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Abstract

The community college has been the alternative choice for secondary school graduates on the
verge of enrolling in government-funded universities in the Hong Kong higher education
system over the past decade. Open University of Hong Kong provides its business degree
distance learning programme through face-to-face teaching mode for full-time students. This
study examines the relationship of gender, learning approaches and academic performance
among 250 Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree and degree students. Students participated in the
study responded to the Biggs’s Revised Two-Factor Study Processes Questionnaire
(R-SPQ-2F) and McAuley’s Revised Causal Dimension Scale (CDSII). The results indicate
that the deep approach and academic performance is positively related. Implications of the
findings are discussed for tertiary teachers and counselors.

Keywords: Learning approach, Distance learning, Academic performance, Sub-degree and
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1. Introduction

Many educators have believed that academic performance is largely due to individual
differences in ability. Many studies over the past decades tried to examine key determinants
of academic performance in an attempt to develop adequate interventions to enhance teaching
and learning in different school settings. Studies have focused on the investigation of
individual variables other than ability such as gender, locus control, or self-concept. Among
other factors, learning approaches appear to be major predictors of scholastic performance. It
is important to identify student characteristics that can be enhanced in school setting to
promote better academic performance.

While little research has been conducted on full-time Chinese sub-degree and degree students
in different higher education institutions in Hong Kong, this study examines relationships of
gender, learning approaches, locus of control and academic performance of these students.
The trajectory for success may differ for two different higher education institutions.

2. Review of Literature

The Hong Kong educational system is regarded as competitive and examination-oriented
(Hau, 1992). Entry to government-funded universities is very selective and assessed by a
series of public examinations in Hong Kong. Education is considered as a means of obtaining
upward mobility and economic enhancement. Only 2% of the 17-to-20-year-old age group
could access higher education in the 1970s in Hong Kong. The government altered its policy
in 1989 to expand the tertiary education sector from 6% in the 1980s to 18% in the 1990s.
This policy shift is partly due to a large demand for a well-educated workforce and the partial
removal of highly qualified workforce through emigration during the pre-1997 period. About
18% of the relevant age group was able to receive government-funded university education in
2013. The Hong Kong Education Commission document “Learning for Life: Framework of
Education Reform” (EC HKSAR, 2000) emphasized the need to provide a diversified,
multi-channel and multi-layer higher education system in Hong Kong. A target of increasing
the percentage of senior secondary school graduates to receive higher and further education
was set by the government from 30% to 60% over the next decade in 2000. The target had
already been met by 2005 because the number of self-financed sub-degree students such as
higher diploma and associate degrees offered by tertiary institutions had increased more than
550 percent from 2621 to 17,077 from 2000 to 2005. Other developed nations such as South
Korea and the US had reached the 80 percent target for participation of high school-leavers in
higher and further education and Australia reached 70 percent (Chiu, 2008).

Community college education has been offered in Hong Kong for 14 years. In response to the
Government’s Education Commission Report in 1999, the first Community College was
established in Hong Kong since 2000 in order to provide a multi-layer higher education
system for secondary school graduates who were aged between 17 and 21 years. Both
associate degrees and higher diplomas programmes are provided with a two-year curriculum
of 450 teaching hours per year on a full-time basis. Following American community college
education, about 50% of generic courses, namely Chinese, English, arts and humanities,
science and technology and ways of knowing are covered in the associate degree curriculum.
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Higher diploma curriculum aims to provide a solid foundation in a specialized area which
constitutes about 60% of specialized courses. It is expected that associate degrees are more
academically oriented and higher diplomas are more vocational focus. Both programmes are
equivalent to 50% of a four-year university degree of the North American education system
or one-third of a three-year university degree of the British system. Both programmes provide
a wide range of courses from arts, business to Chinese medicine in an attempt to address
students’ interests. Community colleges are one of key points of access to Hong Kong
government-funded universities and play a crucial role in offering further educational
opportunities to secondary school graduates.

