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Abstract 

Background. Research investigation into epistemological beliefs and students’ approaches to 

learning (SAL) from a qualitative perspective has been limited to a few studies. In particular, 

very research has attempted to explore the origin of personal epistemology and its relation 

with SAL, taking into account the sociocultural background and personal experience of an 

individual. 

  

Aims. This research examines, qualitatively, the origin of personal epistemology and learning 

approaches of tertiary students from a sociocultural perspective.  

 

Sample. Participants were 24 tertiary students (14 women, 10 men) of Indo-Fijian and Pacific 

Islander backgrounds.  

 

Method. Semi-structured interviews were used to explore the origin of personal epistemology 

and its relation with SAL. Thematic and content analyses were performed to elicit information 

pertaining to the two theoretical frameworks within the sociocultural milieu of the South Pa-

cific. 

  

Discussion. Personal beliefs about the nature of knowledge and knowing originate, in part, 

from the sociocultural milieu of each individual. Findings concerning personal epistemology 

differ from previous theoretical account (Baxter Magolda, 1987; Schommer, 1990) and offer 

additional insight into students’ reported beliefs. Finally, there is a collective view that a sur-

face approach to learning is preferred and used extensively by tertiary students.  

 

Keywords: Epistemological beliefs, sociocultural settings, contextualization, learning ap-

proaches, tertiary students 
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Resumen 

Introducción. La investigación sobre las creencias epistemológicas y los enfoques de apren-

dizaje de los estudiantes (SAL) desde una perspectiva cualitativa se ha limitado a algunos 

estudios. De forma particular, muchas investigaciones han intentado explorar el origen de la 

epistemología personal y su relación con SAL considerando el contexto sociocultural y la 

experiencia personal del individuo. 

  

Objetivos. El estudio examina, de forma cualitativa y desde una perspectiva sociocultural, el 

origen de la epistemología personal y los enfoques de aprendizaje de estudiantes universita-

rios de tercer curso.  

 

Muestra. Los participantes fueron 24 estudiantes universitarios de tercer curso (14 mujeres, 

10 hombres) de origen Indo-Fijiano y de las islas del Pacífico. 

 

Método. Se utilizó la entrevista semi-estructurada para explorar el origen de la epistemología 

personal y su relación con SAL. Se realizaron análisis temáticos y de contenido para obtener 

información sobre los, teóricamente, dos grupos del medio sociocultural del Pacífico Sur. 

   

Discusión. Las creencias personales sobre la naturaleza del conocimiento y el saber depen-

den, en parte, del medio sociocultural del individuo. Los resultados sobre epistemología per-

sonal difieren de otros estudios previos (Baxter Magolda, 1987; Schommer, 1990) y ofrecen 

una nueva visión de las creencias de los estudiantes. Finalmente, existe evidencia de que el 

enfoque de aprendizaje superficial es el preferido y más usado por los estudiantes universita-

rios de tercer año. 

 

Palabras Clave: Creencias epistemológicas, ambiente sociocultural, contextualización, enfo-

ques de aprendizaje, universitarios 
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Introduction  

 

 The need to investigate students’ epistemological beliefs and approaches to learning 

from a qualitative perspective, taking into account sociocultural settings, arises from theoreti-

cal, empirical, and methodological reasoning. Examination of the literature into epistemologi-

cal beliefs and learning approaches suggests that the main methodological approach employed 

in previous studies has been correlational and experimental in nature. The complexity of epis-

temological beliefs, according to some researchers (Hofer, 2004; Schraw & Sinatra, 2004), 

cannot simply be gauged from Likert scale instruments or experimental manipulation alone. 

Our interest in using a qualitative approach to explore epistemological beliefs and learning 

approaches emerges from two main reasons. First, the issue pertaining to the social and cul-

tural origins of epistemological beliefs has been raised by a number of researchers. The work 

of Mugler, Richardson, Phan and their colleagues (Mugler & Landbeck, 1997; Phan, 2008a, 

2008b) involving Pacific Islands and Indo-Fijian students has placed an important emphasis 

on the social environment and one’s socio-historical background. This theoretical contention 

warrants the need to situate students’ epistemological beliefs and their learning approaches in 

a sociocultural framework. According to McCaslin and Hickey (2001), learning, motivation, 

and one’s identity are closely situated in context, specifically to participation in the activities 

of a community where learning is practiced and valued. It is more than plausible to indicate 

perhaps, that based on McCaslin and Hickey’s grounding, questions such as “How do I know 

what I know?” (Hofer, 2004) and “Where does the knowledge I acquire come from?” may in 

fact be researched and interpreted socially and contextually. In this analysis, there is a need to 

explore from the students’ perspective the notion of what knowledge is, and to address the 

question regarding the theoretical dimensions of epistemological beliefs.  

 

Second, consonant with personal epistemology researchers have contended also with 

the embedment of students’ approaches to learning in social and cultural contexts (Mugler & 

Landbeck, 1997; Phan & Deo, 2007, In press). The same argument may extend to the theo-

retical conception of learning approaches (Biggs, 1987; Marton & Säljö, 1976); for example, 

does the preference for a particular learning approach depend, in part, on the influence of 

one’s social and cultural settings? Are there specific or other approaches to learning, other 

than the ones that have been described theoretically in previous research?  

 The focus of this study then, is to extend the work of epistemological beliefs and 

learning approaches by employing a qualitative research paradigm (Brewer, 2005; Esterberg, 
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2002; Merriam, 1998). Methodologically this exploratory study combines the use of semi-

structured interviews with 24 tertiary students of Pacific Islands and Indo-Fijian origins. It is 

anticipated that the qualitative data collected may provide relevant information pertaining to 

the origin of epistemological beliefs and students’ learning approaches. In particular, evidence 

established from this study could elucidate how students’ beliefs about the nature of knowl-

edge and knowing are formulated and developed and, more importantly, whether these beliefs 

and students’ approaches to their learning are grounded in a sociocultural context.  

