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Abstract

This study examines the conceptions of learning of undergraduate and postgraduate accounting
students at an Irish university. Students’ written descriptions of what learning means to them
are explored and evaluated relative to the six categories of description established by Saljo (1979)
and Marton et al. (1993). The study provides evidence of the variation of accounting students’
conceptions of learning from the simplest conception of learning involving knowledge acquisition
to the most complex perspective of learning as embodying personal development. However,
reproductive conceptions are more commonly expressed than those which centre on understanding.
The implications of these findings for accounting students and accounting educators are considered
and the need for further research and the design of intervention strategies is explicated.

Keywords: conceptions of learning, reproductive versus constructive views of learning, the
relationship of conceptions of learning and learning approaches, developing accounting education

Introduction

Accounting programmes need to produce graduates who are active, independent learners, with

the knowledge, skills and competencies necessary to perform effectively throughout their

careers. To achieve these outcomes, accounting education must move away from procedural

learning towards a more conceptual form which encourages deep approaches to learning

(Beattie et al., 1997). When students engage in deep learning they strive for meaning and under-

standing which, in turn, leads to knowledge being stored in structures that facilitates application

in other contexts (Svensson, 1977). Moreover, the development of higher cognitive skills is

dependent on adopting a deep approach to learning and the creation of appropriate knowledge

structures (Booth et al., 1999; Davidson, 2002). On the other hand, procedural learning and

surface approaches, with their strong emphasis on rote memorization, result in knowledge

being contained in structures which cannot readily be applied in new settings (Svensson,

1977; Saljo, 1987; Davidson, 2002). Since deep learning is eminently desirable, accounting

educators must gain a better understanding of the factors which stimulate this kind of learning.

Such an understanding will help them to ‘unlock the door to better teaching and course design’

� Address for correspondence: Barbara Flood, DCU Business School, Dublin City University, Dublin 9, Ireland.

E-mail: barbara.flood@dcu.ie

Accounting Education 13 (Supplement 1), 25–37 (December 2004)

Accounting Education
ISSN 0963-9284 print/ISSN 1468-4489 online # 2004 Taylor & Francis Ltd

http://www.tandf.co.uk/journals
DOI: 10.1080/0963928042000310779

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 C

ol
le

ge
 D

ub
lin

] 
at

 0
4:

17
 1

8 
Se

pt
em

be
r 

20
15

 



and thereby develop the required knowledge, skills and competencies among their students

(Marton and Ramsden, 1988, p. 272).

Since the 1970s, there has been a growing body of research which has explored the process of

learning in an effort to discover why some students learn better than others (Marton and Booth,

1997, p. 16). This research has shown that a student’s conception of learning is an important

variable, as it influences his/her approach to learning which, in turn, affects the quality of the

learning outcome (Van Rossum and Schenk, 1984; Prosser and Millar, 1989; Trigwell and

Prosser, 1991, 1996; Dart, 1998). In fact, Gibbs (1995, p. 23) contends that the connection

between conceptions of learning and approaches to learning is so strong that ‘it is possible to

predict the quality of the learning outcomes directly from students’ conceptions of learning’.

Students with less well developed conceptions of learning use surface approaches and conse-

quently achieve only a superficial level of understanding, whereas students holding sophisticated

conceptions of learning adopt deep approaches resulting in their gaining a thorough understand-

ing of the material. This evidence, coupled with the desire to enhance the quality of learning of

accounting students, has led to a call for research that explores their conceptions of learning

(Beattie et al., 1997; Sharma, 1997). Discipline specific research is also warranted given the

influence of the educational context on the definition of learning. Indeed, Saljo (1979, p. 106)

points out that

. . . learning does not exist as a general phenomenon. To learn is to act within man-made institutions

and to adapt to the particular definitions of learning that are valid in the educational environment in

which one finds oneself.