Sub-degree programmes are often taken by students from less advantaged academic
background who were not able to achieve sufficiently high grades in public examinations to
obtain an offer on a full-time undergraduate programme at the university due to a limited
number of government-funded places in Hong Kong. Using the sub-degree programme as a
stepping-stone into university, therefore, is a major objective for students who did not achieve
the grades in advanced level examinations to gain admittance to the government-funded
universities in Hong Kong. Some students have been prevented from completing schooling
because of economic factors. The Hong Kong community college system is modeled after
both the American and British higher education system. The development of the associate
degree was influenced by American model. The higher diploma was modelled after the
British system. The government only offers partial financial assistance to those sub-degree
students including means-tested grants, non-means-tested loans and travel subsidies. The
HKS$5 billion Continuing Education Fund sponsors students to pursue continuing education,
training courses and sub-degree programmes to facilitate the expansion of higher education
sector. The government has used a ‘public-aided approach’ to expand the higher education
sector from public dominance to a public-private combination.

More of the “average” students are able to receive higher education. The government
educational policy of expansion of higher education and the sub-degree programmes are
major developments in post-secondary education in Hong Kong over the past seven years.
Mindful of budgetary constraints, the Hong Kong government intended that the expansion of
higher education would be driven by self-financing education institutions. The self-financing
associate degree or higher diploma programmes are seen as bridging programmes to the
degree programme in Hong Kong. Under this new articulated system of post-secondary
education, more students from less advantaged academic backgrounds are able to access
higher education. More students from less advantaged academic background are able to
pursue higher education. Given the specific nature and academic background of these
students, there is a need to develop a greater understanding of major factors to shape their
educational success.

With a portray of examination-oriented and utilitarian type of education, there have been
anecdotal descriptions about Hong Kong Chinese students as rote-learners. It is argued that
the examination-oriented entry selection results in a didactic teaching and rote-learning
approach for most secondary school students in Hong Kong (Watkins & Biggs, 2001). For
most of the sub-degree students, their previous educational experiences can be summarized as
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didactic teaching and passive learning in response to tightly structure examination-oriented
courses. Research studies in various countries (Entwistle, 2009; Kember et al., 2011) show
that students are likely to adopt a surface approach rather than a deep approach to learning if
the learning environment is unfavourable such as didactic teaching approach, heavy
workloads and lack of intrinsic motivation.
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Research by Kember et al. (2011) argue that the perception of Hong Kong students being
prone to rote-learning is partly due to the nature of the curriculum and the teaching
environment such as a heavy workload, surface assessment demand, lack of intrinsic
motivation or didactic teaching style rather than as an inherent characteristic of Hong Kong
students. Several research findings have reported that Hong Kong Chinese students tend to
link the process of memorization and understanding to enhance learning (Biggs, 1993;
Watkins & Biggs, 2001). Students adopt a ‘narrow orientation’ by systematically working
through material section by section, tending to first understand and then to memorize what
they had learnt. Hong Kong tertiary students appear to be good at rote-learning and
memorization and they are unwilling to think more deeply about their subject. Students were
perceived as having a non-critical and non-analytical approach of learning. The empirical
results of learning characteristics of Hong Kong Chinese students are mixed. Biggs (1993)
reported that Hong Kong Chinese students achieved higher scores on the deep approach than
their English speaking students at Hong Kong international schools.

3. Gender, Locus of Control, Learning Approach and Academic Performance

There are a large number of studies to examine learning approaches and academic
performance (Biggs, 1993; Cano, 2005; Hay, 2007; Sternberg, 1997). Biggs’s model of
students’ learning approaches suggests three components — presage-process-product (3P)
mode in the classroom. Presage addresses experiences before learning takes place. Process
concerns learning strategies. Product focuses on learning outcomes after learning has taken
place. Biggs’s 3P model addresses three components in the classroom which propose that
personal and situational factors influence a student to adopt a specific approach to learning
that influences the learning outcomes achieved.

