
















































































Makola (2016) about the course completion rates and drop-out rates of South African

students in universities.

It is also important to point out that Economics and Management Sciences Education
Option: Accounting FET | is compulsory at first year level and is one of the three major
course requirements for all the Bachelor of Education degrees (FET): Specialization;
Economic and Management Sciences at Central University of Technology, Free State.
Thus this particular module is important to all the B.Ed. (EMS) students. This is a cause
for concern and necessitated the researcher to undertake this study to investigate the
perceptions of first year student teachers’ perceptions of their constructivist classroom

learning environment in Accounting and the implications for teacher educators.
1.4 AIMS OF THE STUDY

This study sought to achieve two broad overarching aims. Firstly, it was to assess the
perceptions of Accounting 1 students about their teaching and learning environment
experiences. Secondly, this study aimed at proposing or developing strategies to

improve and enhance a positive constructivist learning environment.
1.5 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The study sought to answer the following research questions:

1.5.1 Main Research Questions

The main research questions posed in this study are:

1. How do first year Accounting students perceive their classroom learning

environments?
2. What are the implications of students’ perceptions for teacher educators?
1.5.2 Sub Research Questions

From the main research questions posed above, the following sub research questions

have been developed in this study:
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. What are the constructivist design features and principles that are being used by

the lecturers to improve the teaching and learning environment of first year

students?

. To what extent are these constructivist ideas and principles implemented in the

Accounting classroom?

. Do these strategies assist the students in understanding Accounting 1?

. How are students’ perceptions of their learning environment connected to their

academic performance and motivation to succeed?

1.6 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

The following are the objectives of this study, which are aligned to the research

guestions presented above:

1.

To establish and describe the perceptions of B.Ed. students about their classroom
learning experience in Accounting.

To determine the implications of student perceptions for lecturers and teacher
educators and how these perceptions are connected to the students’ academic
performance and their motivation to succeed.

To identify constructivist design features and principles that are used by the lecturers
to improve the teaching and learning environment of first year students and find out
if these constructivist ideas and principles are implemented in the accounting
classroom.

To determine the extent to which constructivist ideas and principles are implemented
in accounting classrooms.

To develop strategies which lecturers can use to promote active learning and
improve the academic performance of first year accounting students at Central

University of Technology, Free State.

1.7 RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY

The rationale for undertaking this study was to investigate and provide detailed

descriptions of how first year accounting students at Central University of Technology,
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Free State perceive their learning environment. Additionally, this study also sought to
determine the implications of student perceptions for lecturers and teacher educators
and how these perceptions are connected to the students’ academic performance and

their motivation to succeed.

In terms of the reality in the accounting classroom learning environment, as perceived
by the students, the researcher wanted to identify constructivist design features and
principles that lecturers can use to improve the teaching and learning environment of
first year students. He also sought to determine if these constructivist ideas and
principles are implemented in the accounting classroom. Lastly, the purpose of this
study was also to identify the best strategies which lecturers can use to promote active
learning and improve the academic performance of first year accounting students at

Central University of Technology, Free State.
1.8 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

Establishing the perceptions of first year students about their learning environment can
provide lecturers and institutions of higher learning with some important insights into the
institutional and pedagogical factors behind the low course completion and high failure
rates among students as reported by the Council on Higher Education, (2010 and
2013); Makola (2016); Raborife (2017) and Seepe (2005). It will enable them to
manipulate and modify institutional and pedagogical variables that affect how students
perceive their learning environment and ultimate academic performance. It will empower
lecturers with relevant supportive strategies which they can implement in their

classrooms.

The primary beneficiaries of this study are the students and the lecturers. This study
may enhance and improve the lecturers’ understanding of the perceptions of first year
B.Ed. students about their experiences and on learning accounting in a constructivist
environment. Additionally, it may also enable the lecturers to establish and ascertain the
views of these students on what happens in the accounting classrooms, their
involvement in learning and what they think needs to be done to improve their learning.

This benefit may contribute towards enabling them to employ the relevant teaching
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strategies in the subject. Lecturers may be able to design their teaching and learning
activities around a method and an approach that has the potential to get the best out of
students while empowering them to be independent and self-regulated scholars. This
may result in much more improved and positive results in accounting which have been

quite elusive in most cases.