This study explores the conceptions of learning of undergraduate and postgraduate accounting

students in an Irish university. In so doing, it offers accounting educators valuable insights for

creating an educational environment which promotes the attainment of high quality learning

outcomes. The paper begins by examining prior research on conceptions of learning. Details

concerning the research method adopted, in terms of the data collection and analysis, are then

delineated. The research findings are presented and discussed and the paper concludes by

considering the implications of the results of the study for accounting educators.

Conceptions of learning

Research on conceptions of learning was initiated by a need to understand how individuals

experience learning (Pillay and Boulton-Lewis, 2000). A conception of learning captures the

way in which a person views learning, that is, what learning means to him/her. Each conception

encompasses a what (the object of learning) and how (the way of going about learning) com-

ponent with both having dialectically intertwined referential and structural aspects. The referen-

tial aspect captures the global meaning of the phenomenon, while the structural aspect specifies

the way in which the phenomenon and its component parts, are delimited and related to each

other (Marton et al., 1993). A complete conceptualization of a conception contains both the

what and how aspects of learning. However, students’ descriptions seldom capture both dimen-

sions, instead they express fragments of a conception. Thus, it is the researchers’ objective ‘to

determine precisely just what the fragments are fragments of’ (Marton et al., 1993, p. 285).

Dahlgren and Marton (1978) initially identified two distinct conceptions of learning. The first

views learning as something that happens to a person, it conceives learning as a passive activity

involving the transmission of unrelated ‘bits of knowledge’. The second conception encom-

passes an active view of learning, which involves a person changing his/her way of seeing
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the world. Extending this research, Saljo (1979) determined five categories of description to

capture the qualitative variation in the ways in which students describe learning. In a longitudi-

nal study, involving distance education students, Marton et al. (1993) identified a sixth

conception in which learning is conceived as personal transformation. Other researchers have

corroborated the appropriateness of these categories of description in different educational

settings (Van Rossum and Schenk, 1984; Van Rossum et al., 1985; Martin and Ramsden,

1987; Vermunt and Van Rijswijk, 1988; Sharma, 1997; Flood and Wilson, 2002). Table 1

lists the six conceptions and an explanation of each is also provided.

Conception A – learning as the increase of knowledge

A principal feature of this conception is its vagueness. Also, the nature of learning is taken

for granted and is something which is external to the learner (Saljo, 1979). There is a strong

quantitative flavour to this conception, as students view learning as consisting predomi-

nately of the acquisition of knowledge in the form of discrete pieces of information. There is

very little recognition of a need to relate elements of the knowledge acquired (Pillay and

Boulton-Lewis, 2000).

Conception B – learning as memorizing

This conception views learning as the acquisition and memorization of knowledge with the

intention of reproducing it for assessment purposes. It incorporates learning by repetition and,

while it is still quantitative and impersonal in nature, it is distinguished from the previous

conception in that the acquisition of knowledge has gained a functional aspect (Van Rossum

et al., 1985).

Conception C – learning as the acquisition of facts, procedures etc., which can be retained
and/or used in practice

The predominant feature of this conception is the emphasis placed on applying knowledge

acquired. The application of knowledge encompasses retrieving and adapting what has been

learnt and using it in a wide variety of circumstances. Unlike Conception B, application is

not confined to reproduction for assessment purposes.

Table 1. Conceptions of learning

Learning as. . .

A. The increase of knowledge
B. Memorizing
C. Acquisition of facts, procedures, etc., which can be retained and/or used in practice
D. Abstraction of meaning
E. An interpretative process aimed at the understanding of reality
F. Changing as a person

Source: Van Rossum and Schenk (1984) and Marton et al. (1993)
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Conception D – learning as the abstraction of meaning

Learners holding this conception take a more holistic view of learning. They conceive learning

as centring on the abstraction of meaning or understanding. Furthermore, they internalize learn-

ing and view it as a personal experience. Students actively engage in the learning process and

they see the importance of integrating newly-acquired knowledge with their prior learning

and personal experiences (Marton and Booth, 1997, p. 37). However, learning in this case is

limited to a study situation (Marton et al., 1993).