 

Theoretical overview of epistemological beliefs and learning approaches  

 

 Epistemological beliefs arise from the work of Perry (1970) and have emerged re-

cently as an important line of research inquiry (Schraw & Sinatra, 2004). Epistemology is a 

branch of philosophy that concerns with the nature of knowledge and justification of beliefs. 

Different methodological examinations and theoretical models of epistemological beliefs (for 

example, Baxter Magolda, 1987; Kitchener & King, 1981; Ryan, 1984) in empirical research, 

suggest that dimensions of epistemology exist as a continuum (Hofer, 2004; Hofer & Pintrich, 

1997). The work of Schommer indicates, alternatively, the notion that the dimensions of per-

sonal epistemology identified may be more or less independent, but each can be represented 

along a continuum from less sophisticated to more sophisticated beliefs (Schommer, 1990; 

Schommer-Aikins, 2002). In general, however, central to the study of personal epistemology 

is the emphasis on: (i) the nature of knowledge (what one believes knowledge is), and (ii) the 

nature or process of knowing (how one comes to know)(Hofer, 2001; Nist & Holschuh, 

2005). The nature of knowledge includes the dimensions certainty of knowledge and simplic-

ity of knowledge, and the process of knowing includes the dimensions source of knowledge 

and justification of knowledge (See Table 1)(Hofer, 2004; Hofer & Pintrich, 1997).      

 

Different theoretical and methodological examinations of personal epistemology have 

resulted in extensive research exploring the relations between epistemological beliefs and 

motivation, learning, cognition, and academic performance (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997; Muis, 

2004; Schommer, 1993). The work of Marlene Schommer during the past decade, for exam-

ple, has been crucial in illustrating the multidimensionality of personal epistemology using 

the Epistemological Questionnaire (Schommer, 1990, 1994a, 1994b; Schommer-Aikins & 

Hutter, 2002). Subsequent studies have also provided empirical evidence emphasising the 

predictive relations between epistemological beliefs and various aspects of academic per-
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formance, important amongst them include comprehension, metacomprehension, interpreta-

tion of information, higher-order thinking, persistence in working on difficult academic tasks, 

and problem-solving approaches (Muis, 2004; Schommer, 1998; Schommer, Crouse, & Rho-

des, 1992; Schommer-Aikins, Duell, & Hutter, 2005). For example, similar to other motiva-

tional constructs in learning, beliefs about structures and certainty of knowledge predict com-

prehension, metacomprehension, and interpretation of information. Beliefs about the speed of 

learning and the ability to learn predict comprehension, valuing of education and overall per-

formance. Aligning to specific subject areas, research has also explored the relations between 

students’ epistemological beliefs and study strategies and problem solving in accounting, his-

tory, mathematics, and hypermedia learning (Buehl & Alexander, 2005; Peng & Fitzgerald, 

2006; Phillips, 2001; Schommer-Aikins et al., 2005).  

 

Table 1. Components of epistemological beliefs* 

Core dimensions  
Nature of knowledge  
• Certainty of knowledge Degree to which one views knowledge as certain; for ex-

ample, absolute truth to one knowledge that is tentative and 
evolving (Schommer, 1990) 
 

• Simplicity of knowledge Knowledge that may be seen as an accumulation of facts to 
knowledge that is consisted of highly interrelated concepts 
(Schommer, 1990) 
 

Nature of knowing  
• Source of knowledge This may be seen as knowledge that originates outside the 

self and residing in external authority, or it may be per-
ceived as knowledge that is constructed by the individual in 
his/her interaction with the environment and others (Baxter 
Magolda, 1992) 
 

• Justification for kno-
wing 

This is referred to how individuals evaluate knowledge 
claims, including the use of evidence, the use they make of 
authority and expertise, and their evaluation of experts (Ho-
fer & Pintrich, 1997) 
 

*Note: As discussed in Hofer (2004) 
 

 

Student approaches to learning (SAL), similar to personal epistemology, originates in 

the late 70s. The qualitative work of Marton and Säljö (1976), in particular, identified two 

main approaches to learning – surface and deep. Students may adopt a deep approach, which 

entails an intention to understand meaning and linking it to prior knowledge and personal ex-
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perience. In contrast, students may take a surface approach, where the main emphasis is on 

studying merely for the intention of reproducing information without any further analysis 

(Murphy & Tyler, 2005). Based on this theoretical framework, other researchers (Biggs, 

1987; Ramsden, 1979) have added an ‘achievement’ learning component that is context-

dependent. The achievement learning approach, according to Biggs (1987), is based on 

achieving motivation and involves strategies which students believe will lead to high marks; 

for example, ‘study skills’ techniques (e.g., good organisation, speed reading, effective note-

taking) and ‘cue-conscious’ strategies that depend on the learning environment and the extent 

of teach involvement (Akande, 1998).  

 

 Empirical research in learning approaches has been extensive with focus made on two 

main lines of inquiry, namely the relationship between approaches to learning and achieve-

ment outcomes (e.g., Drew & Watkins, 1998; Phan, 2007; Watkins, Regmi, & Astilla, 1991; 

Watkins, 2001), and the factor structure of SAL (e.g., Biggs et al., 2001; Kember & Gow, 

1991; Kember & Leung, 1998; Richardson, 1994). More recently, research investigation has 

explored the amalgamation of relations between learning approaches, personal epistemology, 

and academic performance. Evidence suggests that students’ learning approaches are a prod-

uct of personal epistemology which, in turn, make a contribution to the prediction of aca-

demic performance (Phan, 2008a). For example, the work of Cano (2005) with Spanish sec-

ondary school students showed that simple knowledge and quick learning influenced aca-

demic performance indirectly via deep and learning approaches. Furthermore, Cano reported 

that certain knowledge exerted an indirect effect on academic performance via a surface learn-

ing approach. In a study involving tertiary students in the area of Curriculum studies, Phan 

