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ABSTRACT

One of the significant dimensions of learning design for quality student learning is student approach to study and their learning
strategies. This assumes considerable importance especially in the contemporary context of Covid-19 pandemic and sudden switch
over to remote teaching-learning. The situation is more vulnerable in the developing countries where both campus and distance
learning students were compulsorily put to this new form of learning. The present study was undertaken to find out if there existed
any significant difference in undergraduate students’ approaches to learning and their learning strategies in relation to differences
age, gender and mode of delivery while undertaking home study at the time of pandemic in India. The revised version of the Study
Process Questionnaire (R-SPQ-2F) was administered to randomly selected 208 undergraduate students studying in two campus-
based central universities (n = 92) and one national open university (n = 116) in Delhi. The results showed that distance learning
students and female students were found adopting more of deep approaches to study than the campus students and male students
respectively. In both the delivery contexts, the female students had greater intrinsic motivation and used deep approach to learning
than their male counterparts. The results of this study have been discussed in relation of previous researches on student approach
to study, as also implications for national and institutional policy and practice of teaching-learning in higher education.

HIGHLIGHTS

@ The present study found distance learning students adopting a more deep approach to study as compared to students
from campus universities. Female students generally and specifically in campus universities were found to have deeper
motivation for study as compared to their male counterparts.

Keywords: Covid-19 pandemic, student approach to study, study strategy, study motive, online learning, emergency remote
teaching, higher education

Phenemenography-based research studies in late 70’s
(Marton & Saljo, 1976; Pask, 1976; Entwistle et al. 1979;
Biggs, 1987) confirmed different approaches to study
in students. A deep approach to study is undertaken
by those who are intrinsically motivated and use

strategies such as wide reading on the subject, making
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connections and applying principles and theories to
real life situations. In contrast, a surface approach
to study is undertaken by those students who are
extrinsically motivated and adopt learning strategies
like rote learning and memorization. Students taking
a strategic approach/achieving approach focus on
achievement of good grades by applying a mix of deep
or surface strategies of learning. According to Entwistle
and Peterson (2004), approaches to study in students
are largely influenced by the content taught in specific
teaching context. Further, Entwistle (2007) states that
approach to study are not fixed personality traits, rather
these are the reactions shown by students towards the
specific teaching context.

Literature on student learning in higher education
acknowledges that students’” approach to study plays
a significant role in their learning, and is a dynamic
interaction between personal factors (Biggs, 1985) and
contextual factors (Ramsden, 1979). Although personal
factors related to students show consistency in students’
learning (e.g., students with high IQ or intrinsic
motivation adopt deep approach in their study),
contextual factors on the other hand cause variability
in students’ learning. In respect of contextual factors,
many studies found students adopting various study
approaches in different academic environments (Baeten
et al. 2013; Gijbels & Dochy, 2006; Human & Meier, 2020;
Iannone ef al. 2020; Leveson, 2004; Teti ket al. 2009).

The context of the study

During the Covid-19 pandemic, transition from the
traditional face-to-face to online teaching context may
have influenced students to adopt different approaches
to study depending on specific contexts. In India, the
pandemic forced educational institutions to completely
close down their in-person operations and thereby
teachers and students were compelled to undertake
teaching and learning online, what is predominantly
called emergency remote teaching (Hodges et al. 2020).
While online learning was not altogether new in India,
but it was less practiced in Indian universities before
the pandemic. Following complete lockdown, the
central Ministry of Education appealed to teachers of
all higher education institutions to teach from home

using different technological tools and utilize and share
digital resources for students to continue learning. In
March 2021, the national regulator University Grant
Commission notified that students of higher education
can acquire and transfer up to 40 percent of course credits
obtained from the national online platform SWAYAM
(study webs of active learning for young aspiring
minds) to earn their college or university degree. This
though coincided with the imposed online teaching-
learning, the crucial question to address was what kinds
of study approaches are adopted by the students during
the pandemic.