Conception E – learning as an interpretative process aimed at the understanding of reality

This conception extends the previous one, in that abstracting meaning helps students to interpret

the world around them and it changes their perspectives (Marton et al., 1993). In addition, this

conception embraces an emotional aspect and the learning is located in the real world

(Van Rossum et al., 1985). Students expressing this conception see learning as an individuali-

stic, self-determined process (Van Rossum et al., 1985).

Conception F – learning as changing as a person

This conception adds an existential aspect to learning (Marton et al., 1993). By developing

new insights into phenomena and seeing the world differently, the learner changes as a

person. Learning is not bound by time or content, it is a voyage of personal discovery.

The six conceptions of learning can be seen as a hierarchy, with each conception encompassing

all the conceptions below it. The first three conceptions primarily reflect a reproductive view of

learning, whereas Conceptions D–F share a constructive view of learning (Van Rossum et al.,

1985; Marton et al., 1993). Chalmers and Fuller (1996, p. 6) contend that Conceptions A–C

convey a quantitative perspective to learning, whereas Conceptions D–F embody a more quali-

tative, integrative perspective. Furthermore, students expressing a reproductive view fail to

personalize learning, rather they regard it as functional and external to themselves. In contrast, stu-

dents with a constructivist view conceive learning as personal. They engage with learning tasks and

situations and they are more reflective of what learning means to them. Research has shown that

conceptions of learning are not stable characteristics of students, rather they tend to change over

time and with different learning experiences (Van Rossum et al., 1985). Richardson (2000, pp.

49–50), in a review of research on conceptions of learning, notes that there is fairly good evidence

that students’ conceptions develop as they proceed through their studies.

Several studies have explored the relationships between students’ conceptions of learning and

other important determinants of learning outcomes. Van Rossum and Schenk (1984) reported

that students who viewed learning as centring on meaning were more likely to adopt a deep

approach to learning and to achieve higher quality learning outcomes than those who saw

learning as a reproductive process. Martin and Ramsden (1987) in a study of 60 first-year

history students found a direct relationship between students’ conceptions of learning and

their academic performance. All students achieving high grades exhibited Conceptions D

or E, whereas those who obtained low grades described conceptions at the lower end of the hier-

archy. Similarly, Morris (2001) identified a direct relationship between conceptions of learning,

approaches to learning and learning outcomes for first year physiotherapy students. In another

study Van Rossum et al. (1985) concluded that students’ learning conceptions are related to

28 Byrne and Flood
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their perceptions of the learning-teaching context. They found that the development of students’

conceptions of learning could either be hindered or stimulated by the learning–teaching context.

Conceptions of learning have also been considered from a cross-cultural perspective and

variations in the ways in which students describe learning have been identified. For example, no

evidence of learning being conceived as memorizing was found among Nepalese secondary and

higher education students (Watkins et al., 1991; Watkins and Regmi, 1992). Moreover, only the

higher education students saw learning as understanding. Marton et al. (1996) identified

variation in the perceptions of different cultures regarding the relationships between learning, mem-

orizing and understanding. In Western societies repetition and memorization are generally viewed

as the antithesis of seeking understanding. In contrast, Asian students do not conceive memoriza-

tion and understanding as opposites, rather they see them as intertwined activities, in that meaning-

ful memorization contributes to understanding. These studies illustrate that different educational

contexts define learning according to different social and culturally established conventions.

To date, there has been a scarcity of research focusing on accounting students’ conceptions of

learning. Sharma (1997) explored the conceptions of learning of second year accounting

students in an Australian university. The study analysed students’ written responses to the question

‘what do you mean by learning?’ The results indicated that the majority of students held reproduc-

tive conceptions of learning and tended to adopt surface approaches to learning. These students

experienced high levels of syllabus boundness and had a fear of failure. Furthermore, they had a

preference for highly organized courses with clear expectations. Flood and Wilson (2002) con-

ducted in-depth interviews to investigate the conceptions of learning of eight students who had

recently completed the final qualifying examination of the major professional accountancy

bodies in Ireland. They found that the categories of learning conceptions presented by the pro-

fessional accounting students were identical to those established in the higher education literature.