(2006) found that simple knowledge and fixed ability beliefs made an indirect contribution to 

academic performance via a deep learning approach. Phillips’ (2001) study involving Ac-

counting students found that the dimension of knowledge is complex influenced academic 

performance via the study strategies of consolidating knowledge. Based on the combining 

evidence, it would seem then that students with sophisticated beliefs would normally prefer to 

use a deep learning approach, and use a surface approach when the context demands it. In 

contrast, students who hold naïve beliefs may tend to view a surface learning approach as 

being the only approach to use (Phan, 2008a).  
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The present study: A qualitative approach 

 

 Research investigation of epistemology from a cultural perspective to date is very lim-

ited to a few studies (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997). Research attesting to students’ approaches to 

learning has, in contrast, been more substantial, with studies conducted in Asian (Biggs, 

Kember, & Leung, 2001; Kember, 2000; Kember & Leung, 1998; Wong & Watkins, 1998) 

and Pacific contexts (Mugler & Landbeck, 1997; Richardson, Landbeck, & Mugler, 1995; 

Phan, 2007; Phan & Deo, 2007, In press). Research in epistemological beliefs has included 

the theoretical frameworks of Schommer (Schommer, 1990; Schommer-Aikins, 2002) 

amongst others (for example, Baxter Magolda, 1987, 1992) in Western and other contexts. 

Students’ beliefs about the nature of knowledge and learning are unquestionably shaped and 

influenced by specific cultural and social contexts (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997). Various re-

searchers have argued, for example, that the notion of interdependence in some collectivist 

societies may, in fact, influence students’ beliefs (Chen, Stevenson, Hayward, & Burgess, 

1995; Triandis, 1989; Triandis, Bontempo, Villareal, Asai, & Lucca, 1988). In societies where 

the emphasis of the self is on the individual (Markus & Kitayama, 1991), personal beliefs and 

theories about knowledge and knowing are more inclined toward independent thinking and 

not on the acceptance of agreement (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997).   

 

 In essence, there is a need to research the development of personal epistemology and 

learning approaches, taking into account one’s sociocultural origins (Hofer, 2004). Empirical 

evidence in the context of the Pacific region, at present, suggests there is credence to further 

research investigation into the relations between epistemological beliefs and approaches to 

learning. Extant research studies by Mugler, Phan, and their colleagues (Mugler & Landbeck, 

1997; Phan & Deo, 2007, In press; Richardson et al., 1995) in learning approaches, and the 

work of Phan (2006, 2008a, 2008b) in personal epistemology have advocated the importance 

of one’s sociohistorical milieu.  The theoretical contention, arising from a number of reasons, 

underlies the belief that personal epistemology and learning approaches are deeply embedded 

in the sociocultural and family environments of individuals. First, the Pacific has unique cul-

tural and social values. The ethos of this region bestows on her peoples a set of ideologies and 

philosophies that may, in fact, shape the perceptions and epistemologies of the teaching and 

learning processes (Phan, 2007; Phan & Deo, in press). South Pacific societies place impor-

tant emphasis on traditional and informal experiences in learning (Puamau, 2002; 

Taufe’ulungaki, 2002; Thaman, 1999). Individuals growing up in this region are encompassed 
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by the notion of respect for the authority, belief in collectivism, unquestioning acceptance of 

knowledge as being ‘truthful’, and the entrenched silence as a status quo (Nabobo-Baba, 

2006; Ninnes, 1991; Teaero, 2002). Any behaviour that is contrary to the status quo is per-

ceived as a sign of disrespect and disobedience to the authority. For many individuals, em-

bracing the ‘traditional practice’ of learning and knowing is perceived as having excellent 

cultured upbringing (Nabobo-Baba, 2006). This traditional practice of learning, according to 

many scholars, espouses the view that knowledge, as being ‘divined’ and ‘fixed’, should be 

accepted unconditionally.   

 

 Secondly, knowledge and knowing, according to many individuals in this region are a 

product of their cultures. Culture in this sense does not imply simply, say, an Indo-Fijian cul-

ture or a Tongan culture. Culture in this case, according to Mugler and Landbeck (1997), in-

volves more than just cultural diversity per se, and includes for example - schools’ institu-

tional culture, home (rural and urban) culture, and remote, small islands’ culture. In this anal-

ysis, there is some recognition and observation that individuals’ particular culture, whether it 

is a distinct culture from a remote village in Fiji, or an outer island’s culture from one small 

island off the coast of Tonga, may in fact embody differing beliefs concerning the source and 

nature of knowledge and knowing. Individuals who come from a culture that is considered as 

‘backward’ in modernity would, when compared to those who are more culturally urbanised, 

differ in their views regarding the nature of knowledge and knowing (Ninnes, 1991). The re-

moteness of certain areas in the South Pacific has helped maintain and uphold the status quo 

in beliefs and values of what knowledge and knowing should be. For many rural homes and 

remote schools, for example, the status quo has emphasised that questioning the authority is 

unjust and non-existing. Knowledge, as being unchangeable and uncontested, is passed on to 

those who are less able from authority figures or those who hold high social status or power. 

Furthermore, the traditional way of knowing, unlike their Western counterparts, operate as a 

collective society where sharing and communal learning are emphasised excessively. This 

collectivism, as observed in the Pacific Islanders, posits the notion that personal accomplish-

ment is not about the self, but concerns with the fulfilment of honour, respect, and pride for 

the community at large.   

 

 The sociocultural milieu of the South Pacific at present also contributes to the chang-

ing view of formal education (Mugler & Landbeck, 1997; Phan & Deo, in press). Transcend-

ing rapidly is the acceptance that formal education is a perpetuated phenomenon that elevates 
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social and economical mobility (Phan & Deo, 2006). Many individuals in urban locations are 

embracing, willingly, the Western education system as this is perceived as an instrument that 

may provide an alternative route to success and a better life. Other scholars (Nabobo-Baba, 

2006; Phan & Deo, In press) have argued that contemporary societies in the South Pacific, 

with the ongoing social and economical development, are encouraging and nurturing indi-

viduals to view education in a favourable light as this brings forth good prospect. In this ana-

lysis, parental expectations and the competiveness of societies at large inculcate to individuals 

from an earlier age to do whatever it takes to succeed academically. Research has shown, for 

example, that students in general resort to specific learning styles that are conductive specifi-

cally to producing good academic performance grades (Mugler & Landbeck, 1997; Phan, 

2007; Phan & Deo, 2007, in press).  