Such a contribution is also acknowledged by Principe (2005) who allude that the
perceptions of students about their learning environment significantly affects their
motivation in the course. In turn, motivation determines student effort and the ultimate
academic performance. The existing theory and research on motivation suggests that
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation of students function together with their sense of
efficacy to influence engagement and change perceptions about the learning
experience (Bandura, 1998 and Gillet, Vallerand and Lafreniere, 2012). It is not
sufficient for students to be simply present in class for them to do well academically.
They need to be more motivated towards teaching and learning. It is this desire to be in

the classroom which is linked with high levels of academic attainment.
1.9 SCOPE OF THE STUDY

The scope of this study is the first year accounting B.Ed. students at Central University
of Technology, Free State. It falls under the broad field of Educational Psychology and
specifically under Curriculum Studies. This is because it involves an evaluation of the
learning environment and experience as perceived by the students. It further deliberates
on the kind of approach to teaching and learning that can be used to enhance and

promote the academic success of students. It deals with subject didactics and

pedagogy.

The target market of this research study are the stakeholders in accounting education at
Central University of technology, Free State. While the names of people who
participated in this study will be withheld and regarded as confidential due to the ethical
considerations and protocols observed, the findings of this research shall be made
known to all the students and the lecturers. It is anticipated that the research findings

will be used to improve, revolutionize and modify future classes, to create supportive
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and motivating learning environments and encourage students to be self-regulated. The
findings will also be used to advise lecturers and universities on how to get the best

results out of their students and improve pass and course completion rates.

The research findings may not be used for any other purpose other what it is intended
for. For instance, the comments expressed by the students in the focus group interviews
and the open-ended section of the questionnaire will not be used to criticize the
lecturers or universities, but to revolutionize the learning environment to benefit
everyone involved. Furthermore, the students will not be penalized in any way for any

negative feedback about their learning experiences.
1.10 METHODOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

As noted by Gay, Mills and Airasian (2011), a limitation in a research study refers to
some aspect of the study which the researcher cannot control but believe may
negatively affect the research findings. While sample size is not a substantial
methodological limitation in qualitative research, it is important to note that Gay et al.
(2011) believe that a less than ideal sample size as one of the most common limitations

in most studies.

This study only reflects the views and perceptions of the 112 first year B.Ed. students
about their learning experiences in the Accounting 1 classroom at Central University of
Technology, Free State, Welkom Campus. Therefore, the study findings cannot be
generalized to other faculties and departments within Central University of Technology,
Free State and other universities in South Africa. Furthermore, the convenience
sampling technigue used by the researcher automatically left out some students outside
the study population and sample which could have enriched the study findings. This
concern is also raised by Creswell (2012); Johnson and Christensen (2014) and
McMillan and Schumacher (2010). Nevertheless, the purpose of this study was not to
generalize the study findings to other areas, but to accurately describe the perceptions

of the Accounting 1 students about their teaching and learning experiences.

Thus, despite these methodological limitations, the contribution of the research findings

in this study towards providing some significant insights into some of the pedagogical
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and institutional issues that affect students in universities still remain largely
undiminished. The findings provide some important information about the perceptions of
students on their learning experiences and the educational implications of a paradigm
shift within the domain of teaching strategies. The study findings still provide an
indication of what students regard and view as key issues in promoting and supporting
their learning. Thus the educational gains and contributions of this study are therefore
still regarded as highly phenomenal, especially in the context of first year students who
would have just enrolled at the university and require adequate academic support

structures to succeed.

It is therefore recommended that future studies must be conducted on larger samples in
universities across the country to confirm the relevance, applicability and replicability of
the research findings reported in this study. These investigations also need to use

multiple data collection instruments to corroborate and supplement each other.
1.11 SPECIAL ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Of central concern to social research is issues of ethical considerations that the
researcher needs to observe and uphold. Such ethical issues include privacy and
confidentiality, informed consent, voluntary participation, minimization of risk to
participants and the protection of vulnerable individuals (Babbie, 2013; Cohen, Manion,
and Morrison, 2011; Crow, Wiles, Heath and Charles, 2006; Denzin and Lincolin, 2008;
Fraenkel and Wallen, 2009; Lewis and Lindsay, 2000 and de Vos, Strydom, Fouché and
Delport, 2011).

Participation in the study was entirely voluntary and no financial benefits were accrued
to any individuals as a result of their participation. The study participants were informed
of their right to withdraw from the study without any penalties anytime they felt they
could no longer carry on. Lastly, it was also deemed important to protect and promote
the well-being of the students who participated in this study in every sense and possible

way, including but not limited to privacy and confidentiality.