During the pandemic, teachers in India used several
tools like Facebook Live, Google Classroom, YouTube,
WhatsApp, Zoom, Google Meet etc. to continue teaching
and learning. During that time of combating many
challenges, teachers were learning new techniques of
online teaching and assessment (Meena, 2020). But, how
did students adapt to this new learning environment?
How much they were motivated to study online and what
were their ways of studying/approaches to studying?
These questions are rather important for curriculum
designers, educators and policy makers especially
when “preparedness, designing and effectiveness of
e-learning is still not clearly understood, particularly
for a developing country like India” (Muthuprasad
et al. 2021, p.1). Students also faced challenges due to
access to technology and tools, particularly women
students lacked “conducive learning environment
at home and they were assigned in household chores
during the lockdown period, consequently their studies
were adversely affected and left them into dejection and
despair” (Mishra et al. 2020, p.6).

Different social and cultural factors like upbringing,
social status and role of individuals in the society
bring differences in the way of learning of male and
female students (Vermunt, 2005). Indian society is
predominantly patriarchal, and inequalities like
gender role and stereotypes among other inequalities
are socially constructed (Siddiqui, 2021). Therefore,
assessment of study approaches needed to include
differences between male and female students too.
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During the period, students from both distance learning
institutions and campus-based institutions shifted to
online teaching-learning. This emergency need for
transitioning into remote teaching along with a push
from the government agencies to promote online
learning necessitated further understanding of student
approaches to studying, including learning motivation
and strategies in both the modes of delivery during the
pandemic.

Research questions

In the context of higher education during the Covid-19
pandemic, the present study was conducted to find
answers to the following research questions:

1. RQ 1. What study approaches had been adopted
by campus-based and distance learning students
during the Covid-19 pandemic?

2. RQ 2. Was there any significant difference in study
approaches between male and female campus
based and distance learning students?

LITERATURE REVIEW

The early studies conducted in Sweden (Marton & Saljo,
1976) on students’ learning were interview-based in a
naturalistic environment; the findings suggested that
students approach their study according to the demands
imposed by the teachers on them, specifically in terms
of the type of assessment practice or questions asked.
Subsequent research studies conducted on students’
learning show association or relationship between
different personal and contextual factors and study
approaches or learning patterns of students (Ullah et
al. 2016; Yin et al. 2018, 2016; Shaik et al. 2017; Sakurai
et al. 2014; Vermunt, 2005). Among several personal
factors, age has been found an important factor in terms
of study approach of students. Significant number
of studies in the western countries shows that more
deep approach to study is demonstrated by mature
students as compared to younger students (Quinn,
2011; Richardson, 2013; Richardson et al. 1999). This
might be due to more life experiences and intrinsic
motivation they bring with them to a given learning
situation (Vermunt, 2005). Distance education students
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(who are generally of higher age than their campus
counterparts) generally differ from campus students
in terms of age, life experience, work experience, and
educational background (Harper & Kember, 1986).
Richardson (2013) in a study on distance students found
that deep approach increased and surface approach
declined with maturity. Nevertheless, this positive
relationship of age and study approach of students was
not found in some research studies conducted in the
Asian region, for example Pakistan (Ullah et al. 2013);
Thailand (Pimparyon et al. 2000) and Malaysia (Choo,
2006). These findings aroused our interest in finding
whether older students of distance education in India
differ in their approach to study in comparsion to
younger students of campus institutions when students
of both modes were shifted to remote teaching during
the pandemic.