 

 Examination of the present teaching and learning processes in the South Pacific, in 

accord with students’ motives to excel academically, suggests the emphasis is on producing 

performance-based outcomes (Phan & Deo, 2006, 2007). Many students in this region select 

an appropriate approach to learning that enables them to achieve good academic grades quick-

ly. Teachers, in contrast, engage in teaching pedagogies that may be considered as ‘transmis-

sive’, ‘authoritarian’, and ‘non-reflective’ from the students’ perspectives. These specific 

teaching styles have been argued to result in an ongoing cycle that perpetuates non-reflective 

practice and indoctrination (Phan, 2007). In this analysis, given the disparity between the tra-

ditional way of knowing and the Western formal education system, students themselves are in 

a state of dilemma as to what knowledge should be and how one should proceed to acquire 

this knowledge. Socio-historical traditions and beliefs, on one hand, see knowledge and learn-

ing as being truthful, uncontested and socially communal in nature. On the other hand, formal 

education, exam-driven curricula, and contemporary societal expectations and values to com-

pete academically place more emphasis on the self and the understanding of individualism. 

One could argue, based on this dichotomy that differing beliefs about knowledge and how 

individuals approach their learning are subject to environmental milieus and sociohistorical 

experiences.  

 

 In summary then, there is considerable impetus for us to explore the origin of personal 

epistemology and the approaches to learning that students adopt, taking into account the so-

ciocultural milieu and personal background of the South Pacific. In this analysis, the cultural 

context and personal background pertain to a number of important aspects, for example, stu-
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dents’ own previous elementary and secondary school experiences, the traditional ways of 

knowing and learning, society’s values and expectations, and the exam-driven curricula and 

teaching pedagogies that are presently being used by teachers in this region. These factors, in 

our view, may interact to influence students’ formulation and development of their epistemo-

logical beliefs. How epistemological beliefs then influence students’ approaches to their 

learning, taking into consideration the sociocultural environment, is also a contentious issue.  

 

 A qualitative approach to researching personal epistemology and learning approaches 

in this study is advantageous, as it enables us to explore the underlying origin and learning 

strategies of the South Pacific region. In reference to the latter point concerning learning ap-

proaches, for example, a qualitative approach may provide relevant information into different 

learning strategies that cannot be captured solely from Likert-scale inventories. The same 

premise also applies to the embedment of personal epistemology in the sociocultural milieu 

and personal experience of individuals. Examination of personal epistemological beliefs from 

a personal account and originating in sociocultural settings is more detailed and enriching 

from a qualitative perspective. In particular, we address two questions in this study: (1) How 

are students’ beliefs concerning the nature of knowledge and knowing manifested?, and (2) 

Do students’ personal beliefs concerning knowledge and knowing relate to their preference 

and use of learning strategies? From a sociocultural perspective, our research interest is con-

cerned with whether students’ personal epistemological beliefs and their learning approaches 

reflect the theoretical dimensions (e.g., knowledge is fixed) discussed previously in episte-

mology (for example, Schommer, 1990; Schommer et al., 1992; Schommer-Aikins et al., 

2005) and learning approaches (Biggs, 1987; Biggs et al., 2001; Phan & Deo, 2007).  

 

Method 

 

Participants  

 Twenty-four (14 women, 10 men) third-year university students enrolled in the course 

Educational Psychology participated in this qualitative case study. The ages of the students 

(10 Melanesians, 6 Polynesians, 4 Micronesians, 4 Indo-Fijians) ranged from 20-42 (M=32.2; 

SD=7.15). The interviews took place in the principal researcher’s office at the time of conven-

ience, but Saturday was usually the preferred day (as explained below). The students at the 

outset were explained the purpose of the interviews and no remuneration was provided at any 

time.   
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Methodological approach: Interview 

 In approaching this qualitative study, we noted the different interview techniques that 

could be used to document students’ beliefs about the nature of knowledge and knowing, as 

well as their learning approaches in sociocultural contexts. The purpose of interviewing peo-

ple is to obtain information concerning a person that, otherwise, is not feasible from methods 

such as observations (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006). As Patton (1990) comments: 

 

We interview people to find out from them those things we cannot directly ob-

serve. The issue is not whether observational data is more desirable, valid, or 

meaningful than self-report data. The fact of the matter is that cannot observe 

everything. We cannot observe behaviours that took place at some previous 

point in time. We cannot observe situations that preclude the presence of an 

observer. We cannot observe how people have organised the world and the 

meanings they attach to what goes on in the world. We have to ask people 

questions about those things. The purpose of interviewing, then, is to allow us 

to enter into the other person’s perspective. (p. 196) 

 

Educational and social theorists have, in general, referred to different accounts of in-

terview, for example – Highly structured/standardised, Semistructured, and Unstruc-

tured/Informal (Esterberg, 2002; Legard, Keegan, & Ward, 2004; Rubin & Babbie, 2008). 

Interview procedures, however, do not have to necessarily demarcate into separate boundaries 

and may, instead, exist on a continuum (see Merriam, 1998, p. 73). In this study, we em-

ployed a semistructured interview (also known as in-depth interviews) approach. The main 

objective of semistructured interviews, according to Esterberg (2002), is “to explore a topic 

more openly and to allow interviewees to express their opinions and ideas in their own 

words” (p. 87). More importantly, the use of in-depth interviews enables the researcher to 

explore a topic such as personal epistemology and learning approaches in detail, as well as to 

establish and construct theory. For the most part, semistructured interviews are guided by a 

list of questions and/or issues that need to be explored, and neither the exact wording nor the 

order of the questions is predetermined (Merriam, 1998). This position also enables the re-

searcher, during the interviewing process, to probe for answers to ascertain additional infor-

mation on the topic at hand (Kervin, Vialle, Herrington, & Okely, 2006).  
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 In our interviews with the 24 participants, we used the recommendations set out by 

previous researchers (Esterberg, 2002; Legard et al., 2004; Robson, 2002). There are a num-

ber of stages that are considered as being relevant in the interviewing process; for example: 

creating an interview guide to assist in the interview, establishing a location (in this case, in 

the principal researcher’s office) as well as rapport with the participants, and introducing and 

explaining to the participants the research topic under investigation (Kvale, 1996). We devel-

oped an interview guide (Merriam, 1998) that included key themes and words to help us focus 

on the interview in an orderly and structured manner; for instance: (1) the experiences and 

beliefs that the participants have and hold concerning the tenets of knowledge and knowing 

