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ABSTRACT

The aim of this thesis is to explore the response of Greek Higher Education (HE)
Institutes to the rapidly-changing global evolutions that lead to the introduction of skills

and competences (professional skills) within accounting courses.

The introduction of professional skills in HE accounting courses constitutes a “paradigm
shift” and signifies the transformation of future accountants (especially management
accountants) from “bean counters to business advisors and successful management team
members” who will be capable of supporting their employers to overcome global
challenges and take informed decisions. The European Union and the Bologna Process
have devoted considerable resources and efforts, through the establishment of European
Higher Education Area (EHEA) and the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation
System (ECTS), to promote professional skills and competences and, through them, the

employability prospects of HE graduates.

The thesis employs the New Institutional Sociology (NIS; DiMaggio and Powell, 1983,
1991) combined with the typology of Oliver (1991) with regard to the increasing
privatisation of HE (Meyer and Rowan, 2006) and specifically institutional isomorphism
(coerci.ve, mimetic, normative) as a tool to analyse the pressures and barriers to skills

introduction in HE accounting courses.

The study employs a Mixed Methods Methodology and a 3-Phase Sequential
Exploratory Design (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2007) to investigate the views of three
groups of stakeholders: accounting teachers, business administration and accounting
students and accountants, via interviews, questionnaires, documentary analysis, web-

based research, and informal discussions.
The main findings are:

e Professional skills are considered important by all stakeholders in Greece, but a gap
exists between the importance assigned to skills and their delivery by the educational

process.

e The skill in most need of attention is “the ability for students to identify and solve

unstructured problems”.

e There are convergent and divergent isomorphic pressures regarding the introduction

of professional skills in H.E accounting courses, both internal and external.
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e The internal divergent isomorphic pressures come from three groups: the educational
system (i.e. lack of communication, support and motivation), the teachers (i.e. non-
reflective practices, lack of training), and the students (i.e. absenteeism, cultural and
educational background). The external divergent isomorphic pressures come from
the market (i.e. structure and attitude), the state (i.e. tax system) and the employers

(i.e. ignorance).

e The convergent isomorphic pressures are exerted on an individual, organisational
and national level and are identified as institutional (coercive, normative, mimetic,

normative-mimetic and mimetic-coercive) as well as competitive pressures.

e Greek HE Institutions have so far adopted strategies of defiance, manipulation,

avoidance and compromise in response to skills introduction.
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CHAPTER 1 Introduction

1.1 Background to the research

The last few decades have seen a process of change in the field of education in many
countries. In the context of this overall change, accounting education has also been
affected. Accounting education targets the preparation of individuals to become
‘accountants. In the US and other western countries as well as Australia and New
Zealand, it has become apparent that this preparation is insufficient. Academics and
accounting employers claim that entry-level accountants are poorly educated and
unprepared to enter the profession. In this case, graduates may have the technical
expertise but lack communication skills and the proper ethical development (Mathews,

2001).

Accounting education reform started in the US in the early 80’s and continues to date.
Even though many changes have occurred and the accounting community, practitioners
and academics have cooperated over improving accounting education, there is evidence
that many problems remain (Albrecht and Sack, 2000). In each country, accounting
education reform had a different origin. In the US, the reform was initiated by market
needs while in the UK by academics and the government. In the rest of Europe,
education change has been initiated by the local Governments, as indicated by the
commitment to the Bologna Declaration in 1999. In this joint declaration, European
Ministers of Education recognized that “knowledge” is an important factor for social and
human growth as well as an indispensable component when facing the challenges of the

globalization era.

By signing the Bologna Declaration in 1999, the EU countries faced an important
challenge: the harmonization of their Higher Education (hereafter HE) systems through
the establishment of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA). The Bologna
process is fostering a change in HE systems to promote the educational convergence,

comparability and mobility of students and academics. As a consequence, the structure
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of degrees, syllabuses, pedagogy and evaluation and assessment systems (for students,
teaching staff and courses) must be revised. Although these objectives are common, the
contexts in which they must be achieved differ, since the culture of the individual
European countries themselves differ. This study will investigate how Greek Higher
Education Institutes (HEIs) are handling the pressure to introduce an educational
convergence policy with particular regard to the introduction of generic employability

skills in Accounting Education.

