmi (1991) have suggested that in their study of 



Hong Kong tertiary and Nepalese secondary students the SPQ and LPQ can 

confidently be used across culture groups. The "narrow approach" 

hypothesis of Kember and Gow is not necessarily supported in this 

study. The proposition is extended by Watkins et al (1991) that 

students studying in a second language with lower levels of language 

competence actually are more likely to use rote learning approaches. 

The fact that for Hong Kong students with high levels of language 

competency the pattern of also striving for a high level of academic 

achievement was not found was put down to the possibility of either 

cultural or socio-economic factors. Other studies (Watkins and Ismail, 

1994) have used the SPQ to undertake a cross cultural investigation of 

students approaches to learning and have found it to be broadly 

applicable. Importantly, Watkins and Ismail identify the value in 

assessing students using Hofstede's dimensions in order to determine 

the cultural context within which learning takes place. 

  

Within Australia, Volet, Renshaw and Tietzel (1994), have applied the 

SPQ to a culturally diverse group and indicated that no significant 

cross cultural differences emerged in the applicability of the SPQ to 

Australian and international students. The major feature of Volet et 

al's study is the investigation of a culturally diverse group within 

the one environment, studying in a university in Australia. 

Opportunities for undertaking cross cultural research within the one 

environment are necessarily limited but do provide valuable 

opportunities to control situational variables. The results of Volet 

et al's study have suggested that stable personal factors or cultural 



differences are not as significant as perceptions of course 

requirements in determining study approaches. Both the Australian and 

the South East Asian group exhibited similar patterns of change in 

learning approaches across one semester, leading the authors to 

conclude that although there may be some small scale differences 

between the two groups in their approaches to learning which have their 

origins within a cultural context, in general both groups exhibit 

similar "situation-specific action tendencies" (p.316). In Volet et 

al's (1994) study almost all the "Asian" students were from Singapore 

("home country of the majority of South-east Asian students in this 

study", p.315). Where would Singaporean students fit along Hofstede's 

dimensions? Are these results translatable to Hofstede's dimensions of 

culture? 

  

In part the validity of an instrument is its ability to be applied over 

a period of time. This may not necessarily be possible with the SPQ 

since one could assume that there should be changes in the way an 

international student goes about their learning over a period of time. 

In order to apply the SPQ, the possibility needs to be accepted there 

is a distinction in student learning which can be identified as 

"surface", "deep" or "achieving". In applying this concept in a 

longitudinal study, a student who changes learning strategies could be 

expected to actually change learning orientations. Given that it is 

generally accepted that learning orientations are difficult to change, 

applying the SPQ over a period of time should provide some evidence of 

this. 



  

The SPQ was designed to support the underlying theoretical constructs 

of the multi dimensional nature of a learning approach which basically 

ascribed orientations to student learning. This could be seen as 

opposed to the uni-dimensional nature of the unfolding approach (Volet, 

1992) which sees students being able to move somewhat flexibly along a 

continuum of learning which ranges from "surface" to "deep". The 

choice of an appropriate instrument to measure student learning must, 

therefore not only be culturally sensitive but also support the 

underlying theoretical construct of the model adopted. 

  

The events and their inter-relationships that characterise 

institutional learning have been described by Biggs (1987) as the 

Presage, Process and Product model. As an integrated system it 

includes a combination of motive and strategy. Essentially students 

will operate within the institutional framework and devise different 

strategies to fit the problem their motives have defined for them. In 

this way stable individual differences interact with the situation in 

which the student is placed. Biggs indicates that this does not 

necessarily mean that students cannot change their learning strategies 

but that the strategy adopted by a student could expect to be 

appropriate within their own complex set of determining factors. 

Personological factors and situational factors will interact to 

characterise student learning and we could therefore expect that when 

students first arrive in a different cultural background, presage 

factors such as their cultural background, preferred learning 



approaches and motivations will have a strong influence on their 

learning. It may even be that for international students when faced 

with a multitude of new experiences, some aspects of their background 

such as particular cultural values may be heightened when attempting to 

cope with the new environment. Many students are admonished by their 

parents "not to change" (Mestenhauser, 1988) when they go overseas. 

