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RESUMEN

El objetivo de este estudio fue investigar la relacion entre las “abordajes de aprendizaje” (i.e., la combinacién de la motivacién y las es-
trategias utilizadas en el aprendizaje) de los estudiantes rurales del primer ciclo de educacion basica y el contexto del aula donde esto se
lleva a cabo. Para la recogida de datos se llevaron a cabo entrevistas estructuradas con una muestra de los estudiantes sobre su abordaje
de aprendizaje. También se caracterizaron sus ambientes de aprendizaje en el aula, a través de un cuestionario aplicado a sus propios
maestros. Para una andlisis general de la relacion entre el contexto de aprendizaje con las abordajes de aprendizaje se llevé a cabo el
teste Mann-Whitney para dos muestras independientes. En un analisis mas discriminante, se calculé el coeficiente de correlacién de
Spearman entre los componentes particulares de esas dos variables. Los resultados apuntan a la existencia de una asociacion entre una
mayor exposicion a un contexto de aprendizaje “abierto” (i.e., , centrado en los estudiantes) y el mayor uso por ellos de una abordaje de
profundidad de aprendizaje (i.e., aprendizaje activa).
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The relationship of “close” versus “open” learning contexts with elementary rural students” approaches to
learning

ABSTRACT

The aim of this study was to investigate the relationship between elementary rural students” “approaches to learning” (i.e., the combi-
nation of motivation and strategies used in learning) and their classrooms’ learning context. A sample of elementary students partici-
pated by answering to a structured interview on approach to learning while their teachers answered to a questionnaire on classrooms’
learning environment.

For a general analysis of the relationship between learning context and approaches to learning a Mann-Whitney test for two indepen-
dent samples was conducted. In a more discriminated analysis, it was also calculated the Spearman correlation between particular
components of those two variables. Results point to the existence of an association between a higher exposure to an “open” learning
context (i.e., student centred) and higher use of a “deep” approach to learning (i.e., active learning).

o

Keywords: approaches to learning; learning context; rural education; rural territory.

Introduction approaches to learning: “surface” and “deep” (Entwistle, Tait
& McCune, 2000). A surface approach involves an instrumental

In the framework of educational psychology, “Student’s Ap- motivation (i.e., learning motivated by the need to avoid failure)
proaches to Learning” (SAL) theory presents an integrated view and the use of a surface strategy (i.e., literal memorization). In
of learning, considering both the individual and the learning’s turn, a deep approach involves an intrinsic motivational orien-
context, process and product (Biggs, 1993). SAL emphasizes tation (i.e., learning motivated by the pleasure it brings) and the
the role that both motivation and learning strategy play on stu- use of a deep strategy (i.e., critical understanding of informa-
dents’ performance, having empirically distinguished two main tion). Research has revealed that the use of a deep approach is re-
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lated to higher levels of success and quality of learning, contrary
to what happens when a surface approach is used (Asikainen
2014; Entwistle, 1988; Entwistle et al., 2000).

Although research on approaches to learning has mainly fo-
cused on populations of higher or (less often) secondary edu-
cation students, some few studies (directly or indirectly related
to the SAL perspective), have also focused on elementary stu-
dents, although mainly from urban territories. Some of these
studies allowed to detect the existence (or at least the outline),
since these phase of education, of different approaches to learn-
ing. Focusing on a sample of Brazilian students in elementary
and secondary education, Gomes (2013) tested a measure that
clearly distinguished the use of deep and surface approaches to
learning. Other studies of the same author, with samples of stu-
dents from the same population (Gomes, 2010, 2011), also differ-
entiated four students’ profiles: “deep” (high deep and reduced
surface approach), “superficial” (reduced deep and high surface
approach), “strategic” (high deep and surface approach) and
“non-strategic” (reduced deep and surface approach).

Moreover, some of these studies also indicate the existence
of significant relationships between approach to learning and

learning product. The studies of Hacieminoglu (2016) and Ha-
cieminoglu, Yilmaz-Tuzun and Ertepinar (2009), with elemen-

tary students, found a significant positive relationship between
meaningful learning and academic performance which, in turn,
was significantly and negatively related with literal memoriza-
tion. In another study, also with elementary students, Gomes
(2010) found that the deep approach correlated with higher aca-
demic performance, in contrast to what happened with the sur-
face approach. Also in a later study with elementary students,
Gomes (2013) found that the designated “deep students” had a
higher academic performance than the designated “superficial
students”. Nevertheless, in another study, with the same popu-
lation, Gomes (2011) found that the two approaches to learning
didn’t mutually explained students’ performance: when deep
approach correlated significantly with school performance the
opposite didn’t happened with surface approach and vice versa.