The authors also found that the integration of training and education resulted in a number of

the trainee accountants describing learning in terms of professional work activities. This further

illustrates the contextual dependence of learning definitions (Saljo, 1979; Dart et al., 2000).

The research study

The objective of this study is to examine the conceptions of learning of accounting students at an

Irish university. The motivations for the research are primarily two-fold. First, to develop a con-

textualized understanding of students’ conceptions of learning, there is a need to extend prior

research to students in different disciplines and in different settings. As has been illustrated

above, few research studies have explored the conceptions of learning of accounting students

and none have done so in the higher education environment in Ireland. The second principal

motivation for the study is the contribution it will make to understanding accounting students’

learning approaches and learning outcomes. The authors have previously examined the learning

approaches of Irish accounting students and the findings of this study may provide insights into

why students’ adopt certain approaches.

Saljo’s (1979) original research concerning conceptions of learning, and much of the sub-

sequent work in the area, is qualitative in orientation. While interviews have been the most com-

monly used means of data collection, some studies have used students’ written descriptions of

what learning means to them. It was decided to follow this approach in the current study as it

allows for the collection of data from a larger number of students. It was recognized that this

strategy has certain limitations compared to the interview method. In particular, the researchers
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are unable to probe issues with students and/or to seek clarification regarding their expressions.

Nevertheless, it was felt that it would provide insightful and valuable data which would meet the

objectives of the study.

A student participation sheet was prepared to gather the required data concerning conceptions

of learning. The sheet asked the student to provide details of his/her programme and year of

study and then asked: ‘In your own words, what does learning mean for you?’ Students on

the second year of the BA in Accounting and Finance programme and those on the MBS in

Accounting programme were approached to participate in the study. Two educators provided

class time towards the end of Semester 2 for the collection of the data. At the relevant sessions,

83% of the undergraduate class and 95% of the postgraduate class were present. To seek stu-

dents’ involvement, the purpose of the study was clearly explained and anonymity was

assured. The participation sheets were then distributed and students were given 15 minutes to

complete them. Every student returned a sheet, resulting in the collection of data from 96 under-

graduate students and 39 postgraduates. Only three responses (all from undergraduates) proved

to be unusable as the students failed to answer the question posed.

A rigorous data analysis process was then initiated. In the first instance, the two researchers,

cognizant of the literature on conceptions of learning, separately categorized students’ responses

into the six conceptions delineated by Saljo (1979) and Marton et al. (1993). This was done by,

first, reading through all of the responses to get a feel for their nature. Then each response was

carefully re-read and, focusing on its substance and meaning as well as the actual words, the

researcher determined a preliminary classification for each one. Following some time away

from the data, the researcher reconsidered each response and finalized her judgement on the

appropriate categorization. Having completed this activity, the two researchers then met to

compare their analyses. It emerged that they had allocated 105 of the responses to the same cat-

egories, which was an inter-researcher categorizing reliability of 80%.1 The un-agreed responses

were re-examined and variation in the interpretation of the meaning or substance of them was

discussed at length. This entailed the researchers assiduously interrogating their understanding

of the various conceptions of learning. After this collaborative re-evaluation, both researchers

agreed on the most appropriate categorization for the responses in question. As a further

check on the appropriateness of the allocations to the different categories, the group of responses

in each category were read to confirm similarity and consistency. Throughout the process, both

researchers maintained an open mind for the discovery of new categories of descriptions. Ulti-

mately, the categorization process was challenging and though-provoking and required thorough

immersion in the data. However, the researchers were conscious that this engagement with the

data not only aided the analysis process, but also facilitated the selection of excerpts which

exemplify students’ conceptions of learning in this setting.