(e.g., “From your understanding, based on personal experience, what is knowledge to you?”, 

(2) the type(s) of learning approach that the participants align themselves with in their learn-

ing (e.g., “Explain how you study each day, say, after a lecture or a tutorial” , (3) the partici-

pants’ historical and social backgrounds (e.g., “Tell me a bit about your growing up in the 

Solomon Islands”).   

 

 Students in the South Pacific, in general, are relatively ‘shy’ and ‘apprehensive’ in the 

presence of authority figures. In particular, in the presence of lecturers on campus they are 

often quite courteous and humble in their mannerism. Because of this perplexity, we encour-

aged the participants to make prior visits and outings with us until they felt comfortable to 

proceed with the actual interview. The interview conducted with each participant was exten-

sive and, in total, a period of 16 weeks was needed to complete the whole process with the 24 

participants. Each participant was requested to visit us, officially, at least on three occasions 

(each occasion lasted approximately 2 hours). To create and promote a sense of intimacy in 

our interview, we encouraged the participants at the beginning of each interview session to 

talk about their own personal and social activities, etc, that happened during the week.  

 

Data recording and analysis 

 We recorded the interviews by audio-taping and taking short notes during the inter-

view session (Esterberg, 2002; Merriam, 1998). Researchers have recommended audio-

recording of interviews, as this would allow the interviewer to devote his or her full attention 

and to ask probing questions and seek clarification (Legard et al., 2004). Tape recording the 

interviews in this study also permitted us to pay close attention to the participants’ use of lan-

guage, body gestures, and facial expressions. In transcribing our interviews, we used the sug-

gestion made by Lofland, Snow, Anderson, and Lofland (2006, p. 108) where only deep, in-
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sightful, and detailed responses that were deemed valuable for analytic development were 

transcribed in their entirely. Furthermore, based on the research issues under investigation we 

analysed the transcribed data using both thematic and content analyses (Esterberg, 2002; 

Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006; Spencer, Ritchie, O’Connor, 2004). In particular, having tran-

scribed our raw data, we made personal and short notes for each interview for later articula-

tion and discussion, if needed (Burns, 2000). Finally, we used the MAXqda2 software for PC 

(Qualitative Data Analysis; 2005) to assist us in the actual analysis.  

 

 In thematic analysis, we looked for emerging themes and patterns in responses from 

the 24 cases. We thematically analysed our data using a two-step procedure of coding that has 

often been implemented in grounded theory research (Esterberg, 2002; Strauss & Corbin, 

1998). This two two-step process of coding essentially involves open coding and focused cod-

ing. In open coding, we analysed our data at a microanalytical level looking and identifying 

themes and categories that were considered important and relevant to the line of inquiry in 

this study. Some recurring themes we identified included, for example: the meaning of know-

ledge and knowing, learning at USP in general, knowledge and learning, informally, from the 

South Pacific community, the contribution of society and culture at large, the importance of 

authorities and culture, and the notion of respect and honesty.  

 

  Having identified some recurring themes, we refined the process using focused coding 

(Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). This process, similar to open coding, focuses specifically on the 

recurring themes we identified earlier. In this analysis, the refined focus indicated a number of 

specific themes; for example: knowledge is created by humankind and acquired from those 

who are in power or have high social status, understanding that personal knowledge is influ-

enced by one’s sociocultural settings, knowledge is evolving and is not static [personal epis-

temology]; and learning approaches depend on context, teaching pedagogies, and sociocul-

tural settings, and the use of approach approaches depends on personal experience [learning 

approaches].   

 

Having refined the recurring themes using the focused coding strategy, we then used 

content analysis to explore, by quantitative means, the frequencies of each of the themes iden-

tified. Content analysis, a methodological strategy that may be used with both qualitative and 

quantitative data (Burns, 2000; Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006; McMurray, Pace, & Scott, 2004), 

enables, for example, examination of quantitative categorisation as well as the development 
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and clarification of theory (Millward, 2001; Wilson & Hammond, 2001). From the open and 

focused coding strategies, we used quantitative content analysis to explore the frequency of 

occurrence in the themes and categories that were identified previously. Such quantification, 

in this case involving counting for example, enables us to make comparisons between partici-

pants in terms of their responses. Interpretation of content analysis may be made through the 

use of frequencies, a cross-break table, a chi-square analysis, or a narrative description derives 

from codes and themes. In our content analysis, we chose to use narrative description to high-

light the themes identified.  

 

Discussion of findings 

 

 The focus of this research study, differing from other studies, was to explore qualita-

tively two lines of inquiry, namely students’ epistemological beliefs and their learning ap-

proaches in the South Pacific region. We advanced this research investigation from an ex-

ploratory perspective and that is not limited to theoretical grounding (e.g., Hofer & Pintrich, 

1997; Schommer, 1990, 1994a, 1994b) or quantitative empirical evidence. Most notably, stu-

dents’ beliefs about the nature of knowledge and knowing in this study were explored in con-

text and from a personal sociocultural approach. Our description of the South Pacific and her 

peoples forms the premise for furthering the inquiry concerning the dialectical relationship 

between personal epistemology and learning approaches.  