The relationship of learning context with students’ approaches to learning

Research conducted in the SAL framework has revealed that
higher and secondary education urban students’” approaches to
learning have meaningful relationships with their personal char-
acteristics and learning environment (Biggs, 2001; Honkimaki
Tynjald & Valkonen 2004; Richardson, 2011). Specifically regard-
ing the latter variable, while deep approach to learning tends to
relate with a “constructivist” or “open” classroom context, char-
acterized by students’ active-participative learning construction
(Biggs & Moore, 1993), surface approach tends to relate with a
“passive” or “closed” classrroom context, where knowledge is
transmited unilaterally from teacher to pupil (Beyaztas & Sene-
moglu, 2015; Burnett & Proctor, 2002).

Among the teaching practices that characterize an “open”
environment are included: allowing students’ freedom of choice
(Ramsden, 1988); communicating clear goals and rules and pro-
viding a balanced workload (Diseth, 2007, 2013; Diseth, Pallesen
Brunborg & Larsen, 2010; Lawless & Richardson, 2002; Lizzio
Wilson & Simons, 2002; Richardson & Price, 2003; Sabzevari, Ab-
baszade & Borhani, 2013); using students’ language, besides dis-
cussing and questioning (Biggs & Moore, 1993; Chen & Dillon,
2012); explaining enthusiastically (Ramsden, 1988); relating con-
tent with personal knowledge and with outer world (Balasoori-

ya et al., 2009;. Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983; Ramsden, 1988);
teaching learning strategies (Biggs, 1987); demonstrating trust

in students’ abilities (Dart & Clarcke, 1991); helping students be-
come aware of their personal conceptions (Svensson & Hogfors,
1988); allowing exploration, experimentation and problem solv-
ing (Ali & FI Sebai, 2010; Beyaztas & Senemoglu, 2015; Dart et
al., 2002; Sadlo & Richardson, 2003); encouraging understanding
(Schmeck, 1988); engaging students in tasks that arouse curiosi-
ty (Biggs & Kirby, 1983), an autonomous and collaborative learn-
ing (Gibbs, 1992) and reciprocal teaching (Biggs, 1990; Ramsden,
1988); using corrective evaluation methods (Gibbs, 1992) and us-
ing open-ended responses based evaluation, as essays (Beyaztas
& Senemoglu, 2015).

In parallel, research interested in how education is influenced
by territorial context has been drawing attention to the specificity
of teaching and learning in rural areas (Boix, Champollion & Du-
arte, 2015). Indeed, rural schools are more likely to be isolated, to
receive less support in terms of budget and technology, to have
less specialized teachers and with less experience and to have
a more modest offer in courses, special programs and extracur-

ricular activities (Ballou & Podgursky, 1995; Clopton & Knest-
ing, 2006; Hedges, Laine & Greenwald, 1994; Howley & Howley,

1995; Khattri, Rilley & Kane, 1997; Schafft & Jackson, 2011; Sip-
ple & Brent, 2008; Williams, 2010). On one hand, this schools’

lack of resources can bring, especially in poorest areas, to the
“mechanization” of education and therefore an emphasis on lit-
eral memorization of knowledge (Hamon & Weeks, 2002). But
then, the fact that these schools often have fewer students might
promote establishment of a more significant and close teach-
er-student connection (Ballou & Podgursky, 1995; Hardré, 2007),
which may influence positive motivation for learning (Hardré
Sullivan & Crowson, 2009). Some studies also indicate that, due
to its specific characteristics, the rural school seems to promote
“open” teaching practices (Hamon & Weeks, 2002), such as peer
tutoring, cooperative learning, interdisciplinary studies and
multigrade teaching, besides teaching outside the school (Khattri
etal., 1997) and exploring the environment as a learning resource
(Avery, 2013; Stern, 1994 cit. Khattri et al., 1997.). Furthermore,
some studies suggest that students in rural areas may experience
negative conflicts and emotions regarding school, to the extent
that it can compete with values considered protective of com-
munity life and family stability (Faircloth, 2009). This evidence
may be related to the low value attributed to school contents,
which can be perceived by students as little relevant to their pro-
fessional future in rural areas. Finally, in terms of learning styles,
the study of Cox, Sproles and Spreoles (1988), found that rural
students show an higher preference for a more analytical, active
and practical learning than students from urban areas.