The upcoming section presents the operational definitions of the key concepts used in

the study, which according to Thomas, Nelson and Silverman (2015), offer observable
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phenomenon as opposed to a synonym definition. It is an observable phenomenon that
allows the researcher to test empirically whether the predicted outcomes can be

supported.
1.12 DEFINITION OF CONCEPTS

According to Thomas, et al. (2015), operationally defining certain terms is one of the
important steps towards the successful implementation of a research project. This
allows the researcher and the reader of the research report to evaluate the research
findings adequately. Imenda and Muyangwa (2006), also support this by alluding that
the researcher should ensure that any terms that are to be defined in the precise sense
in which they are used are stated. Therefore, definitions made in this section are
operational and convey observable behavior in different settings and contexts. These

definitions have been derived from the literature that deals with the study phenomenon.

The contextual definitions and explanations provided in this section are for the following
concepts; perceptions, learning environment and teaching strategies as they are used in

the study.
1.12.1 Perception

The applicable meaning of perception in this study is the one offered by Pieterse (2015)
and Zikmund (1997). Pieterse (2015) define it as the way individuals receive and
interpret their experiences. On the other hand, Zikmund (1997) offers a more
comprehensive explanation by defining it as enduring dispositions to consistently
respond to various aspects of the world, person, event or objects in a given manner. It is
used in this study to denote the views of ACT12ES students and what they think about

their learning environment based on their personal experiences.
1.12.2 Learning Environment

The contextual meaning of learning environment as it is used in this study was derived
from Arisoy (2007); Cleveland and Fisher (2014); Doppelt, et al. (2008) and Litmanen et

al, (2014). It is used in this study to refer to the lecture halls and classrooms in which
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the teaching and learning of Accounting takes place and the learning atmosphere in

these venues.

Litmanen, et al. (2014), define learning environment as the physical setting of the
classroom and its social norms, atmosphere and characteristics. Arisoy (2007) perceive
it briefly as the social atmosphere in which learning takes place. Both Cleveland and
Fisher (2014) and Doppelt, et al. (2008) are unanimous in that it refers to the physical
activities in the classroom, the teaching strategies used in the teaching and learning
process, the type of learning in which students are engaged and the assessment
methods used to evaluate teaching and learning. They further argue that the term
learning environment looks at the psychology, sociology and pedagogy of the various
contexts in which teaching and learning take place and how these contexts affect the

students’ achievement in both the cognitive and effective domains.

It was also interchangeably used with the term classroom learning environment,
which was defined by Rakici (2004) as the space or place where students and lectures
interact with each other using a wide range of tools and information resources to pursue
learning activities. Rakici (2004) assume that the quality of the classroom learning
environment and the psycho-social interactions determines the students’ perceptions

and learning experience as well as their attainment of academic goals.
1.12.3. Constructivist Learning Environment

This is a student-centered learning environment which empowers students through the
use of the underlying principles and assumptions of social constructivism in teaching
and learning activities (Arisoy, 2007 and Rakici, 2004). This is the envisaged learning
environment for the Accounting 1 students to be able to achieve academic success in

their studies.
1.12.4 Teaching strategies

This refers to a combination of teaching methods and techniques that the educator uses
in teaching (Jacobs et al. 2012 and Visser and Vreken, 2013). In the current study, it

refers to the various methods which the lecturer uses to execute the Accounting lesson.
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CHAPTER OUTLINE

Chapter Outline will summarize what all the other chapters will do. As such, this study

comprises of the following chapters:
CHAPTER 1. OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY

This is an introductory chapter of the study which presents the background to the study,
the statement of the research problem as identified from the background of the study. It
then continues to address the aims, research questions, research objectives, purpose of
the study and its significance. It also covers the scope of the study, its methodological

limitations and the special ethical considerations that were considered.
CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter presents an analysis and synthesis of literature on learning environments
and students’ perceptions of learning environments. The theoretical and conceptual
frameworks underlining the study are also discussed in this chapter. It also offers an
explanation of the various elements in the learning environment and how they influence

the students’ perceptions of the learning environment.
CHAPTER 3. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

This chapter provides an explanation of the overall approach that was used to carry out
the study and all the steps and processes followed from planning of the study, data

collection and data analysis.
CHAPTER 4. PRESENTATION, ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION OF DATA

In this chapter, the data collected is presented and the research findings are discussed

in light of the literature review conducted.

CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS, RECOMMENDATIONS AND
CONCLUSION

This is the last chapter of the study in which the researcher provides a summary of the

research findings and makes conclusions. Based on the study findings discussed in
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[ Central University of
Technology, Free State

chapter 4 and the conclusions made thereafter, the researcher also makes some
recommendations in this chapter on the various strategies that can be used to create

and enhance supportive learning environments.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter deals with literature review on learning environments and students’
perceptions of the learning environment and how these perceptions are influenced by
the variables in the learning environments. The various components within each
dimension of the learning environment are discussed and how they shape and influence
the perceptions of students. It also looks at the nature and type of an approach to
teaching and learning which can be used to create and enhance an ideal learning
environment which can be positively perceived by students and promote their academic
success. The theoretical frameworks that underlie this study are also discussed as well

as their relevance and applicability to the study phenomenon.

Creswell (2006) and (2012) defines literature review as a written summary of journal
articles, books and other documents that describe the past and current state of
information on a particular topic while Lichtman (2013) summarises it as representation
of what already exists about a specific topic. It is an account of what has been published

on a specific topic by accredited scholars and researchers.

The upcoming section deliberates on the theoretical and conceptual frameworks of the

study, in relation to the study phenomenon and the research questions and objectives.
2.2 CONCEPTUAL AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Before considering the theoretical and conceptual frameworks that have inspired this
study, it is important to highlight the importance of theory and the various learning
theories in relation to teaching and learning as argued by Van Wyk and Dos Reis
(2016). A theory can be defined as a collection of related statements that describe,
explain and illuminate a specific phenomenon, or some particular observations.
Educators and lecturers need to prepare students in the classrooms by using a range of
theories on the best effective and efficient ways to promote academic performance,

noting that each theory provides a different perspective and approach to learning.
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There appears to be an acceleration in the use of theories in education, for instance, to
understand how students’ perceptions of their learning environment affect their
motivation and ultimate academic performance in the subject. Considering the
importance of theory in educational practice, Reeves, Albert, Kuper and Hodges (2005)
argue that the main reason why theories are popularly used is that they are quite
phenomenal in creating and designing classroom environments that promote learning
and academic performance. In this way, theories are perceived to improve the
transferring of information from one setting to another because they provide lenses
through which participants in the learning environment can view the challenges they
encounter and provide empirical evidence to generate realistic and practical solutions.
Thus theories help in solving complex phenomena through providing plausible

explanations so as to predict their recurrence in future.

Van Wyk and Dos Reis (2016) further caution that the consideration of the various
teaching and learning theories, ought to be guided and informed by the curriculum
orientation to classroom instruction that is supported by the school curriculum policies in
South Africa and globally. It is therefore imperative to refer to the relevant regulatory
framework that is applicable to education when discussing these theories. For instance,
reference can be made to the National Curriculum Statements (Grades R- 12) and the
National Policy on the Minimum Requirements for Teacher Education Qualification
(2011) in South Africa.

2.2.1 THE RATIONALE FOR DEVELOPING A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

According to Gray (2014), a conceptual framework describes all the key factors,
constructs and variables in a research study and the assumed relationship between
them in a narrative and sometimes graphical format. Similarly, Miles, Huberman and
Saldana (2013), regard it as a series of intellectual “bins” that contain major and
strategic events and behaviors about a study. Neil et al. (2014), note that the conceptual
framework of a study refers to a group of ideas, concepts and theoretical views that

provide an overarching structure and coherence to the research study.
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Gray, (2014) claims that designing a conceptual framework compels the researcher to
specify the study phenomenon, what will be omitted in the study as well as the
hypothesized relationship between the study variables. Accordingly, Smith (2015),
emphasize that the development of a conceptual representation of the research study is
an important step towards the successful completion of the investigation. Developing a
conceptual framework assists in clarifying the significant relationships, the need for
supporting theory, the explanatory and intervening variables and lastly, the

demonstration of causation (Smith 2015).

McMillian (2012) concurs that designing and creating a conceptual framework helps to
establish a logical connection between theory, the research questions and
methodology. By the same token, Miles et al. (2013) believe that a conceptual
framework helps to establish a boundary of the research study and clarifies what is
included and excluded in the study and the criteria for determining this inclusion/
exclusion. These conceptual frameworks also guided the researcher, not only in
formulating the research questions, but also in the literature of the analysis in review,
selection of the research design and methodology and in the final analysis of collected

data.