1.2 Significance of the Study

The first contribution of this study is its potential to improve Greek accounting
education and consequently the practice of the Accounting Profession (AP) by offering a
broad view of the impact of skills introduction into the learning process, the
employability of accounting graduates, the advancement of the country’s economy, as
well as the pressures and the impediments for their development. In many other
countries, research has indicated that the introduction of professional skills had
significantly positive effects on students’ learning and on graduates’ preparation for their
professional life (Stanley and Marsden, 2013; Huber and Mafi, 2013; Stone and
Lightbody, 2013; Kennedy and Sorensen, 2006). Improved accounting education based

on skills development means that graduates:
e are more readily employable

e are able to make a significant contribution to the overall strategy of the business and
help employers to make good decisions, especially important for SMEs that are the

lynch-pin of many European economies, including Greece

e have developed personal skills and emotional intelligence that can support them in

areas other than their professional life
e have all of the professional skills required to rise up the business hierarchy

e have strong perceptions of the ethical values and social responsibilities of the AP,

which is a key feature for the advancement of the economy

¢ have the knowledge, skills and ability to be members of management teams that can

support enterprises to gain competitiveness in the global marketplace
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A second contribution is to identify how the Greek academic, professional and state
executives are responding to European institutions like the Bologna Agreement. A third
contribution is to identify the cooperation and/ or connections (if any) between
academia, industry and the state in terms of cooperating and adapting educational
structures to face global challenges. In addition, this study will help identify the main
teaching methods that academics employ when teaching accounting in Greece. To the
author’s knowledge, no similar study has been undertaken in Greece on the development
and impediments to introduce generic employability skills in Greek Accounting

Education Studies.

1.3  Aim

Recently, in Greece, the educational environment has been in almost continuous crisis,
as articulated through the complaints, disagreements, strikes and street demonstrations
of students and teachers. All participating parties in this crisis have declared that HEIs
should adapt in order to face these serious problems. Greek HEIs are under pressure
from various directions. They have to struggle for financial support and re-establish their

position in Greek society.

The present study focuses on the pressures exerted on Higher Education Institutions
(hereafter HEIs), specifically on accounting courses, to comply with the Bologna and
EU requirements and specifically the introduction of generic, professional skills in

accounting courses.

The present study has three aims. The first is to investigate the views of the stakeholders

(accounting teachers, students and accountants) regarding:
e the importance and therefore necessity for accountants to possess professional skills

e the degree to which Business Administration and Accounting (hereafter BAA)

students acquire professional skills during their studies
¢ how to incorporate professional skills into the BAA curriculum

The second aim is to identify the forces that exert pressure on the HEIs as well as those
which resist the policy of introducing professional skills into the BAA departments of
Greek HEIs. The study will use DiMaggio and Powell (1983)’s theoretical framework
on the mechanisms of "isomorphic change" in society, in order to analyse and interpret

the results. The third aim is to analyse the strategies undertaken by Greek HEIs to
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combat the pressure for institutional reforms to introduce professional skills as well as
the institutional characteristics that define these strategies. The typology offered by
Oliver (1991) as a conjunction of New Institutional Sociology (NIS) and Resource
Dependence Theory will be used. Oliver’s typology will help to predict the HEIs’ future
strategies. To achieve the above aims, the thesis will use a wide range of data collection
methods, including questionnaires, interviews, documentary analysis, web-site scanning,
and informal discussions with stakeholders. A full description of the research strategy

and methods is provided in Chapter 5.

1.4 Research Question and Sub-questions

The present study aims to answer the following question: “How are the Business
Administration and Accounting Departments (BAA) of Greek Higher Educational

Institutions (HEI) responding to the pressure to promote students’ professional skills?”