Despite the existence of a relevant literature on the relation-
ship of approaches to learning with learning context, this research
framework seems to neglect elementary rural students, mainly
targeting urban students of higher or secondary education.

This study therefore proposes to contribute to the knowledge
of that relationship and specifically to evaluate the relationship
of rural elementary students” approaches to learning with their
classroom context (i.e., the teaching practices to which they are
exposed). It was expected that an “open” learning context would
relate positively with the adoption of a deep approach to learn-
ing and negatively with the adoption of a surface approach.

Method
Participants

A first criterion used to select the participant students was
their attendance to the fourth year of the first cycle of schooling
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at a school in rural territorial context. Accordingly to the Nation-
al Institute of Statistics (INE, 2014), it was considered as rural
space one with a population density equal or less than 100 in-
habitants per km2 and/or which does not include a place with a
resident population equal or greater than 2,000. A second crite-
rion for selecting the participants was the educational context to
which they were exposed (i.e.,, 50% from more “open” context
and 50 % of more “closed” context). This was implemented by
considering the averages of 400 elementary teachers in two sets
of items representative of “closed” and “open” context , which
served as initial “pool” of the “Learning Context Questionnaire
— Elementary” LCQ - E” — an instrument developed in a paral-
lel study (Figueira & Duarte, 2016¢) and which was used in the
present study, after completed and tested, to evaluate the par-
ticipants’ learning context (see subsection Evaluation of Learning
Context) (i.e., the available teachers’ higher averages to the set of
items that corresponded in this “pool” to a “closed” and “open”
teaching).

The samples thus include 50 students of the fourth year of
Portuguese elementary rural schools. Regarding the gender 54%
are female (n = 27) and 46% male (n = 23). The average age of
students is 9.3 years (range 9 to 11 years, SD = 0.54). The average
educational attainment in the previous year (3rd year), which
includes the disciplines of Mathematics, Environmental Studies
and Portuguese, is 4.03 (in a scale of 1 to 5) and the standard
deviation is 0.71.

Regarding the educational level of the participants’ carers,
91.26% has an elementary level of education, 44.06% has a sec-
ondary level and 14.69% has higher education.

Categorization of carers’ professions followed the Portu-
guese Classification of Professions (INE, 2011), taking into ac-
count its ten major occupational groups besides a group corre-
sponding to the unemployed situation. Most carers (33.80%) are
“security workers or sellers”, followed by a significant number
(30.90%) of “farmers and skilled agriculture, fishing and forestry
workers”. Then, in descending order, 24.5% are “administrative
staff”, 16.5% are “technicians or intermediate level profession-
als”, 14.6% are “installations and machines operators or assem-
bly workers”, 11.4% are “military”, 30.9% are “non qualified
workers” and 9.00% are unemployed.

Participants’ educational context consists of small schools,
constituted by two or three classrooms with multigrade classes.
These are schools with few resources with a small number of
students per class (i.e., 15-20).

Measuring Instruments
Evaluation of Approach to Learning

This evaluation was made through the individual applica-
tion, of a set of questions that concern approach to learning and
which are contained in the “Conception of/Approach to Learn-
ing Structured Interview — Elementary — CALSI - E”, developed
and tested with a sample of 100 elementary students (half of
rural and half of urban schools) in a parallel study (Figueira &
Duarte, 2016a). CALCI - E questions on approach to learning
were grounded on categories identified by a previous qualita-
tive study (Figueira & Duarte, 2016b), which involved content
analysis of elementary students” answers to semi-structured in-
terview on approach to learning. Based on those categories 21
items were developed regarding three motivational orientations
for learning (i.e., intrinsic, achiever and instrumental) and four
learning strategies (i.e,, memorizing, understanding, organizing
and memorizing and understanding combined). Questions were

answered through an individual orally administered structured
interview, in terms of agreement or identification with them, on
a Likert type scale of three points, which varies according to the
question (e.g., 1 - False; 2 - Not true nor false; 3 - True). A number
was registered for each answer.

