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Abstract—Twenty-first century learners are media-centric and heavily reliant 

on technology. Internet-accessible resources are always at the students’ finger-

tips and they learn through such resources anywhere, anytime. Unfortunately, 

formal education in most part of Asia remains largely examination focused given 

the immense pressure to obtain paper qualifications. Our challenge today is how 

do we make students learn on their own volition? How do we then sustain learn-

ing when the education system is still very much examination-centric? Success 

in learning is not always dependent on the ways students are taught in the class-

room or the tools they use to learn but can be very much affected by the learners’ 

affective characteristics. This paper highlights two selected affective characteris-

tics— attitudes and interest, as previous and current literature continue to suggest 

their positive impact on student behavior including learning. 
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1 Introduction 

As we progress into a digital-based society in the 21st century, the role of education 

has remained the same—it empowers learners to become active and successful mem-

bers of society [1]. Learners of the 21st century are expected to rise to the challenge of 

thriving in a competitive world. Students who memorise and regurgitate facts will find 

themselves left behind in the pursuit of knowledge while those who are able to use 

knowledge critically and analytically will excel in the workforce [2]. Rote learning is 

no longer the preferred way of learning [3]. Krishnan [2] stressed that the education 

systems have been slow to respond to the expectations and demands of today’s world. 

Formal education in most part of Asia remains largely examination driven given the 

immense pressure to obtain paper qualifications. Our challenge today is how do we 

make students learn on their own volition? How do we then sustain learning when the 

education system is still very much examination-centric? Success in learning is not al-

ways dependent on the ways students are taught in the classroom or the tools they use 

to learn but can be very much affected by the learners’ affective characteristics.  
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2 Learning Domain Trends in Education 

There are three main learning domains in education—cognitive (knowledge), psy-

chomotor (skills) and affective (emotions). When developing and delivering lessons, it 

is pertinent for teachers to encompass all three learning domains in the teaching process 

to create a well-rounded learning experience for learners with diverse learning styles 

[4]. However, according to McCoach, Gable and Madura [5], the cognitive domain re-

ceived wide attention in the 1960s when Bloom [6] introduced his cognitive taxonomy 

for education while little was said about the affective domain. McCoach et al. [5] ech-

oed Tyler’s [7] view that awareness of the affective domain started to increase in the 

late 1960s and early 1970s among educators when they acknowledged its importance 

for developing learning outcomes. Prior to this, the affective domain was seen as too 

trivial to be measured given that such characteristics were more suitable to be nurtured 

outside the school [7]. In fact, teachers who used emotive and affective practices in the 

learning environment were labelled as “incompetent and incapable of maintaining order 

and discipline in their classrooms” [8, p.25].  

In other words, the cognitive domain has continued to be given emphasis because 

obtaining good grades for every examination among students is seen as the ultimate 

goal. Understandably, standardised achievement tests is the norm in many Asian coun-

tries where students compete to gain admission to the best schools, colleges or univer-

sities through good grades. Chan et al. [9] warned that the negative implication of such 

learning context will lead to students not enjoying learning.  

Interestingly, Miller [10] interpreted the works of Smith and Ragan [11] that there 

are elements of affective component in all cognitive and psychomotor objectives or 

learning outcomes. McCoach et al. [5] explained that the dynamic interaction between 

the cognitive and affective domain produces the cognitive and affective learning out-

comes. Such affective learning outcomes play a role in guiding “future feelings about 

the course contents and issues (attitudes), feelings or personal worth and success (self 

esteem), desires to become involved in various activities (interests) and personal stand-

ards (values)” [5, p.4]. In other words, educators should attend to students’ affective 

characteristics given the role they play in shaping students’ future behaviour [12]. 

Given the aforesaid discussion, it appears that the affective domain has an important 

role to play in learning success. Indeed, success in learning is not always dependent on 

the way students are taught in the classroom or the tools they use to learn but can be 

very much affected by the learners’ affective characteristics. 

3 Characterising the Affective Domain 

According to Anderson and Bourke [13], human characteristics encompass the ways 

one would think (cognitive), act (behaviour) and feel (affective) in various situations. 

They stressed that the human characteristic must involve the feelings and emotions of 

the person in order to be classified as affective.  

In addition, all affective characteristics must meet the following three criteria— in-

tensity, direction and target [13]. Table 1 captures the meaning and essence of the 
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aforementioned criteria as explained by Anderson and Bourke [13] in their book enti-

tled Assessing Affective Characteristics in the Schools. Based on the information in 

Table 1, intensity shows to what extent a person’s feeling towards a target while the 

direction of that feeling reflects one’s positive or negative inclination.  