Gender is also an important factor influencing students’
learning, though no consistent association between
gender and students’ learning was found in distance
education, except that female students achieved higher
score on reproducing orientation (Richardson et al.
1999). But subsequently Richardson (2013) found that, in
the western countries: “The trend for women to be more
likely than men to adopt a surface approach to studying
in distance education seems to have disappeared,
perhaps due to change in the role of men and women
in society at large” (p.76). Some researchers rather found
gender differences in learning of specific subjects.
For example, Duff (2004) found women students
adopting more surface approach than male students in
a management course, while Meyer et al. (1994) found
women students adopting more strategic approach
in a statistics course. In the UK, to find evidence and
validate students’ perception of an economics course,
which was delivered through traditional lectures and
some supporting through e-learning, Ellis et al. (2009)
used R-SPQ-2F inventory to assess their study approach.
These researchers found students studying deep when
they perceived e-activities positively. While students
who did not perceive e-activities positively were found
studying at the surface level, though gender differences
were not assessed here. Later on, in Australia, Jeong et
al. (2019) used the same R-SPQ-2F inventory to assess
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distance students’ engagement in a flipped classroom
(i.e. combination of online and traditional class) and
found students adopting more of deep and less surface
approach at the end of an environmental science course,
though any gender difference was not found. In the
context of online learning, Harvey et al. (2017) however
did not find any significant gender difference in
millennial students’ satisfaction of online learning. But
these researchers suggested that “more attention should
be given to culturally embedded gender roles and other
cultural contexts in patriarchal societies and those with
higher cultural restraints” (p. 15). In the context of India,
patriarchy and gender inequality still prevails across
the country (Vinod & Kumar, 2021). As Mathur and
Sharma (2021) remark “this gender disparity aggravates
because of the intersection of other identities, such as
caste, religion, region and tribe, adds on to a much more
vulnerable position of women in the field of higher
education”(p. 245) in India. These prevailing situations
aroused our interest also in finding gender differences in
study approach of Indian students during the pandemic
while studying online.

METHODS

Research methodology

The survey research method (i.e. quantitative descriptive
survey) was used in this study. Quantitative survey
of the study approaches had been frequently adopted
in different studies to assess the quality of learning in
students, and across institutions and cultures (Yin et al.
2018; Hermann et al. 2017; Ullah et al. 2016). In this study,
the survey was conducted online through a structured
attitude scale.

Population and sample

The sample for this study comprised students from two
campus-based central (federal) universities and one
national Open University located in Delhi, the national
capital territory of India. Two central universities,
i.e. University of Delhi (DU) and Jamia Millia Islamia
(JMI), and the Indira Gandhi National Open University
(IGNOU) were selected for this study. Above 30 percent
of IGNOU students belong to the Delhi Regional

Centre, and this population includes urban students,
employed students, slum and village students and
women students. Students in the campus institutes (i.e.
the two central universities) get admitted through a
national level entrance exam and merit which is based
on their grades or marks secured in senior secondary
examination. Students in campus universities belong
to different strata of the Indian society in terms of caste
(50% reservations for schedule caste, schedule tribe,
other backward classes) and class (10% reservation for
economically weaker sections). JMI is an institute for
the Muslim minority (the second largest population in
India) where 50% seats are reserved for Muslim students.
Thus, the selected samples of institutions represented a
diverse range of Indian undergraduates in the country.
The JMI university, two colleges of DU and one regional
centre of IGNOU allowed us to administer the survey
scale on their students. There were 250 campus students
(200 in DU, and 50 in JMI) and 1000 distance education
students (in the regional centre of IGNOU) studying in
the final year in 2021 in general undergraduate courses.
All the students were administered online the R-SPQ-2F
scale which was filled in by 208 students (92 campus-
based and 116 ODL) (Table 1) which were taken forward
for analysis.

Table 1: Sampled campus and distance male and female

students
Sample
Institution Total Male Female Mean
students (N=208) age
Campus-based (2 250 92 54 38 20
central universities)
Distance education 1000 116 82 34 25

(1 open university)

Instruments used

A revised version of the Study Process Questionnaire
(R-SPQ-2F) of Biggs et al. (2001) in English language was
used to get responses on study approaches of campus-
based and distance learning students. The questionnaire
contained 20 questions on study approaches of students.
Table II shows examples of one item from each subscale.
The inventory is divided into two scales: Deep Approach
scale (comprising sub-scales of deep motive, and deep
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strategy) and Surface Approach scale (comprising sub-
scales of surface motive, and surface strategy). In the
questionnaire R-SPQ-2F, the words like ‘lecturers” and
‘classes” were replaced by ‘tutors” and ‘personal contact
programs’ for distance education students.