The development of a conceptual framework of this study was informed by the
researcher’s understanding of the assumptions and principles embedded in the socio-
ecological model for the learning environment and a constructivist approach to teaching

and learning.

The upcoming paragraphs focus on these theoretical frameworks within which this study

is grounded.
2.2.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Rakotsoana and Rakotsoana (2007) define theoretical framework as the conceptual
underpinning of a research study which is either based on theory or a particular
conceptual model. As such, theoretical framework deals with the significant underlying
tenets, philosophies and assumptions within which a specific study has been

developed, designed and grounded. The theoretical framework serves the purpose of
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guiding the researcher in analyzing, explaining and interpreting data. This research
study was based on two theoretical frameworks, which are, the socio-ecological view of

the learning environment and the theory of social constructivism.

To enhance and promote a comprehensive understanding of the study phenomenon the
theoretical assumptions of two approaches were blended and used to form the
theoretical frameworks that informed and inspired this investigation. The socio-
ecological approach (model) by Rudolf Moos (1968 and 1974) was adapted to illustrate
the influence the environment has on academic achievement from the perspectives of
the individuals who occupy it and how it affects their overall quality of life. The theory of
social constructivism as pioneered by Lev Vygotsky was used to demonstrate how an
ideal positive learning environment can be achieved and its educational gains. These
major approaches were found to be very compatible with each other and applicable to
this investigation. As such, combining them was deemed necessary to paint a clear
picture of how the learning environment affects the perceptions of students and how

they can be modified to support and promote academic success of students.

Rakotsoana and Rakotsoana (2007) further mention that theoretical framework shapes
out the course of a research study, ranging from research questions posed in chapter
one to research methodology. The theoretical perspectives and positions enshrined in
the two theoretical frameworks used in this study make a phenomenal contribution to
our understanding of the students’ perceptions of the learning environment, how the
learning environment influences those perceptions and of cooperative learning in
Accounting. Correspondingly, the mixed research design adopted in this study was also
informed by and compatible with the main assumptions and principles enshrined in

these theoretical frameworks.
2.2.3 APPROACH USED TO DISCUSS THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

In discussing the theoretical frameworks that underlie this study, the researcher used
the revised deductive process approach as proposed by Smith (2015). The deductive
approach was used because, as noted by Smith (2015), this is where theory provides

the basis for testing of the empirical observations and is also the most prominent form of
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positivist accounting research. The current investigation was conducted in a highly
structured environment and also included the empirical testing of the socio-ecological
model and a constructivist approach to teaching and learning. This is compatible with
the deductive approach, whose reliability depends on the integrity of qualitative

methods.

The upcoming section deliberates on the socio-ecological approach as a model which
can contribute towards a comprehensive understanding of the learning environment and
its relevance to the current study in terms of literature review and the phenomenon

under investigation.
2.3 THE SOCIO- ECOLOGICAL APPROACH (MODEL) BY MOOQOS (1974)

Investigations covered in the literature reviewed by the researcher provide compelling
evidence to suggest that the students’ perceptions and understanding of their learning
environment affect a number of cognitive variables and their ultimate academic results.
In particular, Fraser and Killen (2003) discovered that the learning environment is
consistently and significantly related to affective and cognitive outcomes of students. As
earlier alluded to, the comprehensive understanding and interpretation of the classroom
learning environment in this study is inspired and informed by the socio-ecological

approach propounded by Moos (1974).

According to Arisoy (2007); Den Brok (2005); Lakhan and Ekundayo (2013); Radovan
and Makovec (2015) and Rakici (2004) research into learning environments emerged
from the work of Rudolf. H. Moos (1968 and 1974). Moos (1974) conceptualized the
three main dimensions which define and differentiate the components of the learning
environment. Although this model has been used in various fields such as the health
and engineering sectors, it has been found to be very compatible with the current study
which is rooted in education. This is because it offers some plausible and compelling
explanations of the various components within the classroom learning environment
which can influence the students’ perceptions of the learning environment and
experience. It also enables individuals outside the classrooms to understand the

learning environment from the perspectives and perceptions of the students.
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Arisoy (2007) and Rakici (2004) argue that Moos (1974) developed the socio-ecological
approach to illustrate and demonstrate the influence the environment has from the
perspectives of the individuals who occupy it and how it can be modified to improve the
quality of life. Moos (1974) argued that the psychosocial environment has three central
dimensions that focus on the majority of settings people find themselves in their daily
lives. As such, Moos (1974) propounded that any environment has the relationship
dimension, the personal development dimension and the systems maintenance and

systems change dimension.