As discussed above, the study will explore the need for accounting education reform in
Greece and the incorporation of the new institutions that have originated due to the
Bologna Agreement, the European Commission as well as the global educational

reforms.
The specific research sub-questions are as follows:

1. How is the introduction of professional skills into the curriculum of Greek HEI

accounting courses affected by the international trend?

2. How has the AP and accounting education evolved in Greece, how is

accountancy taught, and what is its relationship to professional skills?

3. Which are the Bologna requirements regarding professional skills and how has
the Greek educational and professional system accepted them at the institutional

level?

4. How well has the Greek academic and professional community accepted a

European institution like the Bologna Agreement and its basic Principles?

5. How do the direct stakeholders (teachers, students, accountants) rate the

importance of introducing professional skills into HEI courses in Greece?

6. How do the direct stakeholders (teachers, students, accountants) rate graduates’

performance in relation to professional skills in Greece?
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7. Is there a gap between the importance assigned to accountants’ professional

skills and those exhibited by graduates in Greece?

8. If it is imperative to introduce professional skills, then what is the best way to

incorporate them within the accounting curriculum in Greece?

9. What are the weaknesses (barriers) regarding the policy of introducing

professional skills into the HE accounting courses in Greece?

10. Which forces are exerting pressure for professional skills to be introduced into

HE accounting courses in Greece?

11. What are the HEIs’ strategic responses to the institutional changes designed to
foster the introduction of professional skills into HE accounting courses in

Greece?

12. Which antecedents influence the choice of strategy for this and how can these

predict the HEIs’ future responses in Greece?

1.5  Methodology

This study adopts Mixed Methods methodology that allows quantitative and qualitative
data to be combined using a variety of methods to acquire an integrated picture of the
issue investigated. The study has a Sequential Exploratory Design and is conducted in

four phases, as described by Creswell and Plano Clark (2007).

A 3-Phase Sequential Exploratory strategy involves a first phase of qualitative data
exploration and analysis, a second phase that develops the instrument based on the
results and participants’ views (including the mixing of the data by embedding them
from the qualitative supporting database to generate a quantitative database) and a third
phase, in which the results from phase two are further explored via qualitative data
collection. The databases will be separate but connected as the analysis and results of the
phase two data will be used to identify participants for the qualitative phase three.
Phases two and three are weighted equally (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2007; Creswell,
2009). The primary focus of this model is on initially exploring a phenomenon, and the
quantitative data will help us to interpret the qualitative findings. The second purpose is
to build a survey instrument to use for generalisation. The study is also characterised as
multi-level because the levels of analysis are multiple: international, national,

organisational and individual (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998) and the units of analysis
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are organisations as well as individuals. The research model is shown in the following

diagram.
Research Model: Sequential Exploratory Design
qual OUAN OUAL
Qual Qual QUAN QUAN QUAL QUAL
Data Data"""~ Data Data Data Data
Collection Analysis Collection Analysis Collection Analysis

Interpretation of Entire Analysis

Figure 1-1: Research Model - Sequential Exploratory Design

* In the above figure the arrows indicate a sequential form of data collection, with
one form (e.g. qualitative data) building on the other (e.g. quantitative data).
» Capitalization of letters indicate that an approach or method is emphasised.

* “Quan” and “Qual” stand for quantitative and qualitative, respectively, and they use

the same number of letters to indicate equality between the forms of data.

The following table summarises the strategies employed for each phase as well as the

levels and the expected outcomes from each phase.
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Table 1-1: Thesis structure