 

 The two research inquiries that we addressed in this study were: (1) students’ personal 

beliefs about the nature of knowledge and knowing, and how existing social milieus and per-

sonal sociocultural settings influence these beliefs, and (2) whether students’ beliefs about the 

nature of knowledge and knowing relate to their preference and use of learning strategies. Key 

findings emerging from this study add theoretical contribution to the existing literature on 

personal epistemology and learning approaches. In particular, the evidence established pro-

vides a sociocultural perspective that differs from existing research studies conducted else-

where in other social contexts (e.g., Chan & Elliot, 2000; Phillips, 2001; Schommer-Aikins et 

al., 2005).  
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Epistemological beliefs: Knowledge and knowing  

 

Concerning the nature of knowledge, our findings of South Pacific students further the 

theoretical conceptions made previously (e.g., Hofer, 2000; Hofer & Pintrich, 1997; Schom-

mer, 1990) by indicating, for example, that students in this region see certain types of knowl-

edge as being ‘non-evolving’, whereas other types are more changeable. For instance, the 

participants in general agreed that knowledge about nature, religion and personal moral val-

ues, say, is established from the outset and cannot be changed readily. Notably, the consensus 

made amongst the Solomon Islanders and Kiribati, in particular, is that there are certain types 

of knowledge that are ‘divined’ and spiritual in nature. In this analysis, we note an important 

element of religious beliefs, and that students to a large extent attribute certain types of know-

ledge to the creation of God himself/herself.  

 

In contrast, knowledge pertaining to science, mathematics, or any other knowledge 

that is concerned with formal education and learning is perceived as changeable in nature and 

not fixated to a particular time or place. The participants expressed strongly the notion of 

formal knowledge, or what is perceived as being relevant to formal education and the devel-

opment of society at large, as evolving continuously. In the following dialogue1, for example, 

one participant is discussing the connection between knowledge and religious beliefs: 

 

[Researcher]: Do you see knowledge as a scientific matter that is created by 

man and woman, and that it is forever changing? 

[Tevita2]: In my view, I see knowledge as being something that is handed 

down to us by nature itself. This is because God has created nature. We, as 

human beings, are part of nature, and because of this the Almighty has given 

us certain types of knowledge from the moment we come into this world. 

However, I also believe that there other types of knowledge that are created by 

science and man himself. For example, scientists use their prior knowledge to 

invent, discover, explore new happenings, and men and women use this know-

ledge with their existing ideas to create new knowledge. 

                                                 
1 Given that English is a second or third language for the majority of the students in the South Pacific, 
grammatical errors may be seen, and are not corrected by us to preserve the entirety of the transcript 
and discussion. The same applies for the rest of the presentation shown in the subsequent sections.  
2 Pseudonyms are used for all participants to whom reference is made. 
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[Researcher]: If that is the case, what do you see as being handed down by God 

and, likewise, what do you see as being scientific and created by man or wom-

an? 

[Tevita]: I see the ability to communicate clearly with one another and, say, to 

hunt and to fish in our village as being natural, and given to us by God himself. 

On the other hand, I see biology, chemistry, and educational psychology, for 

example, as being scientific, and create by scientists themselves. These areas 

are always changing and we update what we learn from these areas daily.  

[Researcher]: In your view then, do you see knowledge as being made up of 

different types and that they evolve differently? 

[Tevita]: On one hand I see knowledge as something that is there and always 

will be there. On the other hand, there are some things in life that I see as 

changing all the time. For example, your teaching of us the theory on construc-

tivism. That will change surely.  

 

Examination of the evidence also emphasises the importance of where knowledge ori-

ginates from. There is a collective belief amongst the participants that knowledge, in the for-

mal sense, originates from society. In particular, the emphasis is made especially towards 

those who are in authority or who hold high social status and power. There is a concerted feel-

ing of respect for those who have the capacity and in a position to provide knowledge to the 

less educated ones. According to the participants, scientific knowledge or knowledge that is 

relevant to formal education is seen to reside specifically in external authority figures. In par-

ticular, there is a strong reverence amongst many individuals in the South Pacific for those 

who have wisdom and insightful knowledge to transmit this knowledge to others. In this anal-

ysis, the evolution of knowing, differing from Baxter Magolda (1992) and King and Kitch-

ener (1994), rests predominantly on the authority figure, in this case, a lecturer or a tutor. This 

view supports previous theoretical contentions concerning the demeanour of students in this 

region (Nabobo-Baba, 2006; Ninnes, 1991; Phan, 2007). Aligning to this conduct is the status 

quo of silence and respect, as well as the acceptance of truth in knowledge from those who are 

revered by society. This indication, as shown from the following dialogue, suggests the dif-

ference in beliefs in the nature of knowing between those reported elsewhere and students in 

this region: 

[Researcher]: Who do you think is responsible for your learning, or the knowl-

edge that you have acquired? 
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[Danietta]: I see those who are in authority like you as being the sole provider 

of my learning and knowledge. We, in this region, don’t question those who 

are in authority…… for example, lecturers, teachers, priests, and village 

chiefs. We were told at an early age by our parents that if you question a 

teacher or a chief, that it was rude and forbidden. At USP, if we are seeing do-

ing that (i.e., questioning a lecturer) your friends would ostracise you and call 

you ‘show off’ or ‘she thinks she shows too much’. Because of this belief, we 

always see learning or knowledge as being given to us by others and we don’t 

question this. Because of this, you will see a lot of the students like to sit there 

passively and not get involved actively.   

 

 Notably, findings emerged from our study indicate the importance of the sociocultural 

context. Interestingly, consistent with our theorisation, the participants placed emphasis on 

their sociocultural upbringing. Given these participants have had two lectures on Vygotsky’s 

(1978, 1981) sociocultural theories of development, and the theory of social constructivism, it 

is not surprising perhaps to find that they related their discussion of personal epistemology 

and learning approaches in reference to these two theoretical frameworks. For instance, the 

participants referred specifically to the socio-historical background of a person, and how this 

contributes to the beliefs that one holds in regard to knowledge and knowing. We noted, in 

particular, the reference made towards the South Pacific region and her sociocultural ethos 

and values in shaping individuals’ beliefs about knowledge and knowing. As alluded previ-

ously, there is a strong feeling of religious fundamentalism that closely links with certain 

types of knowledge. More importantly, however, there is a general agreement amongst the 

participants in this study, as well as our observations of on-campus students at USP, that the 

quality of knowledge and how much one acquires (whether successful or not) are to a large 

extent determined by ‘external’ sources. External sources, according to students in general, 

have a number of connotations, important amongst them being the authority figure (e.g., 

someone who has social status – a village chief, or a teacher), the social settings, and the cul-

tural ethos and values that define the region as a whole.  

