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Introduction to Approaches to Learning (ATL)

The study of Approaches to Learning (ATL) constitutes a fundamental area within educational

psychology, focusing not merely on what students learn, but critically, on how they engage with

and process educational material. This field emerged largely from the seminal work conducted in

the 1970s by researchers such as Ference Marton and Roger Säljö at the University of

Gothenburg, who sought to understand the qualitative differences in student outcomes. They

discovered that variations in learning results were less attributable to differences in intelligence or

sheer study time, and more closely linked to the distinct intentions and processes students

employed when tackling academic tasks. Consequently, ATL refers to the composite of a student's

intentions, motives, and the corresponding strategies they adopt when studying specific content,

shaping the depth and breadth of their understanding.

These approaches represent stable, yet modifiable, orientations towards learning that students

bring to various academic contexts. The distinction between fundamentally different approaches--

primarily the deep and the surface approaches--is crucial because it dictates the level of cognitive

processing applied. A student's approach is dynamic, influenced both by their personality traits (a

stable factor) and the perceived requirements of the learning environment (a situational factor).

Understanding these approaches provides educators with powerful diagnostic tools, moving the

focus away from simply measuring failure or success and toward analyzing the underlying

cognitive mechanisms that facilitate or impede meaningful knowledge acquisition. Furthermore, the

framework of ATL provides a robust basis for designing instructional methods that actively

encourage more sophisticated and effective study habits across diverse curricula.

The development of the ATL framework has expanded significantly beyond its initial qualitative

roots, leading to standardized quantitative measures that allow researchers to categorize student

behavior reliably. This categorization typically reveals a continuum rather than a strict dichotomy,

with most students employing a mixture of strategies depending on the subject matter, assessment

method, and their personal investment. However, the theoretical utility lies in isolating the dominant

intentional framework--whether the student is aiming for maximum understanding and integration

(deep approach) or merely aiming for retention and successful reproduction (surface approach).

This psychological orientation is not just about technique; it reflects a student's fundamental

epistemological relationship with knowledge itself, defining whether knowledge is seen as

something to be absorbed passively or actively constructed and challenged.

Theoretical Foundations: Phenomenography

The conceptual bedrock of Approaches to Learning is deeply rooted in the philosophical tradition of

phenomenography, a qualitative research methodology developed primarily by Marton.

Phenomenography is defined as the empirical study of the different ways in which people
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experience, conceptualize, or understand a specific phenomenon. Unlike traditional psychology,

which often seeks to describe reality objectively, phenomenography is concerned with the variation

in human experience of that reality. In the context of learning, this means researchers focused

intently on how students conceived of the learning task and what they believed constituted

"understanding" within an academic setting.

Through extensive interviews and qualitative analysis of student behavior during reading and

studying tasks, Marton and his colleagues identified distinct categories of description regarding

learning. These categories were consistently grouped around two primary intentions: the intention

to understand the meaning of the material (leading to a deep approach) and the intention to merely

reproduce the material for assessment purposes (leading to a surface approach). This research

firmly established that the internal processes of learning are inextricably linked to the student's goal

structure. If a student perceives the goal as passing an examination through rote memorization,

their processes will naturally align with surface-level encoding, regardless of the inherent

complexity of the material or the instructor's explicit learning objectives.

Crucially, phenomenography emphasizes the relationship between the learner and the content, a

concept often termed the "internal relation." Learning is not viewed merely as an acquisition of

external facts, but rather as a fundamental change in the learner's conception of the world or the

specific phenomenon being studied. Therefore, the approach taken by the student is a direct

reflection of this evolving relationship. This theoretical lens differentiates ATL from simple cognitive

strategy research, which often focuses solely on techniques divorced from motivation. ATL

integrates motive (why the student is studying) with strategy (how the student is studying),

recognizing that the motive drives the selection and application of the strategy, providing a holistic

and powerful explanatory model for variations in academic achievement and intellectual growth.

The Deep Approach to Learning

The Deep Approach to Learning is characterized by a robust intention to understand the

meaning embedded within the learning material, relating new knowledge to existing understanding,

and synthesizing information into a coherent, overarching conceptual structure. Students adopting

this approach are driven by an intrinsic curiosity and a desire for personal mastery of the subject

matter. Their cognitive strategies involve active intellectual engagement, critical evaluation of

evidence, and the ability to distinguish systematically between main ideas and supporting details,

ensuring that the knowledge acquired is integrated and meaningful. This approach results in high-

quality, transferable learning outcomes that are retained long after the immediate assessment has

concluded.