Findings and discussion

The majority of the students in this study describe reproductive conceptions of learning. As can

be seem from Table 2, 61% of the sample have been categorized as describing Conceptions

A–C, with 30% holding the most simplistic conception, which views learning as the accumu-

1In the case of the disputed responses the disagreement merely related to the specific classification within the two

groups of conceptions (A–C and D–F).
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lation of knowledge. While 39% of students view learning in a more engaged manner involving

the search for personal meaning, few students demonstrate conceptions of learning pertaining to

either an interpretive process aimed at understanding reality or changing as a person. It is also

interesting to note that there is little variation in the percentage of undergraduate and post-

graduate students in each category. Before considering the implications of the profile of learning

conceptions, a synthesis of descriptions which best illustrate the six conceptions is presented.

Descriptions emanating from undergraduate students are designated with a ‘U’, while ‘P’ is

assigned to postgraduates’ responses.

Conception A – learning as the increase of knowledge

All of the typical characteristics of conceptions of learning falling within this category are

evident in the students’ descriptions. As found in other studies, each description does not

embody a complete set of features of the conception, rather it reflects some fragment of it. In

the first instance, the descriptions are vague and very brief. Additionally, one of the most

common expositions of this conception is the perspective that learning is about acquiring new

knowledge. There is a quantitative flavour to the descriptions and many students describe

learning as knowing more than they did previously.

It means improving my knowledge of things. P106

Learning means picking up new information. U26

Gaining knowledge of information that you did not previously know. U16

Learning by definition is the capture of information from various sources . . . it is purely assimilation.

P105

Learning in my opinion means receiving/gathering information on a topic and then using this

information to boost your knowledge in the topic concerned. U30

Also, there is no sense that learning represents any sort of personal process, as the students with

this conception fail to engage in learning activities. Rather, they describe learning as something

which just happens to them or alternatively is imposed on them.

Sitting in the library surrounded by books and fellow scholars. The objective of all this sitting in the

library is to improve my knowledge in the hope of getting a good job/career. P109

I see it as being something that is drilled into you from an early age, like it or not! P135

Table 2. Categorization of the conceptions of learning of students in this study

Conception Undergraduates Postgraduates Total

A 30 (33%) 10 (26%) 40 (30%)
B 12 (13%) 7 (18%) 19 (15%)
C 17 (18%) 4 (10%) 21 (16%)
D 27 (29%) 13 (33%) 40 (30%)
E 4 (4%) 4 (10%) 8 (6%)
F 3 (3%) 1 (3%) 4 (3%)

Total 93 (100%) 39 (100%) 132 (100%)
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Conception B – learning as memorizing

This conception of learning has much in common with Conception A, in that students view

learning as increasing knowledge in an impersonal, unengaged way. However, it also embraces

memorizing knowledge and reproducing it for examination purposes. Thus, there is a functional

aspect to the acquisition of knowledge, which is not evident with Conception A.

It more or less means learning information off to such an extent that you can go in and pass an exam.

You may have no recollection of the information afterwards. It’s all about passing the exam to get a

job at the end of the day. P97

(Learning is) studying, i.e. reading, reciting and doing worked examples that enable me to go into

exams without fear of failure. U69

Cramming like made the night before an exam, in the hope of passing it. Something you forget almost

immediately. U7

Conception C – learning as the acquisition of facts, procedures etc., which can be retained
and/or used in practice

As with the previous two conceptions, this conception is characterized by a lack of personal

engagement and a focus on knowledge as opposed to understanding. Students with this con-

ception view the application of knowledge as the primary focus of learning. The application

of acquired knowledge is not restricted to its reproduction for examinations; instead students

conceive using their knowledge in broader career and life situations.