It could be assumed that love and hate have the same intensity but are opposite feel-

ings. This means that a person could either feel bad or good. Whilst, the target is asso-

ciated to an object, activity or idea towards how one feels. A target can be known or 

unknown to the person having the feeling. For example, a student starts to feel nervous 

about the results of an important examination (known target) or feels nervous without 

any reason (unknown target). The feeling of nervousness without knowing why, could 

be due to some underlying reasons that the student cannot recall.  

Table 1.  Criteria of affective characteristics 

 Criteria 

Intensity Direction  Target 

Meaning Degree/strength of  

feelings 

Positive/negative  

orientation of feelings 

Object/activity/idea to-

wards feelings 

Explanation Extent of feelings vary Either it is a good or bad 

feeling  

Can be variations and be 

known or unknown 

Example Hate is a stronger  
emotion than dislike 

Hate is a bad feeling; love 
is a good feeling  

 

Love is the opposite of 
hate 

A person hates coffee (1 
target) 

A person loves coffee and 

tea (2 targets) 
A person feels anxious in 

the morning for no reason 

(unknown target) 

4 Types of Affective Characteristics: Attitudes and Interest 

This paper highlights two relevant and important affective characteristics—attitudes 

and interest given both constructs’ influence in shaping learners’ behaviours in the 21st 

century. It is pertinent to understand such characteristics that shape learners’ behav-

ioural intention and behaviour so as to influence the learning design to optimise the 

learning outcome. 

4.1 Attitudes 

An attitude is defined as “a mental and neural state of readiness, organised through 

experience, exerting a directive or dynamic influence upon the individual’s response to 

all objects and situations with which it is related” [14, p. 810]. According to Ajzen and 

Fishbein [15], a learner’s attitudes could either be favourable or unfavourable towards 

an object (target). For example, when a learner’s attitudes are favourable towards ex-

aminations, the person will feel calm sitting for examinations (positive response to-

wards the target). When a learner is not favourable towards examinations, the person 

will feel anxious sitting for examinations (negative response towards the target). Atti-

tudes is formed when an individual is exposed towards an object for a certain period of 
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time [16]. It would be reasonable to assume that users would possess either a positive 

or negative attitude through experience or upbringing [17]. Past studies have shown 

that attitudes can shape behavior [18, 19]. The Theory of Reason Action (TRA) by 

Fishbein and Ajzen [20] posits that behavioural intent is a crucial determinant of be-

haviour. The TRA also holds that the combined effects of attitudes toward performing 

the behaviour and subjective norm play a big role on an individual’s intention to per-

form a behaviour. Table 2 shows evidence of several latest studies suggesting the influ-

ence of attitudes in shaping behavioural intention/behavioural. This means that attitudes 

is a strong predictor of learning behaviour.  

Table 2.  Attitudes-behavioural intention/behavioural studies 

Main Findings Sample and Location Authors 

Attitudes has a positive effect on intention to use mobile 
marketing services 

115 bachelor students, 
Malaysia 

Ismail, Che Razak, 
Yaacob, 

Zakaria, Amiruddin, & 

Luqman [21] 

Attitudes towards use of m-learning, subjective norm, per-

ceived usefulness and perceived ease of use explains 23% 

of the variances observed in students’ intention to use m-
learning. Attitudes has the most significant effect on be-

havioural intention 

487 university students, 

Southern Ghana 

Buabang-Andoh [22] 

Attitudes towards use of mobile learning through 

Whatsapp has a positive influence on mobile learning 

adoption for learning 

223 diploma and bach-

elor students, South Af-

rica 

Bere & Rambe [23] 

Attitudes towards Whatsapp use for teaching-learning is 

significantly and positively related to intention to use 

Whatsapp for academic writing 

120 university students, 

Botswana 

Magogwe & Jaiyeoba 

[24] 

Attitudes towards mobile social games positively influ-

ences behavioural intention to play mobile social games 

491 wechat users, 

China 

Chen, Rong, Ma, Qu & 

Xiong [25] 

Attitudes towards mobile applications predicts actual use 

of mobile applications for learning 

380 university students, 

South Africa 

Chuchu & Ndoro [26] 

4.2 Interest 

Interest is another affective characteristic that has a powerful influence on learning. 

