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Abstract:

This article examines surface and deep approaches to learning and teaching English in higher
education. In surface learning, students focus on external goals such as getting a particular grade or
award or pleasing or impressing someone else. These students tend to do only what is necessary and
focus more on being able to regurgitate what they have learned rather than truly understanding and
absorbing the material. A deep approach to learning concentrates on the meaning of what is learned.
That concentration may involve testing the material against general knowledge, everyday experience,
and knowledge from other fields or courses. A student taking a deep approach seeks principles to
organize information. This article discusses the theoretical foundations of approaches, their practical
applications, contradictions and limitations. The conclusion of this study suggest that a combination of
both approaches is necessary for effective teaching and learning of English in higher education
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Introduction

Learning and teaching English is becoming increasingly important in higher education around the
world, with more and more universities offering English courses to non-native English students. There
are two approaches to learning and teaching English - the surface approach and the deep approach.
The surface approach prioritizes memorization and recall of information for exam purposes, while the
deep approach requires a comprehensive understanding of the language for long-term retention. This
paper seeks to explore these two approaches to learning and teaching English, their theoretical
foundations, practical applications and effectiveness in higher education.
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Literature Review

The surface approach to learning is characterized by a focus on memorization and rote learning.
According to Marton and Saljo (1976), learners adopting a surface approach tend to prioritize the
acquisition of facts and isolated pieces of information rather than understanding the underlying
concepts. In the context of English language education, this might manifest as a reliance on memorizing
vocabulary and grammar rules without a deeper comprehension of their usage. This approach is often
associated with the acquisition of discrete facts and pieces of information rather than a deeper
understanding of underlying concepts or meanings. In the context of learning and teaching the English
language in higher education, the surface approach may manifest in students primarily concentrating
on memorizing vocabulary lists, grammatical rules, and other isolated language components.

The surface approach is, in essence, about achieving a surface-level understanding of the subject matter,
aiming to meet immediate requirements such as passing exams or completing assignments. Learners
adopting this approach may not delve into the intricacies of language use or the broader cultural and
contextual aspects of communication. Instead, they might focus on memorizing information without
necessarily connecting it to a broader framework of knowledge2.This approach has been critiqued for
its limitations, as highlighted by researchers like Biggs (1987)3. While the surface approach may lead to
short-term success in assessments, it often results in superficial knowledge retention and may not
support the development of critical thinking skills or a comprehensive understanding of the subject
matter. In the context of learning the English language, a reliance on surface learning may hinder a
student's ability to apply language skills effectively in real-world communication situations.

Educators and researchers often consider the surface approach as one end of the spectrum,
acknowledging its prevalence in certain learning contexts but emphasizing the need for a more balanced
and comprehensive approach to education. In contrast to the surface approach, the deep approach to
learning encourages students to engage more profoundly with the subject matter, promoting critical
thinking, understanding, and the application of knowledge in meaningful ways. Balancing these
approaches is essential for fostering well-rounded and proficient learners in the field of English
language education. Research by Biggs (1987) suggests that students adopting a surface approach may
achieve good grades through memorization, but retention and application of knowledge tend to be
limited. In the English language classroom, this approach can hinder language proficiency development
as students may struggle to apply learned structures and vocabulary in authentic communication.

In contrast, the deep approach to learning emphasizes understanding and critical thinking. Marton and
Saljo (1976) describe learners with a deep approach as those who seek to grasp the meaning behind the

! Marton F., &Séljo, R. (1984). Approaches to Learning. In F. Marton, D. Hounsell, & N. Entwistle (Eds.), The Experience of Learning
(pp. 36-55). Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press

2 Blake B. & Pope, T. (2008). Developmental psychology: Incorporating Piaget’s and Vygotsky’s theories in classroom. Journal of
Cross-disciplinary perspectives in education, 1(1), 59-67. Brown, S. White, S. Wakeling, L. &Naiker, M. (2015).