Perhaps these students may become even more conscious of cultural 

differences? 

  

The hypothesised relationship between presage, process and product 

factors at the course level is accepted as these basis for relating the 

concepts of culture and learning to specific task processes and their 

subsequent outcomes. If it is accepted that the knowledge, 

expectations and values of a student will influence what a student 

will do at particular points in the educational process (Paris and 

Winograd; 1990, p.30), one of the important features of this research 

will be to establish the links which exist between broad background 

characteristics and the particular approaches that the student uses to 

undertake a specific learning task. 

  

Andrews et al (1994) in a validity study of Bigg's three factor model 

of learning approaches confirm that the correlation between the 

corresponding motive and strategies identified by Biggs were 

consistently higher than that between that motive and any other 

strategy. This would suggest that there is some direct relationship 

between presage and process factors. Cantwell and Millard (1994) in 



applying Approaches to Learning to strategies in music also found a 

direct relationship between student approaches and strategic behaviour 

in dealing with specific learning tasks. Similarly, Trigwell and 

Prosser (1991) in relating the qualitative differences in student 

approaches to study and the qualitative differences in the learning 

outcomes from those courses using the Approaches to Study Inventory 

(ASI) (Entwistle and Ramsden, 1983), confirmed the hypothesised 

relationship between approach to learning and outcomes at the course 

level. 

  

On the other hand Christensen et al (1991) in their study of 328 

Australian tertiary students found a lack of consistency between 

student's strategy scores which had been developed from Bigg's SPQ and 

the cognitive strategies they utilise when engaged in a particular 

learning task. Christensen's study suggested that Weinstein and Mayer 

(1986) cognitive strategies framework provided a better framework for 

analysing student's cognitive strategies on learning tasks and that 

this should be included to include a analysis of students according to 

the metacognitive and affective strategies identified by Weinstein and 

Mayer. 

  

The concept of metacognition fits well into an investigation of the way 

international students learn because its theoretical base rests on 

socially mediated learning (Vygotsky, 1978) and in so much as it is a 

"mirror on one's knowledge and thinking, and the reflection can come 

from within the individual or from other people" (Paris and Winograd, 



1990, p.21). Metacognition refers to "knowledge about cognitive states 

and abilities that can be shared among people" (Paris and Vinograd, 

1990, p.21). It is particular judgements and beliefs made by the 

learner at "critical" periods in the learning that guide decision 

making. Students are guided to make particular judgements and beliefs 

by their attributions about themselves as learners and their 

expectations of the learning situation. It is suggested that these 

judgements and beliefs are a function of metacognitive processes. 

Paris and Winograd propose that the concept of learning which includes 

a social/cultural/cognitive emphasis provides a more appropriate model 

than earlier behavioural, Piagetian, or information processing 

theories. It is this basis which provides the framework for this 

research. 

  

Method 

  

There has been considerable research into the learning and thinking of 

tertiary students in the past twenty years (Marton and Saljo, 1976; 

Biggs, 1987; Entwistle and Waterston, 1988; Schmeck, 1988). The 

constructs on which such research has been based can be broadly divided 

into three categories, a quantitative approach using psychometric 

techniques (Biggs, 1987); a theoretical approach developed from 

cognitive psychology (Schmeck, 1988) and a qualitative approach 

focussing on student self reporting (Marton and Saljo, 1976, 1984). 

Irrespective of the construct used, a number of overlapping findings 

can be identified in the way tertiary students learn, particularly in 



the dimensions that students use to approach their learning. Perhaps 

the greatest disagreement lies in the extent of the importance of 

personological versus situational aspects to learning (Christensen et 

al, 1991). While Biggs and Schmeck adopt a view which emphasises the 

role of individual predispositions, qualitative data obtained through 

phenomenological research tends to emphasise the importance of 

situational aspects to learning. Within the sphere of international 

students, this dichotomy is evidenced through the different 

perspectives of Mestenhasuer (1988) and Volet and Renshaw (1993). 