These three dimensions within any environment will now be discussed in detail and
contextualized to the current study to help illuminate the classroom climate and learning

experiences of students.
2.3.1 THE RELATIONSHIP DIMENSION

Lakhan and Ekundayo (2013) and Radovan and Makovec (2015) assert that the
relationship dimension assesses and evaluates the degree to which the students are
involved in the learning environment. It looks at the extent to which students assist and
support each other to promote their education. Rakici (2004) simply note that the
relationship dimension is concerned with the nature and type of interactions and
relationships between the people who occupy a given environment. Radovan and
Makovec (2015) further note that this dimension emphasizes the nature, quality and

power of personal relations in any given context.

These relations can either be negative or positive, depending on the effect they have on
both the students and the lecturer. In this study, the context is the teaching and learning
of first year accounting in the classroom at Central University of Technology, Free State,
Welkom Campus. Den Brok (2005) agrees with Lakhan and Ekundayo (2013) that the
elements which Moos (1974) included in this category basically evaluate and examine

the types and levels of personal relationships among the students in the classroom.

These elements include the levels of personal engagement, interaction, involvement,
peer cohesion, mutual assistance, cooperation, lecture support, affiliation and

expressiveness (Radovan and Makovec, 2015). Such variables are significant in
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determining how the students will perceive the learning environment. They also
influence the successful implementation of a constructivist approach to teaching and
learning (cf.2.5.2 and cf.2.5.3) The relationship dimension was also evaluated in the
current study by the questionnaire used under section “E”, which poses statements
about learning to communicate and student negotiation. This dimension emphasizes the
role of positive interactions and negotiations among all the participants and inhabitants
of the learning environment. It is important to note that how students relate to each
other and to the lecturer, and the nature of these relations between them form an

important part of the social relations in the classroom.

It is assumed that the absence of adequate student involvement, peer cohesion,
lecturer support, affiliation and expressiveness in the accounting lectures will naturally
make the students perceive the learning environment negatively. A learning
environment which lacks the elements included under the relationship dimension does
not promote open dialogue between students which promotes active learning and
sharing of ideas. It also deprives the students of the opportunity to develop
interpersonal and communication skills which are important for their success
academically and later in life. Such an environment also hinders an effective
implementation of a constructivist approach to teaching and learning whose success
and effectiveness depends on the presence of the above relationship dimension related

variables in sufficient levels or amounts.
2.3.2 THE PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT DIMENSION

The personal development dimension evaluates and analyses the degree to which the
learning environment creates and offers students opportunities to develop their self-
esteem and self- enhancement. It covers all the aspects through which the learning
environment encourages the growth, development and promotion of students Lakhan
and Ekundayo (2013) suggest that at university, this dimension includes competition,
academic success and task orientation. Rakici (2004) complement this by adding that
under this dimension, self- discovery, anger, aggression and personal status are also

important qualifiers.
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Radovan and Makovec (2015) argue that the personal development dimension is
expressed and reflected in the students’ perceptions of autonomy, goal setting and
demands in the classroom. Consequently, it is believed that the learning environment
should promote the students’ orientation towards teaching and learning tasks, enhance
a competing atmosphere, encourage a spirit of academic research among students and
self-regulated learning behavior. These student attributes are also enhanced and
promoted by a constructivist approach to teaching and learning, which justifies its

inclusion in the current study.

Although Moos (1974) argued that personal development varies according to the nature
and type of environment under investigation, the autonomy, practical orientation and
personal problem orientation variables remain of great significance to this study and
enhance one’s understanding of the learning environment from a personal growth

perspective.

Lakhan and Ekundayo (2013) subscribe to an earlier view of autonomy by Allegrante,
Hanson, Sleet and Marks (2010). They agree that autonomy assesses the degree to
which students are encouraged to be independent and self-sufficient scholars. This view
of autonomy is consistent with a constructivist approach to teaching and learning. It is
also in harmony with the graduate attributes envisaged by the Central University of
Technology, Free State and some of the educational imperatives of the National
Curriculum Statement (Grades R- 12) and the Curriculum Assessment Policy Statement
(2015). Moos (1974) identified the variable of autonomy under the personal

development dimension to be particularly prevalent and important in universities.