Table 2: Examples of an item from each subscale of the
Inventory R-SPQ-2F

Item

Subscale Statement of items
No.
Deep Motive I .ﬁnd that somfztlmes studying
1 gives me a feeling of deep personal
(OM) satisfaction.
I spend a lot of my free time finding
5 Deep Strategy ~ out more about interesting topics

(DS) which have been discussed in different
online classes.

Surface Motive My aim is to pass the course with as

3 (SM) little efforts as possible.
I'learn some things by rote, and I go
4 Surface Strategy over and over them until I know them
(SS) by heart even if I do not understand
them.

Adoption and reliability

The Study Process Questionnaire(R-SPQ-2F) is a short
and validated inventory by Biggs et al. (2001). It was
revised in a two-factor version (deep approach and
surface approach) having 20 questions from the original
study process questionnaire SPQ (Biggs, 1987) which
had 64 items and had three factors (deep, surface and
achieving approach). It has been found validated in the
context of countries like Japan (Fryer et al. 2012) and The
Netherlands (Stes et al. 2013). It has also been recently
used in China and Chile (Yin et al. 2018; Yin et al.2016)
to assess study approaches of undergraduates. Earlier,
it was primarily used in the face-to-face contexts;
however, this instrument has recently been used to
assess students’ engagement in a flipped classroom
environment by Jeong et al. (2019) and in a blended
learning environment by Ellis et al. (2009) in Australia.
More recently, it has been used in India by Bhuria et al.
(2021) to assess medical students” learning approach in
an online learning environment during the pandemic.

AESSRA

To check its reliability for the Indian students, a pilot
study was conducted by the research with 40 under
graduates each from those campus and distance
learning institutes. The Cronbach alpha () for R-SPQ-
2F was found to be 0.74 for campus students and 0.81 for
distance students, which showed high reliability of the
scale in the Indian context. The reliability of its different
subscales is given in Table III in comparison to that of
Biggs et al. (2001).

Table 3: Reliability of the instrument

Biggs’(2001) Current Current
Study Study
Chronbach
Chronbach Chronbach
Subscales Alpha
Alpha Alpha
(Campus .
Students) (Campus (Distance
Students) Students)
Deep Motive  0.62 0.52 0.59
Deep Strategy 0.63 0.56 0.68
Surface 0.72 0.70 0.73
Motive
Surface 0.57 0.45 0.70
Strategy
Deep 0.73 0.72 0.80
Approach
Surface 0.64 0.74 0.84
Approach

Procedure of data collection

Permission was taken from the selected institutes to
conduct the study and the list of students was obtained
from them. The Revised Study Process Questionnaire
(R-SPQ-2F) was sent digitally through Google Forms
to all the 1250 students from campus-based and open
universities. The obtained data from 208 students was
organized and analyzed by descriptive and inferential
statistics.

FINDINGS

The statistical technique of t-test was applied to examine
differences between groups (group means and standard
deviations), i.e. differences between learning contexts
(campus and distance learning students) and gender
(male and female students).
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Study approaches: campus versus distance learning

The study approach of 208 undergraduates was assessed
using the R-SPQ-2F inventory. Means and standard
deviations of different subscales for the entire sample
are given in Table 4. The undergraduate students of
campus and distance institutes were found adopting
primarily deep approach to study while studying
online during the pandemic. A higher score on the deep
approach scale and lower score on the surface approach
scale indicate use of deep approach to study. Further, a
higher score on deep motive and lower score on surface
motive show that the students of higher education in
both types of institutes were intrinsically motivated for
online study, and were engaged in deep strategies of
learning.