Level of
Phases | Thesis Structure evero Expected Outcomes
Research
Explore the emergence of skills in
International education
Level .. .
Explore Bologna and EU policies on skills
(Chapter 2 & and competences
. ) Chapter 3) Explore skills introduction in accounting
Literature Review education
Explore accounting education in Greek
) HEIs
National Level . )
Explore studies on skills and competences
(Chapter 4)
Explore the emergence and framework of
Greek accountancy
Qualitative
Research Explore External Quality Evaluation
Methods: documents on HEIs
-Dc:l?;;lesni;ary Organisational Explore Quality Assurance Agency views
Phase 1 y Level Explore the application of European Credit
-Interviews (Chapter 7) Transfer and Accumulation System
“Web based (ECTS) through HEIs’ websites
Analysis Explore the businesses policy on skills
JInformal through website investigation
discussions
Development and distribution of
Quantitative Instrument
uantitative i ike:
QResearch Individual To answer questlor.ls like:
Phase2 Level How do teachers rate the importance of
Method: professional skills?
] ) (Chapters 8, 9)
-Questionnaires What is the perceived gap between
expected and actual skills for teachers,
students and accountants?
Qualitative Explore in depth the quantitative data from
Research Individual phase two
Phase 3 Method: Level Identify HEIs’ strategies
-Interviews (Chapter 10) Predict the HEIs’ response to institutional

pressures
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1.6  Structure of the Study

This thesis comprises of 12 chapters, followed by the reference list and appendices.
Chapter One presents an overview of the thesis and research background, aims, and
questions, with a brief outline of the significance of the study as well as the

methodology followed. It finishes by outlining the structure of the study.

Chapter Two investigates the emergence of skills in the working environment and
educational settings, especially HE. It also presents the EU and Bologna Agreement
efforts to introduce skills in education through the establishment of ECTS and

competence-based education.

Chapter Three discusses the development of skills and competences in BAA education,
including the historical context of the US where this debate first emerged. It also
describes briefly the advancement of skills in the UK, Australia and New Zealand (NZ),
as well as the areas that are critical to bringing about any proposed changes, such as new

teaching methods and approaches.

Chapter Four explores the situation in Greece, outlining the educational system, and
reviewing the literature on professional skills development before discussing the
evolution of the AP and the characteristics of the Greek economy that affect both

education and the profession.

Chapter Five presents the theoretical framework of the New Institutional Theory (NIS).
NIS is widely accepted due to its capacity to explain organizations’ reactions under
uncertainty so it will be employed to interpret the research findings. In addition, Oliver’s
(1991) typology on strategic responses to organisational pressure is discussed, as it will

also be used to explain the phenomena under study.

Chapter Six outlines the research methodology, states the reasons why a Mixed
Methods strategy was adopted, and describes the methods used, i.e. questionnaires,

interviews, discussion, and official documents.

Chapter Seven constitutes Phase One of this study, providing an environmental
overview of the organisations. It includes qualitative research on HEIs and businesses.
Using various data collection methods, like documents, interviews, informal discussions

and website investigation, the author explores the status quo regarding the introduction
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of skills in HEIs and businesses. The results of Phase One are used to prepare the

questionnaires for use in the second phase of the study.

Chapter Eight describes the preparation of the data obtained from the survey for the
statistical analysis. A series of tests are used to examine the internal and external

reliability assessment, normality assessment, validity and factor analysis.

Chapter Nine presents the outcomes of the quantitative data analysis. The data is
analysed using SPSS and the results are outlined. Descriptive statistics as well as several
tests (ANOVA, T-TESTS) are carried out, revealing significant results. In addition, the

Indicator of Priority — IP (or Importance Indicator Factor) is drawn from these findings.

Chapter Ten illustrates the background information and interview procedure, including

the sampling techniques, reliability and validity issues and the interview design.

Chapter Eleven portrays the research findings produced by all of the date collection
methods and attempts to integrate them into a final context before interpreting them

through the lenses of NIS and Oliver’s typology on organisations’ strategic responses.

Chapter Twelve concludes this thesis by summarising the study and reviewing the main
findings. It states the research contribution to the academic community as well as its
potential practical implications for the professional community. Finally, the limitations

of the study and recommendations for further research are presented.