For a psychometric evaluation of answers the frequency and
variance of the responses to each item was analysed. This anal-
ysis kept all the items initially considered, since none was with
almost any variance. A statistical analysis of answers was then
conducted through an Exploratory Factor Analysis, with a fac-
tors” extraction trough main components method, followed by
Varimax rotation. This analysis has highlighted ten factors with
eigenvalues greater than the unit, explaining 72.78% of the vari-
ance. According to the “Scree Plot” criterion five factors were
extracted that led to four scales: The first scale - “Surface Strate-
gy” (alpha = .59) corresponds to a set of three items that seem to
refer to a strategy of passive learning (close to the surface strat-
egy), mainly oriented to memorization: (e.g., “To learn I try to
memorize the content as the teachers says or it is written in the
schoolbook.”). The second scale - “Instrumental Motivation” (al-
pha = .64) consists of four items that seem to characterize a more
negative motivation (close to instrumental motivation), in which
learning is not internalized (e.g., “Learning tasks rob me time.”).
The third scale - “Extrinsic motivation 2” (alpha = .61) consists
of four items that point to a motivation for learning based on
avoidance of punishment (instrumental motivation) and in ob-
taining external reinforcement (e.g., “I learn in order to avoid
punishment.”; “I learn to win prizes or get good grades.”). The
fourth scale - “Deep Approach” (alpha = .54) refers to a more
active approach to learning, where understanding and apprecia-
tion of learning are present (close to the deep approach) (e.g., “I
like to perform learning tasks”; “To learn I try to understand and
then memorize the material.”).

Evaluation of Learning Context

This evaluation was made through the application, to the
students’ teachers, of the “Learning Context Questionnaire — Ele-
mentary - LCQ - E”. This questionnaire was developed and test-
ed with a sample of 400 elementary teachers (half from rural and
half from urban schools) in a parallel study (Figueira & Duarte,
2016¢). The LCQ - E was built on the basis of a literature review
on the relationship of the learning environment (i.e., methods
and teaching practices that students are exposed), with the ap-
proaches to learning they use and focuses on six dimensions of
that context: educational objectives, curricular content, teach-
ing methods, educational measurement, educational materials
& resources and teacher-student interaction. A set of items has
been developed for each dimension and items are answerable in
a Likert 5-point scale (i.e., 1 - Never; 2 — Rarely; 3 — Sometimes;
4 - Often; 5 - Always). After data collection, an items’ analysis
was conducted, which kept all of them. From an exploratory
factor analysis, through the main axe method, five factors were
extracted trough the “Scree Plot” criterion. These factors explain
39.34% of the variance and gave rise to five scales. Scale 1 - “Open
Context - Mixed practices”, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .89 and
12 items, embodies heterogeneous teaching practices that em-
phasize active learning characterized by students’ motivation,
understanding and application of knowledge, as well as contin-
uous assessment and the establishment of a climate of trust (e.g.,
“I encourage my students to try to understand the contents.”).
Scale 2 — “Open context - Understanding and autonomy”, with
an alpha of .73 and 4 items, expresses practices that favour and
encourage understanding (e.g., reflexivity, contents’ relationship
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and discussion) and students’ autonomy (e.g., “I pose reflection
questions in the classroom”). Scale 3 — “Open context — Differ-
entiation”, with an alpha of .71 and 4 items, includes practices
that demonstrate concern for differencing learning situations on
the basis of students’ freedom (e.g., “I allow students to choose
learning activities.”). Scale 4 — “Closed context”, with an alpha
of .66 and 5 items corresponds to practices that express a closed
education, focused on the practice of teaching facts, emphasizing
memorization and using summative evaluation (e.g., “I evalu-
ate students through tests and final papers.”). Scale 5 — “Open
context — Students’ specificity”, possess an alpha of .57 and com-
prehends 3 items featuring an open-type education that includes
differenced teaching practices in relation with students character-
istics, including their own language, their possible special edu-
cational needs and their education level (e.g., “I differentiate the
attention span depending on the type of student.”).

A later second order factor analysis, conducted through the
main axe method, allowed the extraction of two factors, trough
the “Scree Plot” criterion, which explains

22.87% of the variance. Factor 1, with an alpha of .68, is com-
posed by the four subscales of “Open context”: 1. “Open context
- Mixed practices”; 2. “ Open context -Understanding and auton-
omy”; 3. “ Open context - Differentiation” and 5. “ Open context
- Students’” Specificity “. This factor, which allowed the creation
of an “Open Context” scale, represents a type of education char-
acterized by practices directed toward understanding, students’
autonomy and differentiation according to their specificities. For
its part, factor 2 is solely composed by the scale “Open Context -
Understanding and autonomy.”

Data collection was carried out in schools, under informed
consent of the participants, their carers, teachers and institutions,
with information of the study objectives, as well as the voluntary
nature of participation and confidentiality of answers.