Table 4: Means and SDs of study approach sub-scales of
undergraduate students (N=208)

= =

) 2 ] v o v > oo

Parameters/ &2 &P &3 g2 2P g8

Subscales 8 2 8 -5 S &, E 5 “‘g E “§ g,

p= & & B2 hH b &

< <

Mean 3.64 3.65 3.64 2.90 311  3.00

Standard 0.55 0.55 0.51 0.76 0.65 0.64
Deviation

Differences in study approach of 92 campus students
and 116 distance students was compared; and different
subscale scores (deep motive, deep strategy, surface
motive, and surface strategy) and scores of two scales
(deep approach, and surface approach) of campus and
distance students were compared using the t-test at .05
and .01 level of significance (Table 5).

Distance students were found having higher score on
the deep approach scale than the campus students (at
.01 level of significance); and were also found having
higher score on the deep motive scale than the campus
students (at .05 level of significance). Contrary to this,
no difference was found in the surface approach and
surface strategy of campus and distance students.
Nevertheless, campus students were found having
lower score on surface motive than distance students,
and this difference was statistically significant at.05
level of significance.

Table 5: Mean, standard deviation and t-values on ‘study
approach’ variables for campus and distance students

Study approach Campus Distance
variables Parameters ©2) (116) t-value
Deep approach Mean 3.54 3.73 2.640
SD 0.49 0.51 p<.01
Surface approach ~ Mean 2.95 3.05 1.402
SD 0.59 0.68 n.s.
Deep motive Mean 3.55 3.72 2.192
SD 0.54 0.54 p<.05
Surface motive Mean 2.76 3.00 2.227
SD 0.76 0.74 p<.05
Deep strategy Mean 3.54 3.74 2.657
SD 0.52 0.56 p<.01
Surface strategy Mean 3.13 3.10 0.282
SD 0.57 0.70 n.s.

Note: n. s. (not significant).

Study approaches: male and female students

The study approach of male and female students was
assessed using the R-SPQ-2F inventory, and t-test was
used to assess differences in scores of different scales
and subscales of study approach inventory at .05 and
.01 level of significance (Table 6).

Table 6: Mean, Standard Deviation and t-values on ‘study
approach’ variables for total male and female students

Total Students =

208
Stufiy Approach Parameters t-values
Variable Male Female
(136) (72)
Deep Approach Mean 3.59 3.75 2.36
SD 0.544 0.423 p<.05
Surface Approach Mean 3.11 2.83 2.96
SD 0.630 0.666 p<.01
Deep Motive Mean 3.56 3.78 2.96
SD 0.565 0.475 p<.01
Surface Motive Mean 3.02 2.67 3.15
SD 0.743 0.746 p<.01
Deep Strategy Mean 3.62 3.71 1.27
SD 0.587 0.485 n.s.
Surface Strategy Mean 3.18 2.99 191
SD 0.619 0.70 n.s

Note: n.s. (not significant).

128 International Journal of Social Sciences: Vol. 13 « No. 3 » September 2024



Study Approaches of Campus-Based and Distance Learning Undergraduates during Emergency... &

The results showed that the female students were found
more intrinsically motivated than the male students
(significant at .01 level of significance). Also, significant
difference was found in the deep approach between
male and female students. The female students were
found adopting more deep approach to study than
their male counterparts (at .05 level of significance).
Contrary to this, the male students were found having
higher score on surface approach and surface motive
subscales than the female students, and thus were
more extrinsically motivated and using more surface
approach to study than their female counterparts (at .01
level of significance).