  

"There is a strongly held perception that narrowly defined educational 

goals supercede all others, as if individuals can divide their lives 

into two distinct parts" (Mestenhauser, 1988, p. 168). This can be 

compared to the work of Volet and Renshaw, goals 'can be better 

predictors of academic performance than traditional background 

characteristics" (Volet and Renshaw, 1993, p.3). 

  

This paper investigates only those aspects of student approaches to 

learning that could be measured quantitatively using the Study Process 

Questionnaire (Biggs, 1987). 

  

  

Subjects 

  

International students who entered the Foundation Certificate Program 

of The University of Newcastle to commence study in March, 1996 were 



invited to take part on a voluntary basis in this three year study. In 

the third week of the semester, all students enrolled in the Program (a 

total of 97 students) were informed of the nature of the three year 

study and invited to take part. A detailed explanatory note was given 

to all students and those students who agreed to take part were invited 

to place their permission slip in a box outside the main office of the 

Program. In total 78 students from over 20 different countries agreed 

to be part of the study. 

  

Entry to the one year course of the Foundation Certificate Program is 

based on either recommendations from the university or the sponsoring 

organisation. For the most part, the international students who enter 

the program do not meet university entrance requirements because of 

factors such as, language difficulties; inability to meet university 

entrance requirements; educational mismatch (particularly in the case 

of students where The University of Newcastle does not recognise final 

year secondary results from that country regardless of level of 

attainment) or as is becoming increasingly the case, international 

students who come to Australian universities to complete the final year 

of their secondary education before commencing undergraduate study. 

  

  

Materials 

  

Surveys 

  



An initial survey was completed by all students taking part in the 

study. This survey contained demographic data relating to age, sex, 

first language, educational background and length of residence in 

Australia was collected within the initial survey period by the fifth 

week of the semester. 

  

  

The Study Process Questionnaire 

  

'Approaches to Learning have been used to refer to both personality 

characteristics and to situation induced reactions. Individuals are 

predisposed by their personality to adopt one approach in preference to 

another, while certain situations encourage or inhibit particular 

approaches' (Biggs, 1985, p.187). 

  

The Study Process Questionnaire (Biggs, 1987) has generally been 

validated as an instrument applicable to students within Western 

educational frameworks and more recently in non western educational 

settings (Watkins, Biggs and Regmi, 1991; Watkins and Ismail, 1994 and 

an earlier study Watkins and Hattie, 1981) or across different cohorts 

(Biggs, 1987, Kember and Gow, 1990) to investigate broad orientations 

to student learning. 

  

The questionnaire was administered in March 1996 and again in November 

1996. A further two survey periods are anticipated; the next in July 

1997 and the final survey in July 1998. Difficulties with students 



leaving early to return home at the end of the year as well as an 

expressed unwillingness to be involved in data collection at final 

examination time prevented this time being an appropriate collection 

point. 

  

Raven's Advanced Progressive Matrices 

  

In considering the concept of "intelligence" across cultures, the 

problems of pseudo-etic research arises. The prevailing view that 

intelligence is related to speed can be summarised in the following 

conception of intelligence "put simply, persons who perform well on 

intelligence tests (who have high IQs) have brains that can operate 

faster and more efficiently than those persons who perform less well" 

(Vernon, 1990, p.295). However, what is considered intelligent in one 

culture, such as "quickness" (Brislin, 1993, p.76) cannot necessarily 

be ascribed as a sign of intelligence in another. Measures of 

intelligence across cultures must therefore seek etic aspects. Solving 

problems and suggesting workable solutions is presented as an etic 

aspect of intelligence (Brislin, 1993, p.76). How to identify mental 

reasoning across culture groups, by taking into account not only 

concepts of what "intelligence" is considered to be but also to take 

into account the cultural loading of questions set. 