Moos (1974) argued that if the learning environment stresses autonomy and
independence, students are more likely to be rewarded for taking observable initiatives
in their studies. On the contrary, learning environments which do not support and
encourage student autonomy usually give no rewards and use negative reinforcement
when students demonstrate behavior which is independent and autonomous. The
educational implications and gains of operant conditioning on student behavior have

been well documented by Skinner (1984) as noted by Snowman and McCown (2012).
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The practical orientation of the personal development dimension looks at the degree to
which the learning program prepares and orientates students towards training for
employment, focusing on the future and working towards the achievement of concrete
goals. (Den Brok, 2004). This is also consistent with the CUT graduates attributes and
the educational goals and objectives pronounced in the National Curriculum Statement
(Grades R- 12) and the Curriculum Assessment Policy Statement (2015). All schools
and universities continuously strive to realize and achieve the practical orientation of the

learning environment.

Arisoy (2007) and Lakhan and Ekundayo (2013) point out that the personal problem
orientation element of the personal development dimension evaluates the extent to
which students are encouraged to be conscious of their feelings and problems and
make attempts to understand them. This is a very important element of the learning
environment, especially in light of the complex and diverse nature of the various
problems encountered by first year students in universities as identified by Bitzer
(2003); Bojuwoye (2002); Makola (2016) and Pieterse (2015).

2.3.3 THE SYSTEMS MAINTENANCE AND SYSTEM CHANGE DIMENSION

The third dimension of the environment as propounded by Moos (1974) is the systems
maintenance and system change dimension. This dimension encompasses components
such as organization, order, clarity in expectations of both the students and the lecturer
and control of the environment and physical comfort. Rakici (2004) further notes that it
also includes innovation of the learning environment at the university and that student

influence is a variable which is related to system change at universities.

Radovan and Makovec (2015) add that the system maintenance and system change
dimension refers to the rules, the surveillance mechanisms and the ability and manner
in which the system responds to changes. These changes can be in terms of learning
needs and the overall approach to teaching and learning. It is reflected and shown in
the differentiation of lessons, how clear the classroom rules and instructions are and

how differences in terms of thinking are accepted in the classroom. This further affirms
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the need to create classroom learning environments which embrace student diversity

and always keep pace with their individual needs.

These dimensions are important in assessing the morale and treatment outcome on
students in the classrooms and conditions under which they learn. This approach also
offers a holistic explanation of the different and dynamic elements within the learning
environment that shape and determine the learning experiences of students and their
ultimate perceptions of that particular environment. Below is an illustration of the
environmental dimensions enshrined in Moos’s socio-ecological model of the learning

environment.

2.3.4 CONCEPTUALISATION OF THE SOCIO-ECOLOGICAL MODEL IN
LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS AS ENVISAGED BY THE RESEARCHER

Figure 2.1 on the next page shows the three dimensions within the learning
environment and the various elements in each one of them. These specific variables
play an important role on the overall academic development, progression, performance
of the students and their perceptions of the learning environment. Therefore, they are
of central concern to any academic institution and the staff who are directly involved in

teaching and learning activities.

It is also important to note that teaching and learning does not take place in a vacuum
but within the confines of specific learning environment. This environment has its own
variables which directly influence the students’ learning experiences and ultimately, their

perceptions of that learning environment.
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Figure 2.1 Conceptualization of the Socio-Ecological Model in Learning

Environments as Envisaged by the Researcher

24 REVIEW OF LITERATURE ON THE EFFECTS OF STUDENTS’
PERCEPTIONS OF THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT ON ACADEMIC
SUCCESS

A host of studies have been conducted on the learning environment and how it is

related to the academic performance of the students who experience teaching and
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2.4.2.3 LECTURERS

The findings by Arisoy (2007) and Rakici, (2004) further affirm the need for the teaching
and learning environments to offer students their classroom learning prerogatives such
as autonomy, participation, involvement and individuality. The findings also point to the
important role played by the lecturers towards enhancing a collaborative and
academically stimulating learning environment. They further make it necessary for
lecturers and educators to seriously consider the educational benefits of a constructivist
approach to teaching and learning. Thus it is necessarily not enough to view the
learning environment from a socio-ecological perspective, but there is a need to also
look at it from a constructivist point of view in order to create a holist overview of how it
affects the perceptions of students and ultimately, their academic success. There are
several features of a constructivist learning environment that can enhance student

motivational beliefs and positive perceptions.
2.4.2.4 MOTIVATIONAL EFFECTS

A constructivist learning environment enhances the development of student motivation
by giving students opportunities to develop autonomy, responsibility and optimal level
challenge. Such attributes are centrally related to the personal relationship and personal
development dimensions as argued by Moos (1974) which are important determinants
of how students are likely to perceive their learning environment. The motivational
effects of a constructivist learning environment which is student-centered give students
control over their learning and empower them towards self-directed teaching and

learning activities.