Further, the study approach of 54 male and 38 female
students of campus-based institutions was investigated
by using the R-SPQ-2F inventory. Different subscale
scores (deep motive, deep strategy, surface motive,
and surface strategy) and scores of two scales (deep
approach, and surface approach) were compared using
t-test at .05 and .01 level of significance (Table 7). The
mean score of the deep approach scale and the deep
motive subscale of female students was significantly
higher than the male students in campus institutes
(significant at .01 level of significance). Thus, the
female students of campus institutes were found more
intrinsically motivated and using more of deep approach
to study than the male students. Contrary to this, the
mean score of surface approach scale and the surface
motive subscale of male students was significantly
higher than the female students in campus institutes
(at .05 level of significance). Thus, the comprising male
students were found more extrinsically motivated and
using more surface approach to study than their female
counterparts.

Table 7: Mean, standard deviation and t-values on ‘study
approach’ variables for male and female campus students

Campus students

Stu.dy approach Parameters Male Female t-values
variables
(54) (38)
Deep approach Mean 3.42 3.72 3.152
SD 0.49 0.42 p<.01
Surface approach Mean 3.09 2.80 2.255
SD 0.61 0.60 p<.05

AESSRA

Deep motive Mean 3.37 3.80 4118

SD 0.54 0.46 p<.01
Surface motive Mean 2.90 2.58 2.035

SD 0.77 0.71 p<.05
Deep strategy Mean 3.47 3.64 1.570

SD 0.53 0.50 n.s.
Surface strategy Mean 3.20 3.03 1.371

SD 0.56 0.58 n.s.

Note: n .s. (not significant).

Different subscale scores (deep motive, deep strategy,
surface motive, surface strategy) and two scale scores
(deep approach, and surface approach) of male and
female distance students were compared using the t-test
at .05 and .01 level of significance (Table 8). The results
showed no significant difference in study approaches
between male and female distance students (for any
scale or subscale of the questionnaire), except for
extrinsic motivation subscale where male students got
significantly higher score than their female counterparts.

Table 8: Mean, standard deviation and t-values on ‘study
approach’ variables for male and female distance students

Distance Students

Stu'dy approach Parameters Male Female t-values
variables
(54) (38)
Deep approach Mean 3.70 3.78 0.862
SD 0.54 0.42 n.s.
Surface approach ~ Mean 3.13 2.86 1.820
SD 0.64 0.74 n.s.
Deep motive Mean 3.70 3.77 0.676
SD 0.54 0.49 n.s.
Surface motive Mean 3.09 2.78 2.034
SD 0.71 0.77 p<.05
Deep strategy Mean 3.72 3.80 0.816
SD 0.60 0.45 n.s.
Surface strategy Mean 3.17 2.95 1.383
SD 0.65 0.81 n.s.

Note: n.s. (not significant).

DISCUSSION

The present study was conducted to assess study
approaches of undergraduate students of Indian
universities studying in campus and in distance
learning institutes at a time when there was emergency
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remote teaching and that students of both the modes
had to do online study. In the regular universities,
at the initial period, e-mail and whatsapp was used
to communicate and disseminate information with
students, and GoogleMeet and Zoom were used for
live lecture by the teachers. Meeting links were sent to
students in their whats app group and students were
asked to submit assignments by e-mail. Subsequently,
Google Classroom was introduced, though without any
training of teachers, for presenting live lecture, giving
lecture notes in the form of ppts and pdfs to students
and, sending to and receiving assignments from the
students. Some teachers familiar with technology also
used whiteboard, digital pen, paint app etc. in their
lectures. A few used to upload their recorded video on
Google Classroom. Semester-end exams (Open Book
Exams) were held online on their university portal. On
the other hand, distance education students primarily
used to learn from self-learning materials uploaded
on the online platform (e-gyankosh) of IGNOU, and
submitted their assignments online on the link given
on the university portal. Regularly personal contact
programme were held on Zoom and GoogleMeet whose
link was sent to the students by email.