Learning is the gaining of knowledge so as to solve problems in the real world. U55

Learning means gaining new knowledge and . . . being able to apply that knowledge to different

situations. U62

Learning is about acquiring information to apply it in the future in various circumstances. U58

Being taught about a topic and applying this new knowledge to certain situations, be they in the home

(cooking), work (management), social life (table quizzes). U53

Conception D – learning as the abstraction of meaning

The prior literature on conceptions of learning report a substantive shift in the orientation of

Conception D compared to the conceptions lower down in the hierarchy. What distinguishes

Conception D from Conceptions A–C is that it views understanding as being at the heart of

learning. Also, in seeking understanding, students engage and internalize learning and they

see it as yielding personal interest and benefit. A large number of descriptions gathered in

this study used the word understanding. However, in interpreting these descriptions, only

those which encapsulated a sense of seeking meaning and engagement were allocated to

category D. Passing references to understanding, when the substantive orientation to learning

was passive, disengaged and focused on knowledge accumulation, were categorized as eviden-

cing Conceptions A–C as appropriate. Some descriptions gathered in this study which illustrate

the centrality of seeking understanding in a personally engaged manner are:

Broadening your level of knowledge and understanding in an interactive manner. U90

Learning means for me the ability to understand material and apply that understanding to everyday

life. U72

32 Byrne and Flood
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Learning means trying to understand things, getting to the bottom of things and trying to use this infor-

mation to help us. It also means questioning. U66

Learning entails getting a firm grasp and understanding of material being studied. When we learn we

increase our capabilities to deal with tasks and expand our knowledge base in various areas. In my

opinion, learning cannot be something which is forced on us but something we must want to do

and accomplish under our own initiative. U88

Learning is the continuous interaction with all aspects of the course until a particular level of under-

standing is achieved. U83

Learning is understanding information and being able to expand on it in your own words, it is being

able to use the information as your own. U76

Some of the descriptions explicitly reject rote-learning, in favour of seeking personal meaning

for long term benefits:

Learning is not learning things off by heart for an exam because this offers no benefit for you in the

longer term. P123

It means understanding something well enough to speak or write about it intelligently. It does not

mean learning off facts and regurgitating them. U73

The meaning-making which embodies this conception is also operationalized through integra-

ting knowledge and understanding across subject areas and over time:

Learning means understanding from first principles the concepts of a topic first, then building on these

with details . . . and then linking the topic into what I have learnt before. P124

Being able to understand course work and not just repeating it . . . being able to combine different

subjects to get an overall understanding. U82

Furthermore, a number of students’ descriptions refer to learning as embracing the ability to

demonstrate understanding by explaining issues or concepts to others:

(Learning is) the ability to understand something and to be able to explain something to somebody. P128

Learning means understanding something inside out, getting to grips with it and being able to explain

it easily to someone else. P127

Conception D is a much more involved conception of learning that the previous ones, which

were all reproductive in orientation. Its complexity is evident in the variety of features associated

with it, which are exemplified above. No student described every characteristic of the con-

ception, rather each depicted fragments of it, but in all cases seeking personal understanding

was central to the descriptions.

Conception E – learning as an interpretative process aimed at the understanding of reality

This conception of learning extends the prior conception by recognizing that one can use per-

sonal meaning to understand the world. It is epitomized by the idea of understanding different

perspectives of phenomena. This type of understanding is achieved by actively interrogating

arguments, appreciating different ways of viewing things, reflecting on the diversity of opinions

and forming one’s own perspective. As indicated in Table 2, the descriptions of only eight

students have been allocated to this category. Indeed, these descriptions exemplify only small
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fragments of the conception, but they sufficiently demonstrate a conception of learning beyond

the scope of Conception D.

Allowing yourself to be influenced by different perspectives in order to gain your own. U48

To learn from experiences in life . . . to be able to understand things . . . to make a more rounded

person, open to the views of others. U92

Learning for me is the progressive building of knowledge and being able to apply this to different

situations, while also modifying your beliefs as you experience new things. U81

Being able to develop new ideas, it’s not just what you are taught. P125

Conception F – learning as changing as a person

This conception is distinguished from the previous one by learners recognizing that, in seeing

things from different perspectives, they are transformed by their learning. Through their

insights they develop as people. Four students have been allocated to this category and, while

none of their descriptions are exemplars of the conception, they nevertheless convey some

sense of its essence:

Learning for me is developing as a person, not just about learning from textbooks – it’s the whole

experience. U95

Learning is developing as a person through a wider acceptance of other people and cultures. U91.