  

The test chosen to measure mental reasoning was Raven's Advanced 

Progressive Matrices. The manual reports good reliability for the test 

in cross cultural studies in Africa and Europe (Raven, Court and Raven, 



1983, p. 24). 

  

Language competency 

  

Language competency and linguistic processing may influence the 

approaches to study adopted by international students (Bilbow, 1989, 

p.89) 

  

On commencement within the Foundation Certificate Program, all students 

are required to have a minimum level of English of 5.5 on an IELTS 

scale before being accepted into the Foundation Certificate Program. 

Student abilities in English ranged from this minimum to native users 

of English. All students were tested for English ability on 

commencement in the Program. The test assessed reading and 

comprehension skills. No tests of spoken English were administered. 

  

  

  

Results and discussion 

  

The results reported here do not encompass the entire range of the 

study being carried out over a three year period with the identified 

students. For this particular paper, the focus will be on the changes 

reported in the student's Approaches to Learning as measured by the SPQ 

over the period of their first year of study in Australia. Sub groups 

within the total student response will be highlighted. 



  

  

  

Student background characteristics 

  

Of the 78 students who agreed to be part of the three year study, one 

student left the university after one semester. Forty of the students 

were male and thirty eight were females. Average age of the students 

was 20.7 years with the ages ranging from 16.6 years at the 

commencement of the study to 33 years at commencement. The major 

countries of origin of the students were Hong Kong (19 students), 

Singapore (15 students), Pacific Island nations (8 students), Taiwan 

and Malaysia (5 students each). The majority of students (51%) spoke 

a form of Chinese language in their own homes before coming to 

Australia for study. Twenty four of the students had nominated a 

Commerce related area as their preferred undergraduate course of study. 

Arts (Communications) and a professional Health area each attracted a 

further twelve students and Engineering with eleven students forming 

the only other major undergraduate course preference choice. Clearly 

the students displayed an overwhelming preference to study in an area 

that could be seen as having direct professional recognition as opposed 

to a more general degree such as Arts or Science. Within the Program 

students are assigned to the Arts, Commerce or Science streams and are 

able to change undergraduate courses within those streams (Figure 1). 

  

Figure 1: Distribution of students by sex and stream of study. 



  

  

Entry to the course was dependent on minimum English language levels, 

amongst other entry criteria. Although a minimum level of English is 

specified there is considerable variation in English language 

competence amongst the students. All students entering the Foundation 

Certificate Program are tested for English competence within the first 

two weeks of arrival into the course. Tests measure use and 

comprehension of English and were developed by staff qualified in 

second English training and have been consistently used for a period of 

four years. English language test results ranged from 27% to 83% on 

the entry English language competency test. 

  

Raven's Advanced Progressive Matrices 

  

All 78 of the students undertook the Raven's Advanced Progressive 

Matrices (APM) Sets I and II in the fifth week after commencing their 

studies. The mean score for the group was 22.85 with a minimum score 

of 7 and a maximum score of 33 out of a possible score of 36 (Figure 

2). The standard deviation was 5.76. Australian results using data 

derived from 960 students entering the University of Western Australia 

in 1965 indicated that the mean APM scores for students ranged from the 

lowest 21.05 for Law to the highest 25.64 for Engineering. The average 

score for university students was 21 and for mature age students 19.06 

(Raven, Court and Raven, 1983). New Zealand data revealed similar 

findings. 



  

Figure 2: Distribution of Raven's scores by gender. 

  

  

For the purpose of this study. the 78 subjects in the study were 

divided into three groups based on the results from the APM. These 

approximately equal groups were identified as upper, middle and lower 

third The group identified as the upper third achieved APM scores above 

26; the middle group scored between 21 and 26 and the lower third 

scored between 7 and 20. The distribution of students based on APM 

scores by sex is shown in Figure 2. Given that the mean scores for 

university students as identified by Raven, Court and Raven (1983) is 

21, within this particular study, two thirds of the students scored 

above the mean score for university students. 