Data analysis

For the statistical analysis of data, verification of normality
and homoscedasticity of the sample parameters was performed,
with the result that it does not follow a normal distribution. Thus
non-parametric statistical tests were used.

For an initial, more general, analysis of the relationship be-
tween approach to learning and learning context the later was di-
chotomized in two alternative ways: 1) “low close context” (i.e.,
< average of scale “Close context”) and “high close context” (i.e.,
> = average scale “Close context”); 2) “low open context” (i.e, <
average scale “Open context”) and “high close context” (i.e., >=av-
erage scale “Open context”). Mann-Whitney test for two indepen-
dent samples was then calculated twice, considering learning con-
text as an independent variable in the two dichotomized versions
(i.e, low versus high close context; low versus high open context)
and the four scales of approach to learning as dependent variables.

For a second, more discriminated, analysis the relationship of
approach to learning approach with more specific aspects of the
learning context, the Spearman correlation coefficient was calcu-
lated between the four scales of approach to learning and the six
scales of the LPQ -E (learning context).

Results

As can be seen in Table 1, there is a significantly higher val-
ue of the mean rank of Deep Approach to Learning in students
of Low Close Learning Context (M = 28.48) compared with stu-
dents of High Close Learning Context (M = 22.96).

Similarly, as can be seen in Table 2, there is a significantly
higher value of the mean rank of Deep Approach to Learning in
students of High Open Learning Context (M = 28.66) compared
with students of Low Open Learning context (M = 21:48).

Table 1.
Approaches to Learning (mean ranks) of Low versus
High Close Learning Context’s students - Sample Descriptive using Mann-Whitney test

Approach to Learning Close Learning Context
Low High u 4
Surface Strategy 26.65 24.52 284.00 -.86
Instrumental Motivation 28.24 23.17 247.50 -1.27
Extrinsic Motivation 2 24.01 26.76 276.50 -.69
Deep Approach 28.48 22.96 242.00 -2.09*
*=p<.05
Table 2.

Approaches to Learning (mean ranks) of Low versus High Open Context’s students - Sample Descriptive using Mann-Whitney test

Approach to Learning Open Learning Context
Low High u 4
Surface Strategy 24.57 26.23 287.50 -.67
Instrumental Motivation 25.20 25.73 301.50 -13
Extrinsic Motivation 2 28.89 22.84 233.50 -1.53
Deep Approach 21.48 28.66 219.50 -2.71%
*=p<.01
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Furthermore, as can be seen in Table 3, the calculation of
the correlation between the scales of LCQ - E (Learning Context)
and the scales of the Learning Approach interview indicates the
existence of significant negative correlations between several of
the Open Context scales and Extrinsic Motivation scale 2. Effec-
tively, Extrinsic motivation 2 correlates negatively and signifi-
cantly with Open Context (0 = - 34; p <.05), with Open context
- Comprehension and autonomy “(o = - 35; p<.05) and with Open
context - Differentiation “(o =- 31; p <.05).

On the other hand, there is a positive and significant correla-
tion between the Deep Approach to Learning scale and various
Open Context scales. Indeed, Deep Approach to Learning cor-
relates positively and significantly with Open Context (0 =.39; p
<.01), with Open context - Mixed practices (o = .40; p <.01), with
Open context - Comprehension and autonomy “(o = .38; p <.01)
and with Open context - Student’s specificity” (o = .37; p <.01).

Table 3.
Correlations (Spearman coefficient) of Learning Context (LCQ 1% c. scales) and Approach to Learning scales.

Learning Context

i Open context —
Approach to Learning Close Open context — P ) Open context - Open context —
Open context . . Comprehension . o .
context Mixed practices Differentiation Student’s specificity
and autonomy
Surface Strategy -13 .06 .10 .07 -.06 .10
Instrumental Motivation -24 -.05 -.02 -.01 -.03 -11
Extrinsic Motivation 2 12 =347 -27 -.35° -31 -21
Deep approach -22 39" 40" 38" 28 37"