Learning means getting to know and understand previously unknown material. However, I believe

there is no one definition for learning, as learning for every individual is different. Learning also

comes in many forms . . . however, to me it means furthering yourself in all aspects of life. U94

Improving one’s knowledge, mind, abilities, ways of things. Doing things better. Changing. P113

The above analysis shows that the variation in the meaning of learning described in this study

is captured by the six conceptions of learning identified by Saljo (1979) and Marton et al. (1993).

Evidence of all six conceptions was found and no new conceptions were identified. The majority

of accounting students both at undergraduate and postgraduate level hold quantitative, reproduc-

tive and external conceptions of learning. It is likely that these students adopt approaches to

learning that are surface-oriented and utilitarian. Consequently, they will not develop the know-

ledge, skills and competencies expected of accounting graduates. A comparison of the findings

of this study regarding undergraduate students with Sharma’s (1997) Australian study reveals a

more favourable position for the Irish students. Only 20% of the Australian students were classi-

fied as holding a constructive conception, while 36% of the Irish students held these higher level

conceptions. This variation may be explained by differences in students’ characteristics, prior

learning experiences and aspects of the learning environment. In the current study, while

more postgraduate than undergraduate students conceive learning from a qualitative, personal

perspective focused on seeking meaning, the difference is not noteworthy. The researchers

expected the postgraduate students to hold more advanced conceptions of learning for a

number of reasons. First, they are all good honours graduates who are in their fourth year at uni-

versity. Secondly, their postgraduate programme is designed to foster deep understanding and

the course requirements and the learning environment encourage interaction and engagement

with learning activities.
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Implications and suggestions for future research

The results of this study have serious implications for accounting education. Over 60% of

students in the sample state that they hold reproductive conceptions of learning and so are

more likely to adopt surface approaches to learning. Consequently, they will fail to gain deep

understanding of the subject content and will lack the forms of knowledge, skills and competen-

cies espoused by the accounting profession. If accounting programmes genuinely wish to foster

high quality learning outcomes, they need to develop more sophisticated conceptions of learning

among students. If students conceive learning as centring on understanding and personal devel-

opment, they are more likely to engage in deep learning resulting in desirable learning outcomes.

However, advancing students’ conceptions of learning is a challenging task and there is unlikely

to be one obvious approach or solution. It may be that students would benefit from both gaining

personal awareness of their own conception of learning and developing an appreciation of

the different conceptions and their relative merits. While this may not directly alter students’

conceptions, it may result in their being more reflective about what learning means to them.

Perhaps, more importantly, educators must create a teaching and learning environment that

is more conducive to the development of higher learning conceptions. Such an environment

requires the constructive alignment of curriculum, teaching and assessment (Biggs, 1999,

p. 27). With this constructive approach, the objectives of the curriculum and the levels of

understanding which students must achieve are clearly stated. The teaching methods employed

then support the attainment of these objectives and the assessment techniques test how

successful students have been in meeting them. In this setting, students are purposively

motivated to engage in learning for understanding, and hopefully through this process they

will advance their conceptions of learning. To inform the design of an aligned teaching

and learning context in the discipline of accounting, there is a need to increase the level of

research into the learning of accounting students. As part of this research agenda, efforts are

required to explicate the factors which influence conceptions of learning. Furthermore,

changes in students’ conceptions over time and in the light of teaching and learning innovations

must be explored.

Conclusions

This study examined the conceptions of learning of accounting students at an Irish university.

All six conceptions of learning identified in prior studies were evidenced among students’

descriptions. The majority of students described learning as an external process focused on

the acquisition and/or application of knowledge. While almost one-third of students associate

learning with seeking personal meaning, few conceived learning as extending to developing

one’s own perspective or changing as a person. Given the relationships between advanced con-

ceptions of learning and high quality learning approaches and outcomes, there is a need for

accounting educators to foster learning environments which encourage and stimulate higher

order conceptions.
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