 

Many students, in general, consider the interpretation of knowledge and one’s own so-

cial and intellectual development as being influenced by the social settings and upbringing of 

a person. The participants’ dialogues coincide with the theoretical postulation we made previ-

ously concerning the contention that one’s social and cultural milieus may, in fact, govern 
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existing mindset and practice. For example, the mindset of many individuals in this region, as 

explained by the participants, is that as a collective whole they are bounded by the environ-

ment, culture, and time when it comes to knowledge and learning. There is, in fact, no flexi-

bility or controllability when considering the acquirement of knowledge. They suggested how 

individuals perceive, view, and conceive knowledge, as well as the choice they have in learn-

ing are tied to one’s birthplace and subsequent upbringing. It is interesting to note that some 

of the participants, based their understanding of Vygotsky’s (1978, 1981) sociocultural theo-

ries of development and referred to the notion of ‘enculturation of beliefs of knowledge and 

knowing’; for example.  

[Artika]:  I personally believe that, like you mentioned in the lecture, knowl-

edge and …. how we come to get this, yeah, is connected with our environ-

ment and upbringing. What was the word that was used? Enculturation, right? 

Yeah I believe our knowledge, and referring back to our earlier discussion, is 

enculturated. What I mean by this is that, I feel that where we come from, 

born, or raise plays an important role in determining our knowledge. When I 

was growing up, my parents used to me all sorts of things that differed from 

the Fijians’. Although we live in the same country, our culture and upbringing 

separate our beliefs about knowledge and going to school.  

________________________ 

[Selina]: I feel that where you were born and raised play an important role in 

determining your understanding of knowledge and what you learn. For exam-

ple, our upbringing in the Solomon Islands compared to the Indo-Fijians in Fiji 

influences our beliefs of what knowledge or learning should be about. The Ki-

ribati students, because they are Micronesian and we are Melanesian, will tell 

you that they see knowledge differently. And they will learn differently, too. I 

think this is important. I don’t think you can say all of us around the world will 

see knowledge as being the same. We will all have different views and mean-

ings to knowledge. For example, if you ask an Indo-Fijian student what a book 

is, he will tell you what it means. It’s like that situated learning that you were 

talking about in class.  

 

 Extrapolation of these dialogues reflects a similar line of argument in previous re-

search, concerning the origins of learning, motivation, and identity that are bounded in the 

sociocultural background of each individual (McCaslin & Hickey, 2001; McInerney, 2004; 
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Summers, 2006). It would seem then, based on the participants’ discussion, that the nature of 

knowledge itself is perceived as situated in a particular setting and takes into account the in-

dividual’s sociocultural background. The discourse pertaining to the sociocultural settings of 

individuals, in our view, supports the religious sentiments outlined previously by the partici-

pants. In this analysis, it would appear that one’s own upbringing instils certain beliefs about 

what knowledge should entail. Many individuals in this region, including the participants in 

this study, would claim that their ability to grasp knowledge and to learn and acquire skills is 

dependent and determined by the sociocultural environment at large. Their understanding of a 

concept (or absence thereof), for example, or the failure to succeed academically is the prod-

uct of their own society and culture. The majority of the participants all agreed, for example, 

that the ability to learn is not fixed, but is dependent and influenced by the nurturing and rear-

ing that take place, as a result of one’s social and cultural settings. More importantly, the em-

phasis lies in the acquisition of resources and cultural tools (e.g., technological advances) that 

are offered by a particular society to assist one in acquiring learning. This line of reasoning is 

exemplified by one of the students: 

 

[Siosefa]: It does matter why and for what purpose when one is at a particular 

place. The probability of what you know depends very much from your envi-

ronment. What the environment offers you will help to you learn or not. To 

make my idea clear, I would like to give an example. Let’s say you are grow-

ing up in an island which is very small and only a few people staying there. It 

is very hard for these people or what is on the island to share with us what they 

know, or to teach you how to learn. So because of this, when I compare my 

country with other countries, such as Australia or New Zealand, there are a lot 

of differences which influence learning. For example, in Australia they have 

more technologies that can help people learn. Here, in Tonga on a remote is-

land, we don’t even have electricity.  

  

 In total, examination of the evidence suggests a number of aspects that provide fruitful 

information concerning the beliefs that students at USP hold. The element of our study that 

differs somewhat from existing research (e.g., Phillips, 2001; Schommer-Aikins et al., 2005) 

is the important emphasis on one’s sociocultural settings. In particular, in contrast to the work 

of Chan and Elliot (2000) and Phan (2006, 2008a), our findings suggest that the sociocultural 
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background of an individual contributes to the personal epistemological beliefs that he or she 

holds in learning.   

  

 

Relationship between epistemological beliefs and learning approaches 

 Analysis of the evidence, outlined in the preceding sections, indicates the importance 

of beliefs concerning the nature of knowledge and, to an extent, knowing. The approach that 

one takes towards learning, according to our theoretical postulation, may also be explained by 

the social and cultural settings of an individual. To a large extent, a number of studies (Mug-

ler & Landbeck, 1997; Phan & Deo, 2007; Richardson et al., 1995) conducted in the South 

Pacific and elsewhere have alluded to the understanding that one’s approaches to learning 

may be grounded socially, culturally, and contextually. Our findings provide relevant insight 

into the approaches of learning that students at USP take to assist them in their learning.  