Key cognitive processes associated with the deep approach include:

Relating Ideas: Connecting concepts from different parts of the curriculum or different subject
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areas to form an integrated, non-fragmented knowledge network.

Critical Evaluation: Questioning the author's assumptions, scrutinizing the internal logic of

arguments, and seeking evidence to support or refute claims.

Seeking Meaning: Focusing intensely on the underlying principles, theoretical implications, and

practical applications of the content rather than just the surface features (e.g., specific vocabulary

or isolated facts).

Theorizing and Hypothesizing: Attempting to generate personal examples, analogies, or

conceptual models to test and solidify understanding, often requiring significant cognitive effort.

The deep approach is highly desirable in educational settings because it fosters intellectual

independence, promotes the development of complex problem-solving skills, and cultivates the

analytical capacity necessary for professional and civic life. It requires higher-order thinking and a

willingness to grapple productively with ambiguity and complexity, viewing intellectual challenges

as opportunities for deeper insight rather than simply obstacles to be overcome quickly.

Furthermore, the motivation underpinning the deep approach is typically rooted in personal

interest, intellectual satisfaction, and a strong sense of academic efficacy. The primary reward for

the deep learner is the satisfaction of genuine understanding, which intrinsically reinforces the use

of sophisticated learning strategies. When assessment methods consistently reward conceptual

understanding, critical thought, and synthesis--such as through reflective journals, extended

essays requiring synthesis, or complex case studies--students are significantly more likely to adopt

and maintain a deep approach. Conversely, learning environments perceived as highly competitive

or focused exclusively on memory recall can unfortunately suppress the natural tendency toward

deep processing, even in intrinsically motivated learners.

The Surface Approach to Learning

In stark contrast, the Surface Approach to Learning is driven primarily by the extrinsic motive to

meet minimum requirements, avoid failure, or simply pass an assessment with the least possible

intellectual effort. The intention here is narrowly centered on reproducing the learning material

exactly as it was presented, rather than understanding its underlying meaning or broader

implications. The cognitive processes employed are typically low-level, focusing predominantly on

rote memorization, mechanical rehearsal, and the passive accumulation of discrete, isolated facts.

This approach conceptualizes knowledge as external, fragmented, and requiring only temporary

storage.

Students utilizing a surface approach often prioritize volume of coverage over depth of analysis,

leading inevitably to poor conceptual understanding and a demonstrable inability to apply

knowledge effectively in novel or unfamiliar contexts. Their strategies are optimized for short-term

retention, frequently resulting in rapid forgetting once the immediate pressure of the assessment is
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alleviated. Common characteristics of the surface approach observed in study behavior include:

Rote Memorization: Learning definitions, formulas, or lists verbatim without constructing

meaningful connections or comprehending the context or relationship between items.

Focus on Textual Cues: Highlighting large, undifferentiated portions of text indiscriminately,

relying heavily on markers like bolded words or textbook summaries without engaging with the

underlying concepts.

Passive Learning: Treating the learning material as something to be absorbed and regurgitated,

rather than actively manipulated, questioned, or reconstructed.

Separation of Facts: Viewing information as isolated units that do not necessarily need to be

related to one another, to previous knowledge, or to real-world experience.

This approach is often a highly rational, if educationally suboptimal, response to specific learning

environments that heavily emphasize high-stakes, fact-based examinations or contexts where the

perceived workload is overwhelming, forcing students to triage their efforts toward simple,

reproducible outcomes.

While the surface approach can sometimes yield satisfactory results on multiple-choice or direct

recall-based tests, it fundamentally inhibits the development of deep, flexible conceptual structures

necessary for advanced academic work and professional expertise. The underlying motive is one

of expediency and compliance, which can often lead to increased anxiety and a sense of alienation

from the material itself. Educators must recognize that heavy reliance on the surface approach is

frequently a systemic issue, reflecting a significant misalignment between institutional assessment

practices and desired educational outcomes. If assessments can be successfully navigated

through superficial recall and memorization, students will logically gravitate toward the surface

approach to minimize intellectual labor and optimize their time and effort.