  

SPQ results were analysed by the subgroups and these are discussed 

here. According to Biggs, there is a relationship between ability and 

SPQ results in that ability correlates negatively with surface scores 

on the SPQ (Biggs, 1985, p.190) Selection of students for interview was 

also based on placement within an ability group. Those results are not 

discussed here and in part were analysed in a previous paper (IER 

Conference, Newcastle Branch, 1997). 

  

Approaches to Learning 

  

Table 1 provides whole group data on students responses to the SPQ for 



two periods, March, 1996 when they first commenced study within the 

Foundation Certificate Program and November, 1996 immediately prior to 

completing the Foundation Certificate Program. 

  

The clear observation to be made with these results is the remarkable 

consistency of the results for the two periods of data collection. 

This prompts consideration whether sub group analysis of the data would 

reveal similar findings. 

  

Changes in Approaches to Learning over time 

  

The most important aspect for the purposes of this study is to 

investigate whether over the period of one year from commencement of 

the course to the conclusion of the course, students exhibited any 

changes in their Approaches to Learning as measured by the SPQ. 

  

Whole group results with time as the variable factor 

  

Table 1 identifies scores in Approaches to Learning for two periods, 

March 1996l and November, 1996 at the completion of the Foundation 

Certificate Program. 

  

Table 1. Changes in Approaches to Learning for whole group over time 

  

  

SM SS DM DS AM AS 



  

March, 1996 survey data 

  

X 25.39 23.05 23.93 22.98 24.65 23.67 

  

SD 5.15 3.63 4.30 4.51 4.62 4.97 

  

N 78 78 78 78 78 78 

  

  

November, 1996 survey data 

  

X 25.10 22.51 23.89 23.44 24.38 22.14 

  

SD 5.13 4.24 4.34 4.30 5.08 5.49 

  

N 77 77 77 77 77 77 

  

  

T value .44 1.07 .05 -.91 .49 1.80 

  

  

As Table 1 indicates, there is no significant difference in Approaches 

to Learning for whole group data over time at the p < .05000. This is 

perhaps surprising considering the enormous changes it is anticipated 

that the students might have experienced in adjusting to study in 



Australia. Realistically, it could be expected that faced with a new 

set of institutional factors which it was assumed would be very 

different from the previous learning situations experienced by the 

students, the approaches to learning would change over time. In fact 

approaches to learning was found to be very stable and no significant 

differences were found along any of the dimensions over the period of 

one year of the student study. Is Approach to Learning so stable that 

it defies institutional factors in determining how students will 

approach the learning task? Is the learning situation similar to that 

being experienced by the students in their home country? Finally and 

perhaps most worrying for this research, does the SPQ provide a 

'pseudo-etic' analysis of the learning situation of international 

students? Is it possible that the students have experienced 

significant changes in their learning but that an instrument like the 

SPQ is failing to register these changes. 

Subgroup results with time as the variable factor 

  

Data was analysed for relationships within subgroups. 

  

Surface scores 

  

As Figures 3 indicates, the surface scores for males in the lower third 

APM category increased between February and November. Surface scores 

for females in the same category decreased and came closer to matching 

the results of females in the middle and upper third APM groups. In 

fact, it was the surface scores for both females and males in the lower 



third APM group which experienced the most change over the period of 

one year. Although these changes were not statistically significant 

they nevertheless still point to the same findings of other research; 

that the surface scale may require special investigation in itself. 

  

The high scores on the surface scale of the lower ability females is 

consistent with Bigg's (1985) conclusions regarding the inverse 

relationship between surface scores and ability, however the low scores 

on the surface scale for the lower ability males does not support this 

finding. 

  

The group identified as the middle of the APM experienced very little 

change in their surface strategies over the period of a year. The high 

ability group slightly increased their surface motives over the year 

while the upper third ability males showed some decrease in surface 

motives. 