1.7  Chapter Summary

This chapter has presented the research background and the study’s significance for the
Greek academic and professional environments, as well as the research aim and
methodology. Next chapter discusses the emergence of skills and competences in Higher

Education and how they may affect graduates’ employability.
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CHAPTER 2 The Emergence of Skills and

Competences in Higher Education

2.1 Introduction

This chapter reviews the emergence of skills and competences in HEISs, and also outlines
the special efforts of theorists and policy-makers to investigate the word “skill” in view
of its complexities and the impact it has on people’s professional lives. In the current
study, the focus is on the skills and competences that affect employability, and the extent
to which these can be acquired or developed through HE. In the next section 2.2, the
thesis describes the relationship of “skill” to the knowledge economy, while section 2.3
analyses the evolution of the working context and the “skills gap”. Section 2.4 outlines
the connection between HE and graduate employability, and section 2.5 reviews the
endorsement of skills and competences under the EU and the Bologna Agreement.

Section 2.6 summarises the chapter.

2.2 Skills in the Knowledge Economy
2.2.1 Definition and meaning

The world economy is changing at an unprecedented rate. The forces of globalisation
and technological progress are altering the way in which people all over the planet live
and work. Within this framework of continuous change, the notion of skills has attracted
the attention of researchers from various disciplines. Among these, policy-makers and
educationalists are exémining how the development of skills can contribute towards HE
graduates’ employability and professionalism. The basic definitions of skills and
competences are provided below, but these will be analysed in more detail in the next

chapter.

The American Heritage Dictionary defines the word ‘skill’ as a proficiency, facility, or

dexterity that is acquired or developed through training or experience, an art, trade, or
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technique, particularly one requiring the use of the hands or body, a developed talent or
ability i.e. writing skills. It defines “competence” as: a) The state or quality of being
adequately or well-qualified, and b) a specific range of skills, knowledge, or abilities.
The European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (CEDEFOP, 2011)

define skill as the ability to perform tasks and solve problems.

The term “skill” is a multi-dimensional and dynamic concept yet its meaning remains
ambiguous. For this reason, proxies are used to measure skills, usually in the form of
formal qualifications and occupations. For example, in the UK, the NVQ (National
Vocational Qualifications) programme has categorised occupations according to the
skills required. In Greece, the corresponding NQF (Hellenic Qualifications Framework,
HQF, Efviké IMhaicwo IIpocdvtwv) is currently being established. However, the real
meaning of skill in people’s lives appears more complicated that the dictionary
definition implies, and the ambiguity over its meaning is increasing as people in
different countries give it varying definitions (Clarke and Winch, 2006). A skill is a
concept that seems to have attracted considerable attention from researchers who have
sought to define its meaning and, more importantly, impact on the workforce and society
(Lloyd and Payne, 2010). The notion of a “skill” is complex, however, and requires
careful consideration. Attewell (1990, p. 422) mentions that, apart from sociology, the
concept of skill is important “in economics, psychology, education, computer science’s
“artificial intelligence”, and in the area known as human factors or ergonomics”. Lloyd
and Payne (2004, p. 220) stress the need for a multi-disciplinary approach to analyse
skills by “drawing upon the insights from fields as diverse as economics, politics,
industrial relations, sociology, history and cultural studies”. Ashton (1999) describes the
process of skill formation as a “paradigm shift” involving “the culmination of a number
of different intellectual developments” working towards a “genuine interdisciplinary
perspective and the abandonment of the restriction on thinking imposed by conventional
academic disciplines” (p. 347). Theorists connect the word skill with Aristotle’s use of
the term techne or technique, which he appears to employ with a double meaning
(Dunne, 1993); firstly as the rigid application of a rule and secondly as following a rule
in a way that demands interpretation, the assessment of the materials being used and
situational awareness. In the latter aspect, the word techne is closely related to the word
phronesis or practical wisdom (Carr, 2003). However the modern notion of technical

work implies something more than craft skills in the traditional sense, exercised in a
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flexible and reflexive way, implying instead that a skill involves the application of a

body of theoretical knowledge to a practical problem (Clarke and Winch, 2006).