* p< .05 ** p<.01

Discussion and Conclusion

This study’s results regarding the relationship between ele-
mentary rural students” approaches to learning and their class-
room learning context confirms the expected positive association
between a more “open” (or less “closed”) learning context and
the tendency to use a deep approach to learning. This corrobo-
rates for rural elementary education the general notion that the
deep approach to learning tends to relate with a “constructivist”
classroom context (Biggs & Moore, 1993). Specifically, the results
reveal an association between students’ use of such an approach
and a context that, in a climate of trust, emphasizes students’ mo-
tivation, understanding, knowledge application and autonomy,
while assessing them continuously and differently according to
their characteristics. This specifically partly corroborates for ru-
ral elementary education findings of previous studies focused
on urban secondary and tertiary education (Ali & El Sebai, 2010;
Beyaztas & Senemoglu, 2015; & Kirby, 1983; Dart et al., 2002;
Gibbs, 1992; Sadlo & Richardson, 2003; Schmeck, 1988). One pos-
sible explanation for these results is that “open” teaching prac-
tices can create conditions, also in elementary rural education,
that promote students” adoption of a deep approach to learning.
Therefore, in an environment of relaxed learning in which the
elementary student feels motivated, encouraged to understand
and independently apply what is learned, continuously and con-
structively evaluated and respected in his or her individuality it
is probably greater his or her willingness to learn on the basis of
an intrinsic pleasure to learn and active involvement strategies.

In the same sense can be read the founded negative associa-
tion between “open” learning context and extrinsic motivation
for learning, considering the former tends to associate negatively
with surface approach to learning (in which extrinsic motivation
is involved). Plus, by targeting social recognition, extrinsic moti-
vation comprehends a competitive and non cooperative vision of

learning, opposed to a context that considers the student in his or
her singularity (Law, 2010).

Results of this study converge therefore in direction of sev-
eral other studies that relate students’ centred teaching methods
to their use of a deep approach to learning (Kek & Huijer, 2011).
According to these authors: “(...) when the students are in learn-
ing and teaching situations which demand higher-order levels
of teaching and active learning activities and conditions, they
are likely to employ deep approaches to learning.” (p. 203). As
posited by Biggs (1990), there might be then an adjustment effect
in the sense of an alignment of students” approaches to learning
with the type of teaching they are exposed to.

Nevertheless, the results don’t confirm an expected positive
association between a more “closed” (or less “open”) learning
context and the components of the surface approach to learn-
ing (i.e., surface strategy and instrumental motivation). There-
fore, results don’t corroborate for rural elementary education the
common view that the surface approach to learning relates with
a “passive” or classroom context focused on knowledge trans-
mission and reception (Beyaztas & Senemoglu, 2015; Burnett &
Proctor, 2002). This might mean that in the rural elementary ed-
ucation environment a more “closed” learning context is “less
closed” than its urban secondary and tertiary education counter-
parts. This hypothesis aligns with the fact that due to some spe-
cific conditions of rural schools (i.e., fewer students; multigrade
classes; insertion in natural environment) rural education can
involve a more significant and close teacher-student connection
(Ballou & Podgursky, 1995; Hardré, 2007) along with the use of
teaching practices such as peer tutoring, cooperative learning,
interdisciplinary studies and multigrade teaching, as well as
teaching externally to the school (Khattri et al., 1997) and explor-
ing the surroundings as a learning resource (Avery, 2013; Stern,
1994 cit. Khattri et al., 1997). These practices might eventually
attenuate the impact of “closed” learning contexts on students’
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approaches to learning, something that would explain that those
contexts do not relate here with the components of the surface
approach to learning.

The present study can be seen as exploratory, as it intended to
investigate a relationship of variables still almost unexplored: the
one between learning environment and approaches to learning of
elementary rural students. The study suggests how the learning
environment can play a significant role in those approaches
to learning. However, the reduced size of the sample suggests
the need for further research in this area, with larger samples
and more diversified elementary rural students. Moreover, the
study suggests several future lines of research focused both on
experimentally testing a possible causal relationship between
learning context and approaches to learning; and on testing
programs aimed at improving approaches to learning through
changes in the learning context in elementary rural education.

Regarding the practical implications of the results, it should
be noted that based on the fact that the use of a deep approach
to learning is related to superior learning products (Gomes &
Mauro, 2011; Trigwell, Ellis & Han, 2002), it is important to ex-
plore and intervene in factors that can promote that approach,
from the basic levels of rural education. This study suggests
that an “open” way of teaching, that actively and participative-
ly involve students in their learning, constitute a variable that
relates with (and has a possible effect on) the deep approach
to learning. It is therefore important to provide elementary ru-
ral students a learning environment where they feel confident,
motivated, encouraged to understand and independently ap-
ply what they learn and where they can be evaluated through-
out the learning process and met in relation to their personal
specificities.
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