  

  

Figure 3a: Relationship between ability levels and time of testing for 

SPQ scale scores (Males). 

  

Figure 3b: Relationship between ability levels and time of testing for 

SPQ scale scores (Females). 

  

Deep scores 

  



While the lower third ability females scores the highest on the surface 

scale they scored the lowest on the deep scale in February. However by 

November they had decreased their scores on the surface scale and 

increased their scores on the deep scale. Low ability males remained 

highest on the deep scale over the two time periods. The middle level 

ability group for both males and females generally scored between the 

lower and upper third ability males and females on all scores and also 

experienced little change over time. The upper third males and females 

experienced a decline in deep scores over the period March to November. 

  

The lower third ability females experienced some increase in deep 

motives over time while lower third ability males experienced some 

decrease. For the middle group of males and females again there was 

little apparent change. For the upper third ability females deep 

motives remained almost unchanged over time and the upper third ability 

males experienced a decrease in deep motives over time. 

  

Deep strategies for both lower third ability females and males 

increased over time. A similar situation was evident for the males and 

females in the middle group. Deep strategies would appear to have 

decreased for the upper third ability females and remained constant for 

same group of males. Again although change was evident, none of this 

was statistically significant. 

  

  

  



Achieving scores 

  

The only area where statistically significant change occurred in the 

subgroups was in the achieving scale. Over time the lower third 

ability males significantly increased their achieving motives. Also 

along with this change was a change in the upper third ability females 

who experienced a significant decline in their achieving motives. 

  

  

Conclusions 

  

This data is only a preliminary analysis of the first year of a three 

year longitudinal study into international student's approaches to 

learning. As such, it is difficult to draw meaningful conclusions and 

the researcher awaiting further data collection and analysis before 

seeking deeper interpretations of the findings cited here. 

  

Nevertheless a number of conclusions can nevertheless be drawn which 

are both methodological and conceptual in nature. The length of time 

of what actually constitutes a longitudinal study is obviously of some 

importance here. Without a sufficiently lengthy time frame to allow 

for patterns to be identified, situational or other constraints may 

affect the quality of the observations. 

  

Conceptually a number of issues also need to be raised. The SPQ is 

assumed to be an instrument which is capable of measuring 'universals' 



and also capable of identifying changes in students Approaches to 

Learning over time, and indeed it was on these premises the original 

decision to use the instrument was made, nevertheless the possibility 

of 'pseudo-etic' findings needs to be addressed within this research. 

Ultimately the value of these results will depend in part on whether 

this cross cultural research is able to adequately address this issue. 

  

At this point of the investigation, however, it must be assumed that 

the SPQ is analysing etic data, and that the SPQ is able to identify 

concepts which are 'universals'. If this is the case then to date the 

conclusion must be drawn that there was very little change experienced 

by the students over the period of one year. Evidence would suggest 

that, as students progressed through their tertiary learning they 

either did not change at all or for some they adopted a more surface 

approach to their learning. Indeed Biggs (1987) had already noted the 

stability of the SPQ. Perhaps the students in their first year of 

study in an overseas study are simply unsure what they need to do to 

succeed. They are prepared to adopt any strategy at all that may 

possibly contribute to their success. This may be particularly the 

case for students during their Foundation year Unless students are 

able to achieve the required Grade Point Average at the conclusion of 

their Foundation year, they will be unable to proceed to undergraduate 

study. This could effectively mean retiring home with no 

qualifications at all; a serious problem indeed. On the other hand if 

the data is 'pseudo-etic' in fact it may be showing results which do 

not have bearing to what students believe is what they are answering. 



  

The in depth student interviews will obviously provide valuable 

information in not only clarifying student motives and strategies but 

also in providing elaboration and an interpretation as to the true etic 

nature of the research. The analysis of quantitative and qualitative 

data collectively, as indicated earlier, will therefore be critical to 

this particular study. 
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