Students need to be motivated to learn intentionally in a self-regulated manner which
promotes academic success and personal growth, and ultimately, the fulfillment of the
practical orientation element which is identified under the personal development
dimension. Thus their experiences in the learning environment, and their completion of
the academic program in particular should lead them to career opportunities and

accomplishment of other concrete goals.
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Research evidence suggest that academic institutions and lecturers need to genuinely
acknowledge the motivational aspects of the learning environments and how they
approach teaching and learning activities. According to McLoughlin and Luca (2004),
there is a very close link between students’ ability to engage in deep and generative
learning and efficacy beliefs about oneself and levels of motivation and confidence. The
effects of motivation on academic achievement have also been widely researched and

confirmed as an important requirement for effective teaching and learning.

Motivation can be broadly regarded as the selection, persistence, direction and intensity
of human behavior. (Snowman, McCown and Biehler, 2009 and Snowman and
McCown, 2012). It is the willingness of an individual to put and invest a certain amount
of energy and effort to achieve a specific goal under a particular set of conditions and
circumstances (Daniels, Kalkman and McCombs 2001). On the other hand, Tella (2007)
define motivation as self-determination to succeed in any kind of activity an individual
engages in. Such activities range from academic work, professional work to sporting

activities.

The importance of motivation in all teaching and learning initiatives is best expressed by
Al Othman and Shugqair (2013). In support of the above sentiments, they maintain that
when students are motivated, they are enthusiastic and determined to work hard, focus
on learning activities, are self-regulated, require little or no encouragement, confront
challenges willingly and transfer that motivation to other students as well. This
enhances collaborative learning, which is a significant element towards the realization of

all the educational goals of teaching and learning.

Educational researchers such as Dornyei and Ushioda (2009) argue that students can
learn anything they wish to learn and master it perfectly with the necessary levels of
motivation. They believe that motivation leads to favorable attitudes towards learning,
which will enhance and promote academic success. A positive attitude towards teaching
and learning results in dynamic or involved learning. Dynamic learning involves writing,
brainstorming, reading and participation in problem-solving activities. These attributes

can positively influence academic performance in all learning areas.
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Motivation is the key to understanding human behavior because it explains why an
individual avoids work while the other embraces work with all its challenges to
successfully complete a task (Al Othman and Shuqair, 2013; Atta and Jamil, 2012;
Christiana, 2009; Dornyei and Ushioda, 2009 and Rehman and Haider 2013). Williams
and Williams (2013) view motivation as the act and process of motivating, the condition
of being motivating, a motivating force, a driver or stimulus that causes a person to act,
behave and direct effort towards the accomplishment of a specific task. To highlight the
role of motivation, Eccles and Wigfield (2002) argue that students have to regulate their
behavior, predict its outcomes and respond to them when they engage in teaching and

learning activities.

Students have been found to have either a positive or negative general pattern of
motivation related beliefs which in the end, affect their academic performance. Students
with a positive motivational perspective tend to demonstrate high self-efficacy, internal
locus of control and develop mastery goals as opposed to performance goals
(Christiana, 2009 and Rehman and Haider, 2013). This kind of motivation has been
found to be significantly correlated with self-management strategies. This relationship is
more important for low achieving students than for high achieving ones. Thus positive
motivation orientation is essential for enhancing self-regulated and autonomous
students, both of which are influential elements within the personal development

dimension.

The satisfaction and accomplishments of students, both of which depend on the
learning environment are regarded as important qualifiers of the quality of learning
experiences and are also directly related to other various outcome variables. It is
therefore imperative to emphasize and acknowledge the educational importance of
learning environments that provide students with opportunities for active and
participative learning. This recognition is also critical to the provision and delivery of

high quality curriculum which is student-centered.

While the effect of gender on the students’ perceptions was not considered in this study,
it was confirmed by Arisoy (2007) and Den Brok (2005) to be a factor that consistentl