The Strategic or Achievement Approach

A third, often supplementary, approach identified in the literature, particularly by Noel Entwistle, is

the Strategic Approach, sometimes referred to as the Achievement Approach. This approach is

primarily characterized by highly organized, efficient study habits aimed specifically at achieving

the highest possible grades or outcomes, often irrespective of the student's inherent interest in the

subject matter. The strategic learner is primarily motivated by achievement, competition, and

extrinsic rewards, focusing keenly on optimizing their performance within the specific constraints of

the existing assessment structure.

The strategic approach is unique because it skillfully integrates elements of both deep and surface

processing, applying whichever is deemed most necessary to maximize the score in a given

situation. For example, a strategic learner will meticulously analyze past exams and assignment

rubrics to determine if the course favors detailed factual recall (leading them to temporarily adopt
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surface strategies) or comprehensive conceptual synthesis (leading them to adopt deep

strategies). This approach is highly pragmatic and meta-cognitive, involving excellent time

management, careful planning, and strategic resource allocation. Their overarching goal is

measurable success, and their strategy is the calculated, flexible deployment of the most effective

learning techniques for a particular academic challenge.

Key components central to the strategic approach include:

Time Management: Implementing highly structured schedules, adherence to deadlines, and

effective planning to reduce last-minute stress and maximize study efficacy.

Cue Seeking and Analysis: Diligent analysis of instructor cues, grading rubrics, and historical

assessment patterns to accurately predict test content and format.

Adaptive Strategy Use: The ability to seamlessly shift between deep and surface methods based

on the perceived demands of specific tasks (e.g., using deep processing for complex analytical

components and surface processing for short, factual answers).

Resource Optimization: Efficiently identifying and utilizing the most relevant study materials,

prioritizing high-yield content, and judiciously ignoring extraneous information.

While the strategic approach generally leads to excellent academic results, its underlying

motivation remains fundamentally extrinsic (achievement-focused). If the learning environment fails

to adequately reward or require deep understanding, the strategic student may neglect genuine

intellectual engagement in favor of efficient, but potentially shallow, test preparation. Therefore,

while strategically sound for grade acquisition, it does not necessarily guarantee the intellectual

depth and conceptual integration associated with the purely deep approach.

Measurement and Assessment Instruments

To transition the concept of Approaches to Learning from qualitative observation into robust

empirical research, several standardized instruments have been developed globally. These

questionnaires are crucial for identifying students' dominant learning orientations and for

conducting large-scale studies on educational effectiveness and intervention outcomes. The most

widely recognized instrument is the Study Process Questionnaire (SPQ), and its subsequent

revised version, the R-SPQ-2F, developed by John Biggs. This instrument reliably measures the

deep approach and the surface approach, with each category further broken down into two

essential components: motive and strategy.

The structure of the R-SPQ-2F is based on the theoretical premise that an approach is a vector

comprising both intention and method. For instance, the Deep Approach score is derived from the

combination of the Deep Motive (intrinsic interest and meaning) and the Deep Strategy (relating

ideas, evidence checking, and critical analysis). Similarly, the Surface Approach score combines

the Surface Motive (fear of failure, necessity for compliance) and the Surface Strategy (rote
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memorization, narrow focus on essential facts). By separating motive and strategy within the

measurement framework, researchers and educators can gain a more nuanced understanding of

why a student chooses a particular method, which is vital for designing effective and targeted

interventions.

Other influential instruments include the Approaches to Study Inventory (ASI) and the Learning

and Study Skills Inventory (LASSI), which often incorporate the strategic dimension identified by

Entwistle alongside deep and surface dimensions. These questionnaires typically employ Likert

scales, asking students to rate their agreement with statements describing their typical study

habits, organizational skills, and underlying motivations. The robust data collected from these

instruments allows institutions to correlate specific learning approaches with critical academic

performance indicators, retention rates, and overall student satisfaction, providing powerful

quantitative insights into the quality and effectiveness of the learning experience provided.

It is important to acknowledge the inherent methodological limitations of self-report measures.

Students may consciously or unconsciously describe their ideal approach rather than their actual

behavior, or their responses might be influenced by factors such as social desirability bias.

However, when these instruments are utilized in conjunction with objective performance metrics

and supplementary qualitative data, they offer a highly reliable and practical method for diagnosing

prevailing learning orientations within a student cohort and tracking meaningful changes in those

orientations following curricular reforms or specific pedagogical interventions.