Getzels [27] defines interest as a “disposition organised through experience which im-

pels an individual to seek out particular objects, activities, understandings, skills, or 

goals for attention or acquisition (p.98)”. This means that interest can drive students to 

learn. In order for students to learn effectively and efficiently, they must possess some 

extent of interest in learning what they are expected to learn [13]. Learning is enjoyable 

and effective when students learn with interest [9]. Quite on the contrary, learning can 

be ineffective and inefficient when stimulated by coercion instead of being driven by 

interest [7].  

Intrigued with the power of interest in learning, a group of Asian researchers came 

together collaboratively to deal with a common problem in Asian schools — the obses-

sion with examination driven learning environments. They developed a theory which 

they called Interest-Driven Creator (IDC) after realising that they needed a theory to 

guide research and practice in the classrooms specifically for the Asian context [9]. 
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IDC—a design theory constituting three anchored concepts which are interest, creation 

and habit. Each of these concepts comprises a loop consisting of three components 

(Figure 1). IDC posits that when classroom practice involves technology supported 

learning activities driven by IDC theory, students will develop interest in learning, be 

engaged in the creation process and develop habits of learning through the repetition of 

the aforesaid process in their daily routine [9]. 

   

Fig. 1. Three anchored concepts of IDC 

According to Wong, Chan, Chen, King and Wong [28], interest — the first loop 

promotes learning by triggering interest to learn through students’ curiosity and then 

immersing them in the learning activity where they are in the flow state. This is when 

students are completely engrossed in the learning activity. Students then extend their 

learning interest by making sense of what they have learnt. 

Creation, the second loop emphasises on idea generation and artifacts construction 

for better learning outcomes [29]. The loop starts with students imitating from a learn-

ing model to form their background knowledge. Imitation lays the foundation for stu-

dents to learn. They then combine the acquired background knowledge with existing 

knowledge and artifacts to create new ideas or knowledge. From here, students move 

on to staging where they are given opportunities to share or showcase their creations to 

elicit feedback from peers or teachers. 

The last loop, habit starts with an environment cue (arrangement of place, time, peo-

ple, or incidents) which functions as a trigger to the students about what is happening 

in the learning environment and their response [30]. The said response refers to the 

students’ learning behaviour that ensues after the trigger. Behaviours that are repeated 

consistently and prompted by environmental cues are known as habits [31]. This means 

that students’ learning behaviour when repeated constantly will progress into a routine 

until they achieve a sense of harmony. Chan et al. [9] explained that this is where stu-

dents’ efforts lead to a sense of accomplishment with a feeling of satisfaction and inner 

serenity. 

Table 3 shows evidence of several studies suggesting the relationship between inter-

est and student learning. Other studies also provide some evidence that interest has an 

impact on learning behaviour. 
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Table 3.  Interest-learning studies 

Main Findings Sample and Location Authors 

Students’ interest and their relationship with 
the instructor are contributing factors in suc-

cessful academic performance 

2 middle school students, USA* 
*qualitative study 

Saur [32] 

Academic achievement and interest in learn-
ing are significantly correlated, academic 

achievement and attitude to school is signifi-

cantly correlated, interest in learning and atti-
tude to school is significantly correlated. 

Both students’ attitudes to school and interest 

in learning significantly predict their aca-
demic achievement, accounting for as much 

as 21.6% of the variance in academic 

achievement 

511 secondary school students, 
Nigeria 

Kpolovie & Okoto [33] 

Interest significantly affects students’ m-

learning concentration 

92 college students, China Li & Yang [34] 

Interest and m-learning concentration are sig-

nificantly correlated. Interaction between 

presentation mode (text, graphics & video) 
and interest has a significant effect on learn-

ing achievements 

258 college education major stu-

dents, China 

Yang, Li & Lu [35] 

Interest is significantly correlated to mathe-

matics performance among students with 

lower mathematics proficiency 

20 secondary school students, 

Malaysia 

Wong & Wong [36] 

5 Conclusion 

This paper has attempted to highlight the relevance and importance of affective ori-

ented education for 21st century learners. It is important to recognise that both attitudes 

and interest can differ in intensity and they can be learned. It is equally important to 

subscribe to the view that formal learning environments be involved in affective edu-

cation given that attitudes and interest are predictive of and pertinent to human behav-

iours including academic achievements. Suffice to say, affective education is absolutely 

necessary for more favourable student learning outcomes in the 21st century learning 

environments. 
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