3 Biggs J. B.(1987). Teaching for quality learning at university: What the student does(2nd Ed.) Philadelphia: Society for Research into
Higher Education.
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information, connect concepts, and apply knowledge to real-world situations. In the context of English
language education, this might involve exploring the nuances of language use, understanding cultural
contexts, and engaging in meaningful communication. Students employing a deep approach strive to
grasp the intricacies of language use, exploring not only the mechanics of grammar and vocabulary but
also delving into the cultural and contextual dimensions of communication.4 This approach encourages
learners to connect new information with existing knowledge, fostering a more holistic understanding
of the English language. The emphasis on critical thinking is a key component of the deep approach.
Students are encouraged to analyze, evaluate, and synthesize information rather than simply
memorizing it. In the context of English language education, this might involve critically examining
literary texts, understanding the nuances of language in different cultural contexts, and applying
language skills to solve authentic communication challenges. Furthermore, the deep approach
promotes the integration of knowledge, encouraging students to see the connections between different
concepts and apply their learning in practical situations. This integrative aspect is crucial for developing
language proficiency that extends beyond the classroom setting.5

Ramsden (2003)¢ suggests that students who adopt a deep approach are more likely to retain
knowledge in the long term and develop a genuine understanding of the subject matter. In the context
of learning the English language, this means not only acquiring language skills but also appreciating
the cultural and social dimensions of language use. Educators who aim to foster a deep approach to
learning in their English language classrooms often design activities that promote critical analysis,
reflection, and application of knowledge. These activities may include collaborative projects,
discussions on authentic language use, and engagement with real-world language challenges.

Research Methodology

In this study, a qualitative approach was used to analyze and compare the surface and deep approaches
to teaching and learning the English language in higher education. Data was collected through in-depth
interviews with three experienced teachers and analyzed thematically to identify recurring themes. To
ensure the accuracy of our research, we conducted an in-depth literature review of articles on surface
and depth approaches to learning and teaching English in higher education. We reviewed the
theoretical and practical aspects of both approaches, including their advantages, disadvantages, and
scope. This secondary data review allowed us to collect relevant information on the topic from various
sources.

4 Entwistle N. TAIT H.(1990). Approaches to learning, evaluations of teaching, and preferences for contacting academic
environments. Higher education.

5 Hattie J.A.C. & Donoghue, G.M. (2016). Learning strategies: A synthesis and conceptual model. Science of Learning, 1(16013), 1-
13. doi:10.1038/npjscilearn.2016.13.

6 Ramsden P. (2003). Learning to teach in higher education (2nd ed.). London, UK: Routledge Palmer.
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Discussion and Results

Deeper Learning is a set of student outcomes that includes mastery of essential academic content;
thinking critically and solving complex problems; working collaboratively and communicating
effectively; having an academic mindset, and being empowered through self-directed learning.

All three teachers emphasized the necessity of using the deep approach to teaching the English
language. They highlighted the importance of engaging students in learning activities that encourage
critical thinking, reflection, and problem-solving. This approach involves creating a collaborative
environment that facilitates discussion and inquiry-based learning.

The teachers also acknowledged the value of the surface approach as a complementary strategy to the
deep approach. They recommended that some fundamental aspects of language learning must be
developed through repetition and memorization, such as grammar rules, vocabulary, and spelling. The
teachers suggested that this method should not be the primary focus but used in combination with the
deep approach.

Conclusion

Surface and deep approaches to learning and teaching English in higher education offer different
advantages and disadvantages. A surface approach is useful for achieving short-term goals, such as
passing exams, while a deep approach is important for long-term acquisition of knowledge, skills, and
the ability to use them in a variety of contexts. A combination of both approaches is necessary for
effective teaching and learning of English in higher education, creating a balanced curriculum that
meets short-term and long-term goals. Universities and teachers should strive for a balance between
these two approaches, focusing primarily on the deep approach while incorporating repetition and
memorization selectively.
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