Factors Influencing Learning Approaches

A student's approach to learning is fundamentally not fixed; rather, it is the result of a complex and

dynamic interaction between dispositional factors (stable characteristics inherent to the learner)

and situational factors (characteristics of the learning environment). Understanding the interplay

of these influences is paramount for educators aiming to consistently cultivate deep learning.

Dispositional factors include prior knowledge base, intellectual maturity, and specific personality

traits, such such as high levels of conscientiousness which may predispose a student toward the

organizational aspects of the strategic approach, or high levels of openness to experience which

may favor the deep, exploratory approach.

However, empirical research consistently demonstrates that the most powerful determinants of

learning approaches are often the situational factors inherent in the instructional setting. The

perceived curriculum--how the student interprets the demands, expectations, and assessment

methods of the course--plays a far greater and more immediate role than the intended curriculum

as documented in course outlines. Key situational influences that powerfully shape student

behavior include:

Assessment Methods: Exams requiring only low-level recall heavily encourage surface
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approaches, whereas assessments requiring synthesis, critical application, and reasoned debate

encourage the necessary adoption of deep approaches.

Workload and Pace: An excessive workload coupled with a rapid instructional pace often compels

students to resort to efficient surface strategies simply to manage the sheer volume of material

within time constraints.

Teaching Style: Teaching that emphasizes passive transmission of facts, lengthy monologues,

and rote instruction promotes surface learning, while teaching that encourages collaborative

discussion, inquiry-based learning, and complex problem-solving actively fosters deep

engagement.

Institutional Climate: A highly competitive, high-stakes institutional environment can inadvertently

push students toward the strategic or surface approach, prioritizing the quantifiable grade over

genuine intellectual understanding and exploration.

The alignment between teaching methods, learning activities, and assessment--a concept often

referred to as constructive alignment--is arguably the most critical factor. When a course is

constructively aligned, the assessment tasks directly measure the intended deep learning

outcomes, thereby intrinsically rewarding students who adopt a deep approach and logically

discouraging reliance on superficial memorization. Misalignment, where teachers lecture

conceptually but only test on isolated facts, creates a powerful and rational incentive for students to

adopt a surface approach, fundamentally undermining pedagogical goals.

Educational Implications and Intervention

The extensive findings related to Approaches to Learning have profound, practical implications for

pedagogical design, curriculum development, and institutional policy. The primary goal of

educational intervention is not to eliminate the surface or strategic approaches entirely, as they

have functional uses, but rather to ensure that the learning environment consistently rewards and

necessitates the sustained adoption of the deep approach, thereby shifting the balance of student

effort and intention. This requires a systemic, institution-wide approach to reform rather than

isolated, ad-hoc changes.

Effective interventions typically focus on systematically modifying the teaching and assessment

environment to foster intrinsic motivation and critical intellectual engagement. Strategies proven to

shift student behavior toward deep learning include:

Rethinking Assessment: Moving decisively away from high-stakes, purely recall-based tests

toward methods that require complex application, reasoned argumentation, critical synthesis, and

reflective judgment (e.g., portfolios, extended research essays, complex case analyses, and peer

review).

Fostering Active Learning: Implementing teaching methods that require students to actively
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construct and challenge knowledge, such as Socratic seminars, collaborative problem-solving

groups, simulation exercises, and sustained inquiry-based projects.

Clarifying Expectations: Explicitly communicating to students the crucial difference between

surface and deep understanding and modeling the specific cognitive processes required for deep

learning, making the "rules of the game" transparent.

Managing Workload: Ensuring that the volume of course material is manageable enough to allow

students sufficient time for reflection, conceptual synthesis, integration, and critical engagement,

rather than forcing rapid, superficial coverage.

Ultimately, the robust framework of Approaches to Learning serves as a vital diagnostic and

prescriptive tool for achieving high-quality education. By diagnosing the qualitative differences in

how students engage with material, educators can move beyond simplistic explanations of

academic performance rooted solely in ability, and implement targeted structural changes that

promote meaningful, transferable, and lifelong learning. The successful institutional shift from

rewarding the surface approach to demanding the deep approach represents not just a change in

instructional technique, but a fundamental transformation in the student's relationship with

knowledge and intellectual inquiry.
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