According to 3P model, two major learning approach take place. A deep approach involves
searching meaning and relating information to knowledge already acquired. A surface
approach acquires rote learning and places emphasis on detail rather than relating links
between concepts. The deep approach is expected to be conductive for learning in higher
education. Learning approaches can be affected by variables such as heavy course work,
didactic teaching method, or over-lecturing in Hong Kong (Diseth, 2011). It has been argued
that students using the deep approach are often academically high achievers (Fenollar, Roman,
& Cuestas, 2007; Ho & Hau, 2008; Sins et al., 2008). Empirical studies are mixed regarding
the relationship between deep approach and academic achievement. Studies by Trigwell,
Ashwin, and Millan (2013) and Diseth et al. (2006) found that no direct relationship between
deep approach and academic performance was observed. Lizzio, Wilson, and Simons (2002)
found a positive relationship between surface approach and academic performance among
commerce students.
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Locus of control is one of the most researched constructs in the area of personality. The locus
of control refers a person belief in relation to the placement of control over his or her life
events (Jonassen & Grabowski, 1993). It is believed that an individual student’s locus of
control shows his or her attitude and motivation for learning. An internal locus of control
indicates that the student takes personal responsibility for his academic performance. An
external locus of control refers his belief of little personal control over his learning (Sinclaire,
1991). Appreciation of responsibility is associated with better achievement outcomes. Findley
and Cooper (1983) reported that low perceived control is associated with poor academic
performance. Watkins (1984) argued that if students believe that they have control over their
own learning, they are more like to use the deep approach. Perceived lack of control is likely
to lead to the belief of learning as a memory task. It is hypothesized that for students to want
to adopt deep learning needs confidence in their own academic ability and a conviction that
they should not reply too much on the teacher but take responsibility for their own learning. It
is predicted that an external locus of control should be correlated with surface learning.
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Gender differences in learning approaches might emerge in particular academic or cultural
contexts, with particular disciplines, curricula or programme structure, or on different
academic assessment methods. In general, female students work harder, are better organized,
spend more time on course work and less distracted in the classroom than do male students
(Davies & Brember, 2001). The studies concerning gender differences in learning approaches
are far from conclusive. Meinz and Salthouse (1998) found that men and women appear to
perform at similar levels in learning contexts which require the retrieval of memory, but
women seem to out-perform men in learning contexts requiring the acquisition of new
information. Smith and Naylor (2001) found that women were more likely than men to be
awarded good degrees in the UK. Richardson and King (1991) found that there is no gender
difference in learning approaches by using the Study Process Questionnaire (SPQ) and the
Approaches to Study Inventory (ASI). Richardson (2006), however, found that gender had no
effect on the students’ academic performance in distance education. Few studies have
explored the gender difference in Hong Kong full-time sub-degree and degree students. The
objective of this study was to examine the interplay between gender, learning approach, locus
of control and academic performance among Hong Kong Chinese sub-degree and degree
students.

4. Participants

Research participants for this study were 128 students from Higher Diploma in Business of
HKU SPACE and 122 students from full-time face-to-face Bachelor of Business
Administration programmes of the Open University of Hong Kong (OUHK). The students’
age ranged from 18 to 26 years with an average of 21 years old. All participants were
studying not only in business major but also in face-to-face programmes. The number of
face-to-face teaching hours, including lectures and tutorials, for all participants is similar.
OUHK full-time students have more academic support such as study guide for each course
which normally would not be provided by traditional face-to-face universities or colleges.

The content of full-time face-to-face courses in the OUHK is basically the same as the
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courses offered through the distance-learning mode in the OUHK, except the face-to-face
teaching session component. In other words, the OUHK full-time face-to-face students, in
additional to face-to-face teaching sessions, also have full distance-learning support from
OUHK, including accessing the softcopy of the written distance-learning course materials
and the OUHK’s Online Learning Environment (OLE). OUHK’s distance-learning course
materials are developed by subject experts and tailored specifically for Hong Kong students.
The OLE is the OUHK’s online platform through which lecturers, tutors and students can
easily communicate with each other. Volunteer students were surveyed in class using a
non-probabilistic sampling procedure. All measures were gathered in the classroom by
researchers who clearly articulated the purpose and response choices of the measures to
students.