Attewell (1990) states that, at the core of all definitions of skills, is the idea of
competence or proficiency- the ability to do something well. It encompasses both mental
and physical proficiency (i.e. it implies understanding or knowledge) but also connotes
physical dexterity (Polanyi, 1958). Etymological analysis reveals an additional
ambiguity — a skill involves the ability to do something, but the word also connotes a
dimension of increasing ability. While a skill is synonymous with the word
“competence”, it also implies that the person with a specific skill also possesses
expertise, mastery, and excellence. Therefore, for Attewell (1990), it is unclear whether
the term indicates mere adequacy or superior, extraordinary ability. He notes that this
distinction is not trivial. “Distinguishing between skill as mundane accomplishment and
skill as virtuosity can give us theoretical insight into the mechanisms that underlie
skilled activities. Not distinguishing between these two senses of the work can lead to
conceptual confusion.” (p.423). This is especially true for the European framework of
Lisbon Agreement (EC, 2000), where the EU set the targets for comparing different
national vocational frameworks. The concepts of skill, competences, knowledge, and
qualifications need to be addressed carefully since they have different foundations and
implications for the relationship between occupations and wages in each nation (Clarke
and Winch, 2006).

Policy-makers, theorists, and Educational Ministries in many European and other
countries (CBI, 2003; Council for Industry and Higher Education'), the European
Commission (EC, 2006; EC, 2010) and international organisations (OECD, 2011), have
approached the notion of skill assuming there is a single, objective “logic” of skills
waiting to be discovered, measured and used for cross-national and historical
comparisons. Other theorists approach the concept of skills as a social phenomenon that
develops in specific social contexts, for example between groups, rather than being the
possession of a specific person (Brown, Collins and Duguid, 1989; Brown and Duguid,
1991; Fenwick, 2006).

! http://www.cihe.co.uk
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2.2.2 The Knowledge Economy

As technology has progressed in recent decades, society and working conditions have
been transformed. Manufacturing has given more space to service industries and white-
collar workers outnumber blue-collar workers (Bell, 1974). Above all, power is no
longer derived from property and position but from knowledge, particularly theoretical
knowledge. The financial-industrial elite is being replaced by a professional-scientific
elite. Entrepreneurs are being replaced by scientists, engineers and technicians.
Education is playing a crucial role as the means of attaining technical skills. Skilled jobs
require “perceptual and conceptual skills” that need to be renewed if workers wish to
remain employed. Knowledge and learning are the means to continuous upskilling and
consequently the “learning force” is already greater than the “workforce” (Trist, 1974, p.

112).

2.3 Work Context Evolution and the Skills Gap
2.3.1 The Changing Work Context

Intense knowledge advancement tends to dominate certain sections of the economy but
there exist significant imbalances, according to employers and policy-makers, between
the workforce’s capability and skills to keep up with the working environment’s
constant flux and evolution. Among the reasons for the imbalance, researchers include
the globalisation of the economy, technological advancement and the changing work
process. Globalisation has led industries to operate on a far shorter timescale. It is clear
that there is a faster pace in every aspect of business life, from the private to the public
sector. In the private sector, stockholders expect better returns on their investments and
much more information, pressing managers to achieve short-term performance targets
(Keep, 2000a). In the public sector, the changes include voters’ demands to receive
greater services at lower cost (taxes). This post-Fordist working environment can be
aptly described by two terms: “delayering” and “empowerment”. “Delayering” reflects
the restructuring process by removing layers of management from organisations’ charts.
In this way, more people are doing rather than supervising, but those doers should be
able to supervise themselves. “Empowerment” reflects the culture of giving more
responsibility to workers who should have greater discretion over how they manage their
job. Both terms imply that workers can work in self-directed work teams which are