At the backdrop of this Covid-19 scenario, assessing
study approaches of students was rather important
since study approaches indicate satisfaction about
their learning experiences. There is significant amount
of literature in western countries which confirm high
positive correlation between study approaches of
students and their learning experiences Yin et al. (2018);
Herrmann et al. (2017); Ullah et al. (2016); Richardson
and Price, (2003). Although students’ experience of
online learning was not assessed in the present study,
a few studies conducted during the pandemic in India
investigated students” perception, preference and
attitude towards online learning which are discussed
below in relation to the findings of the present study.

Study approach of campus and distance students

The research findings indicated that Indian distance
learning students were in a more favorable situation
than their counterparts in the campus institutes while
studying online. The former were found having

significantly higher score on ‘deep motive’ and ‘deep
strategy’ sub-scales than the campus students. One
plausible reason could be that distance students were
more comfortable in using digital devices than the
campus students (Bordoloi et al. 2021). Besides, distance
students being older in age are generally found having
high intrinsic motivation for study. The deep motive
and readiness for online learning may also have enabled
distance students to manage their time and efforts even
in challenging situations like the emergency remote
teaching (Forson & Voupala, 2019).

The studies conducted on campus and distance students
in the western countries found distance students
adopting more of deep approach and less of surface
approach to study than their campus counterparts:
Richardson et al. (1999), Quinn, (2011), Vermunt, (1998),
Harper and Kember (1986), Figueroa (1992). The findings
of the present study are consistent with these studies
when the students of both the modes of delivery had
undergone emergency remote teaching. Despite having
more deep approach to study by distance students as
compared to campus students, a little higher score on
surface strategy subscale by students of both the modes
could be attributed to lesser use of student-centered
teaching methods, and use of assessment strategies
requiring factual memorization and reproduction. More
use of technology-enabled blended and collaborative
teaching-learning may be helpful in discouraging
students to adopt surface strategy in their study.

The present study does not support the very first
study conducted by Morgan et al. (1980) in an indirect
comparison of distance and conventional students at
the Lancaster university, in which the distance learning
students were found having ‘greater orientation towards
the surface approach’ (p.214). Contrary to this, campus
students in India were found less motivated to study
deep, and were using less of deep strategies of learning
as compared to distance students while studying online.
This might be due to lack of infrastructure required for
online learning, lack of technical knowledge by teachers
and less favourable attitude of campus teachers towards
online learning during the pandemic in India (Joshi et
al., 2020; Nimavat et al.2020).
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Male and female campus students

The female students in campus universities were found
adopting more deep approach to study than their male
counterparts. This may be due to the more drive of
Indian females studying in universities for information
seeking and active learning in comparison to Indian
males (Halder et al. 2010). The findings of the present
study coincide with the findings of Bhuria et al. (2021)
conducted in India where the female students studying
in medical colleges adopted more deep approach to
study than the male students while studying online
during the pandemic. The results of the study were
also found in line with the study by Gurlen et al. (2013),
Tetik et al. (2009) and Gijbels et al. (2005) in which female
students were found adopting more deep approach to
study than their male counterparts. Similar results were
reported by Smith and Miller, (2005) in a study with
Australian university students. The present study was
also found consistent with the findings of the study by
Yinet al. (2018) with Chinese and Chilean students where
the male students were found to have higher score on
surface approach than their female counterparts. These
findings deviate from the earlier studies by Richardson
(1993) stating that “There was no consistent evidence of
significant difference between men and women in terms
of their scores on individual items, subscales, or learning
orientations” (p. 3). Among the campus students, the
males (specifically from the science departments) were
found adopting lesser deep approach to study in their
courses. This result was in line with the study conducted
by Ullah et al. (2013) where science students were found
having less deep approach than their counterparts in
humanities and social science departments, although no
gender difference was found there.