 

 The participants’ responses indicate, importantly, a learning approach that is shaped 

and nurtured by the sociocultural background of an individual. Furthermore, the participants 

indicated that their preference for a particular learning approach to learning is influenced, in 

part, by the types of teaching pedagogies that are used by lecturers and tutors. Consistent with 

the theoretical contentions made previously (Mugler & Richardson, 1997; Phan & Deo, 

2007), our findings suggest that the upbringing of an individual plays a pivotal role in affect-

ing the preference and orientation of learning approach. According to one participant, the up-

bringing of Indo-Fijians instils a strong belief of academic competition and competency. This 

‘indoctrination’ and the pressure to excel academically result, in many cases, the need by in-

dividuals to do whatever it is necessary to fulfil their objectives and expectations. This rea-

soning, reflecting similarly the argument that has been portrayed in previous research (Phan, 

2008c; Phan & Deo, 2007), suggests that students from an early age are institutionalised and 

encouraged to engage in rote learning and memorisation in order to pass examinations, quiz-

zes, tests, etc. There is a collective feeling amongst the non-Indo-Fijian participants also, that 

the need to compete and live up to society and parents’ expectations compels them to engage 

in ‘quick learning’; for example, as indicated by one of the Solomon Islanders: 

 

[Linah]: I approach my learning by summarising the lecture notes into my own 

notes. I then read them just a couple of days before a test, and basically try to 

memorise them until I remember the notes. Then when I feel that I’ve properly 
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understood the notes, I would try answering questions from past exam papers 

or from previous exercises without looking at the notes.  

  

 The extent to which students orientate towards a particular learning approach is also, 

in part, influenced by the teaching subject domain. This acknowledgement is consistent with 

previous research studies (Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983; Lonka & Lindholm-Ylanne, 1996; 

Smith & Miller, 2005) that show the influence of discipline of study on learning approaches. 

We noted in this study, for example, the participants prefer the use of problem-solving in sub-

ject areas (e.g., mathematics, physics) that involve solving ‘quantitative’ questions, etc. This 

still does not exclude the fact that students engage in problem solving at a surface level, re-

peating and memorising the procedures involved until they are able to recall them success-

fully. There is, in this summation, the notion that students are still bounded by quick and sur-

face learning. The different strategies (e.g., summarising and memorising, problem solving) 

are still subsumed within the paradigm of surface learning and the ability to demonstrate aca-

demic competency.  

 

The sociocultural settings of the South Pacific also make a unique contribution to-

wards learning approaches. In particular, the Pacific Islanders often prefer learning together. 

On-going dialogues and informal group discussions are a norm and a preference for many of 

the Solomon Islanders, Kiribati, and Tongan students at USP. As indicated by one of the Ton-

gan participants, it is during these informal group discussions that students then get a chance 

to ask each other questions, and to express their own doubts and beliefs about a subject mat-

ter. More importantly, the group discussions enable students to compare notes and to assist 

each other with ideas and knowledge for better understanding. The use of reciprocal teaching 

and clarification is a major element in these group discussions. In fact, from the dialogue 

shown below, there is a feeling of interdependence that arises from students participating in 

group discussions; for example: 

 

[Ana]: Another approach that I really like is through discussion with my 

friends. By discussion, we all get a chance to help each other, like sharing their 

ideas and I jot them down for better understanding. We really like studying to-

gether because all of us get a chance to help each other, and we all depend on 

each other for success.     
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 Furthermore, the impetus of our findings lies in the view from the participants that 

knowledge in itself serves a meaningful purpose. Accordingly, there is a strong feeling 

amongst all participants that knowledge, in the formal sense, serves as a formidable vehicle 

that enables social mobility and good prospect. Students at large see formal learning as a 

means of eluding from poverty and hardship. We refer back to our earlier discussion where 

the participants also hold the view that knowledge, to an extent, is divined and religious in 

origins. There is a conflicting view then where knowledge, according to the majority of indi-

viduals in this region, is also concerned with economic rationalism. Knowledge is regarded as 

a medium that perpetuates social and economic development and, consequently, students are 

encouraged earlier on in life to do whatever it is necessary or appropriate to achieve their edu-

cational goals. This understanding leads to the acceptance of quick and surface learning as a 

norm and a preference for the majority of the students at USP.  

 

Summation and conclusion 

 

 The present study is significant in its attempt to explore the evolution of personal epis-

temology and learning approaches from a qualitative perspective. In particular, our examina-

tion of tertiary students of Indo-Fijian and Pacific Islander origins is unique as the information 

collected is more illuminative of the influence of one’s social and cultural settings. Predomi-

nantly, the premise of our study, based on previous theoretical contentions (Baxter Magolda, 

1987; Hofer & Pintrich, 1997; Schommer, 1990), postulates the enculturation of personal 

epistemology and learning approaches of tertiary students. To a large extent, the evidence we 

established has provided additional information to the beliefs concerning the nature of knowl-

edge and how individuals view learning and approaches to their learning.   

 

 Despite the significant findings of our research investigation, there are some existing 

limitations that warrant further consideration in future studies. First, this study was based on a 

small sample of students and does not therefore permit us to make generalisation. The evi-

dence attesting to the importance of the sociocultural origin of an individual must be viewed 

and interpreted cautiously. Indeed, the South Pacific is perhaps the most culturally diverse 

region in the world with many cultural and linguistic groups. The 24 students that we inter-

viewed cannot possibly be representative of the South Pacific region as a whole. Second, this 

region is developing in social, economical, and democratic terms, and it is perhaps not unex-

pected or uncommon for the participants to express the views and beliefs that they have. One 
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could speculate that in a more developed region, students’ sociocultural origins would vastly 

differ, leading to perhaps different accounts of epistemological beliefs and learning ap-

proaches. The collective nature of the South Pacific, in contrast to the Western ideology of 

independence, is a major impact on students’ personal beliefs about knowledge and knowing. 

Future research could extend our investigation to another sociocultural setting; this would 

provide a comparative perspective into the evolution of personal epistemology and learning 

approaches from different cultures. Third, interviewing students at one point in time cannot 

capture the full essence or range of epistemological beliefs of individuals. The experience of 

an individual at different points in time affects the development of epistemological beliefs. 

Potential studies could involve observation or ongoing dialogue more frequently and over a 

longer time span.  
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