5. Research Methodology

This study employed Biggs’s Revised Two-Factor Study Process Questionnaire (R-SPQ-2F)
to measure learning approach. The R-SPQ-2F is a self-report instrument composed of 20
items falling into four subscales. Participants rated themselves on a 5-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (low) to 5 (high). The four subscales are surface-motive, surface-strategy,
deep-motive and deep-strategy. Examples of items from the R-SPQ-2F are (1) “My aim is to
pass the course while doing as little work as possible.” (surface motive) and (2) “I test myself
on important topics until I understand them completely.” (deep strategy). The two overall
scales are surface and deep, with each scale being consisted of the motive and strategy
subscales. Confirmatory factor analysis showed a good fit with the R-SPQ-2F by using Hong
Kong tertiary students (Biggs, Kember, & Leung, 2001). It found that tertiary students’
learning approaches could be interpreted in a hierarchical structure that has two second-order
factors including deep and surface learning. The R-SPQ-2F score was used to identify deep
learning approach and surface learning approach and GPA score was used as an index of
academic performance.

The Revised Causal Dimension Scale (CDSII) was used to measure the locus of control. The
participants decided on their perceived reasons for their academic success and failure in
response to four various dimensions of causality which included locus of control, stability,
personal control and external control using nine-point rating scales. The Revised CDSII was
developed by McAuley, Duncan and Russell (1992) so that the participant could directly
indicate how he or she views underlying dimensions of their causes. Confirmatory factor
analyses were conducted to test the hypothesized factor structure and the results reported that
the model fitted the data.

Grade Point Average (GPA) was utilized to examine academic performance. The course GPA
is a weighted average of the GPAs for all compulsory subjects, which is measured on a scale
from A (excellent) to F (fail), from the commencement of their study to the point at which the
survey was conducted. These grades were converted to numbers for data analysis with higher
numbers pointing to better grades (A =5, B =4, C =3, D = 2, F = 1). The grade was
calculated by averaging the percentages achieved in semester assessments. Students were
assessed using a variety of methods such as examinations, continuous assessment, projects,
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presentations, essays. GPA was obtained by formulate approximately assigning an ‘A’ to
students achieving final assessment percentages of 85% or above, a ‘B’ to students achieving
final assessment percentage between 60% and 85%, a ‘C’ to students with final assessment
percentage between 50% to 60%, a ‘D’ to students with final assessment percentage between
40% and 50% and ‘F’ to students with final percentage below 40%.

6. Data Analysis

Hierarchical regression analysis was conducted on the data of the whole sample in order to
test the predictability of academic performance. Table 1 outlines the results of the hierarchical
regression analysis of community college students and Open University degree students.
Results showed that GPA was significantly related with learning approach and gender for
community college students. Locus of control did not demonstrated significant regression
coefficient.

The dummy variable to identify degree and community college students was significantly
different. The results suggest that the deep approach is one of key variables affecting
academic performance for both sub-degree and degree students. Detailed statistics indicating
these relationships are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Regression model summary (Dependent Variable: Grade Point Average)

Variables Beta SE t
Gender .335** 137 2.445
Locus of control 071 150 A73
Learning approach 409** .166 2.464
Dummy 0.916*** 137 6.686
F (4, 245) = 15.524***

R%=.202 Adjusted R*=.189

Note. ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01.

Use of multiple regression, with GPA as the dependent variable, showed that both learning
approach and gender emerged as variables explain about 19% of the variance (adjusted R?
=.189, p<0.01).

Table 2. Summary of hierarchical regression analysis for variables relating with academic
performance as dependent variable of community college students

Variables Beta t p
Gender 239 1.432 155
Locus of control 116 .635 527
Learning approach .962 4.722 .000

F (3, 124) = 8.258**, p < 0.001

R*=.163 Adjusted R?* = .144

Note. ** p < 0.05.

16



ISSN 2377-3936

\ Macrothi“k Global Journal of Educational Studies
A Institute ™ 2017, \Vol. 3, No. 1

Table 3. Summary of hierarchical regression analysis for variables relating with academic
performance as dependent variable of Open University sub-degree students

Variables Beta t p
Gender .568 2.637 .00953
Locus of control -.297 -1.27 .207
Learning approach 254 9.765 331

F (3, 118) = 2.881, p = 0.0389

R%=.0699 Adjusted R?= .0456

Table 2 & 3 outline the results of the hierarchical regression analysis of community college
students and Open University students respectively. Results showed that GPA was
significantly related with learning approach for community college students. Gender and
locus of control did not demonstrated significant regression coefficients. Both gender and
learning approach were weakly related with GPA for Open University students. It is found
that both academic performance of both community college students and Open University
students are positively associated with the learning approach. The result found that locus of
control did not link with the academic performance for both groups of students.