Male and female distance students

The present study reported no significant gender
differences in distance students’ learning online
during the Covid-19 pandemic. It seems to appear that
there is no gender disparity with reference to access
to technology and internet facility in adult distance
education students, as these are the important elements
required for online study during the pandemic. The
results of the present study are found inconsistent with

AESSRA

the study by Richardson et al. (1999) in which the female
students of distance education secured higher score on
reproducing orientation to study than the male students.
Our findings are though consistent with the results of
the same study that male students in distance education
scored higher on extrinsic motivation than their female
counterparts. The present findings were also not in line
with the study done by Richardson and Price, (2003)
where the researchers found the male students adopting
more comprehensive learning (deep learning) than the
female students in an electronically delivered (online)
course. Subsequently, in a study on 1829 male and 2032
female distance learners, Richardson (2013) reported no
significant difference in the study approaches of male
and female distance students. The present study is
supported by Richardson (2013) where no significance
difference was found in the study approaches of male
and female distance students while studying online.
Ronning (2009) also reported no significant difference in
meaning orientation (deep approach) between male and
female students of distance education.

In the subsequent studies conducted in The Netherlands
by Ruffing et al. (2015) and Neroni et al. (2019), the female
students of distance learning were found adopting
more simple cognitive strategies of learning (i.e. surface
approach) than the male students, although the female
students were found better in management of time and
efforts than their male counterparts.

IMPLICATIONS

Sudden outbreak of Covid-19 in India resulted in
a paradigm shift in the educational institutions by
switching from conventional learning to online learning
(Kansal et al. 2021). Online learning during the Covid-19
pandemic was not uniform throughout India due to
differences in: institutional resources, training and
orientation programmes for teachers, competency
of faculty, technological knowledge of teachers, and
teachers’” competency in integrating technology and
pedagogy Joshi et al. (2020). Initially, emails, WhatsApp/
Telegram were used for teaching online, but subsequent
by adoption of learning management systems (LMS) for
teaching and assessment, and video conferencing for
presenting online lectures were adopted. While many
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institutions provided LMS support and also training to
teachers in online teaching and assessment, in majority
of the institutions teachers were left to themselves to
teach online by using open source software, without
any training and clear instructions (Joshi et al. 2020).
Besides, many challenges faced by students during
their online study included: interrupted power supply,
and problems in access device and internet connection
(Mishra et al. 2020).

Two major findings reported in this study assume
significance. First, while studying online, distance
education students and female students in India were
found engaged in more meaningful (deep) learning than
the campus students and male students respectively.
Secondly, male campus students, (specifically from
science/technology departments) were found to be in
a more critical situation as they were found engaged
largely in surface approach to study. There are two
major implications derived from the research findings.
First, the findings recommend for adding courses
on study skills for students specifically from science
departments in both the modes of study to encourage
deep approach to study in students. Second, this
brings to focus further examination of course design
and other teaching-learning strategies (especially
engagement in e-activities) adopted in both campus-
based and distance learning institutions. Though the
Covid-19 pandemic has put all of us to a situation of
remote distance teaching-learning, this however may
not replace or do as good as either traditional campus-
based or distance teaching-learning. As elsewhere
in the globe, there have been considerable exercises
within higher education policy and regulation to go
for ‘blended approach’ to teaching-learning in times to
come. In India, as had already been a usual practice, the
higher education students are allowed for their degree
to up to 40 percent of their course credits from Indian
national online MOOC platform of SWAYAM, although
institutional practices may have been sporadic in credit
accumulation and transfer. The future institutional
policy as well as faculty course design practices need to
take into account the study skills, learning needs, and
learning approaches of prospective students.

Online learning in India was not very common before
the Covid-19 pandemic, and was at its preliminary
stage when sudden lockdown across India pushed
educational institutions to teach and assess online.
Despite various challenges and problems faced by
teachers and students while studying online, Indian
undergraduates were found having predominantly
deep approach in their study. This brings in a hope
for success of online learning in India. More research
studies, on larger and regionally representative sample,
are needed in areas relating to blended learning for
adult students, especially in the context of student
approach to study vis-a-vis curriculum/ course design
and technology-enabled learning.
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