7. Discussion and Conclusion

The purpose of this exploratory study was to examine the relationship between gender,
learning approaches, locus of control and academic performance. Results from a multiple
regression analysis indicated that learning approach and gender significantly correlated with
the GPA. This study’s findings confirmed the predicted relationship and provide support for
the idea that the importance of using deep approach in tertiary education. Locus of control did
not explain academic performance in our analysis, contrary to the hypotheses. It appears that
both community college and university students are encouraged to use the deep approach
with an aid of interactive teaching and learning environment in both institutions.

Although two groups of students come from different academic background, the link between
learning approach and GPA is consistent in this case. Learning environment and course
assessment are similar for two groups of students. A number of variables, however, may
affect the link between learning approaches and academic performance. First, a difference
between assessment systems of two institutions is needed to be taken into account. Sternberg
(1997) argued that the assessment format has a strong impact on how students approach their
study. Second, learning approaches and academic performance may form a complex
non-linear relationship rather than a direct correlation in different disciplines. The same
student may adopt different learning approaches in response to different academic context.
Previous studies (Lizzio, Wilson, & Simons, 2002; Trigwell, Ashwin, & Millan, 2013) argued
that students were likely to adopt the surface approach rather than the deep approach due to a
variety of factors such as didactic teaching, heavy workloads and learning environment. For
example, in some circumstances, surface approach may be appropriate in response to
assessment format by the educational institutions.
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Ho and Hau (2008) suggested that GPA might not have adequately reflected the learning
outcomes that students had achieved through the use of learning approach. Considering other
variables known to explain academic performance such as self-efficacy (McKenzie &
Schweitzer, 2001), learning environment (Entwistle & Peterson, 2004), and emotional
intelligence (Austin, Evans, Goldwater & Potter, 2005) is required. Recent studies showed
that other variables such as self-efficacy (Diseth, 2011; McKenzie & Schweitzer, 2001;
Prat-Sala & Redford, 2010), personality (Furnham, Chamorro-Premuzic, & McDougall, 2003;
Trigwell, Ashwin & Millan, 2013), learning context and culture environment (Kember et al,
2011) partly affected academic performance. For example, the level of cognitive ability
appears to be more homogeneous and restricted in range in higher education. Asian students
believe in a direct relationship between good higher education, better job prospect, and social
advancement.

Hypotheses has been put forward concerning gender differences in academic performance in
Britain and North America higher education institutions over the past two decades. Men and
women appear to perform at similar levels in learning tasks requiring the retrieval of
information. It is argued that women seem to outperform men in situations requiring the
acquisition of new information (Meinz & Salthouse, 1998 and there was gender difference in
academic performance with advancing age. The results revealed that women aged 21 or over
were more likely to obtain an honours degree than men in the UK. Qualitative studies by
Thomas (1988) revealed significant differences in the learning experiences of men and
women between arts programmes where men often comprise the minority of students and
science programmes where men often comprise the majority of students. While the present
study only focuses on business students, learning experiences of men and women in different
discipline context need to be explored in the case of Hong Kong sub-degree and degree
students. Although this finding does not warrant causal relationship between the two
variables examined, the result has practical implications for lecturers to aware a possibility of
gender difference in academic performance.

Offering high quality support services in higher education institutions is important in order to
enhance students’ chances of scholastic success. This study suggests that lecturers might help
their students to enhance learning by cultivating the use of deep approach. Teachers and
counsellors can help students develop more diligent study habits. There are three limitations
of this research. First, it conflates academic performance with learning outcome. Scouller and
Prosser (1994) argued that high-quality learning outcome is not often the same as high
academic performance. The quality of learning outcome can be low if the course assessment
rewards high academic achievement by using surface approach. It, however, may not be true
in the context of this study, where the course assessment encourages the deep approach in
community colleges. Second, no other measures are used to examine that the way students
replied to the questionnaires is reflective of how they actually behave. Qualitative methods
may reveal insights into the relationship between learning approach and academic
performance in this context. Third, the study is limited by the sample size. Larger samples of
students are drawn from a wider range of disciplines in different community colleges may
shed further light on the relationship between locus of control, learning approaches and
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academic performance.
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