appraised by the target outcomes of their performance rather than being told exactly how
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to do their job with constant supervision (Herbert and Rothwell, 2005). Organisations
are better organised in terms of teamwork and work discretion. Hammer (1996, p. 43)
argues that, in the post-industrial era, in a process-centred organisation, self-managed
workers are responsible for both performing work and ensuring that it is of high quality.
“There is no longer a great divide between “doing” and “managing”. Management is no
longer an esoteric and inaccessible skill reserved for the remote and privileged elite. It
becomes part of everyone’s job.” In the past, workers and professionals would stay in
the same job perhaps for a life-time. Today, firm must quickly adjust to the changing
market conditions and become “a flexible firm” that will hire skilled personnel who can
respond to the firm’s needs. On the other hand, the employees themselves want to be
prepared for their next job and try to acquire the necessary skills for this. Handy (1990)
coined the term ‘portfolio worker” to describe someone who takes responsibility for his
own career, seeking opportunities and developing the right skills that will prepare him
for the next stage of his working life. “Process-centred jobs have virtually nothing in
common with traditional industrial era jobs, whether blue, pink, or white collar. They do
have a great deal in common with the kinds ofjobs normally held by professionals. The
inevitable consequence of process-centering an organisation is professionalising its

work” (Hammer 1996).

232 The Skills Gap

Several authors describe anomalies in the capitalist economies that are, more or less,
connected to the workforce skills gap. The relationship between globalised operations
and industrial innovation has shifted the need for a different set of expectations by the
workforce. This becomes apparent from the gap in the skills and competences of the
workforce in order to fully support industry. Barrett, Burgess and Campbell (2005)
describe the major problems in Australia as the skills shortage, underemployment,
hidden unemployment and unpaid overtime. Cook, Downie and McMullen (2004) and
Livingstone (1999) found that, in Canada, trade liberalisation and market globalisation
have been accompanied by skills shortages, underemployment, and continued
precarious, low-wage employment. Factors like the technological reshaping of
operations, the new literacy demanded by the implementation of internationalised
standards, and accelerated innovation in product and processes to compete globally are
directly related to the skills transformation of the workforce (Belfiore et al., 2004).

These factors are perceived by the industry leaders and policy-makers as the skills and
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knowledge gaps between what the existing workers can do and what is the desired
performance. Recent research on a variety of professions including geology (Griffiths,
Diver and Williams, 1997), accounting (Albrecht and Sack, 2000; Hassall et al., 2003;
Palmer, Ziegenfuss and Pinsker, 2004), international management (Demir and
Soderman, 2007), software development (Marks and Scholarios, 2008), marketing
(Walker et al. 2009), engineering (Stiwne and Jungert, 2010), geography (Wall and
Speake, 2012) and aviation (Bates and O’Brien, 2013) reveals that the pace of
technology and global business expansion is falling behind that of professionals’ skills
development. Policy-makers, employers and commentators point to education’s main

contribution to skills development.

This study focus is on the “Soft” or “Professional” skills gap and how Greek HE can
promote its development in order to support graduates’ employability. More specifically,
the study explores the professional skills that Higher Accounting Education should
provide for accountancy undergraduates in order to become successful professionals in a
continuously changing and demanding globalised business context. Due to language
restrictions, the literature review is limited to material published in English or Greek,
and so it tends to focus on Anglo-Saxon countries’ perspectives (the UK, US, Australia,

NZ, and EU).

24  HE and Employability

The skills phenomenon is of concern to the developed as well as developing nations,
since capitalist economies are pursuing a competitive advantage based on high skill,
knowledge-driven economies and production. The development of mass HE, the
knowledge-driven economy and the culture of life-long learning are promoted as the
answer to employability and the solution to the economic and social problems of most
nations (OECD, 1993; The World Bank, 1994; UNESCO, 1995; Frank and Meyer,
2007). The terms that describe the new era and the current trends include “post-
industrial society”, “post-Fordist society”,  “globalisation age”, “risk society”,
“information society”, and a “highly educated society” but also “social skills”, “soft

skills” “employability skills”, “transferable skills”, professional skills”, etc.
24.1 Employability

In the last few decades, the term “employability” has become closely related to the

acquisition of skills by the workforce, especially “employability skills” or “transferable
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skills”. This term mainly indicates the skills that an employee can “transfer” from job to
job and includes, among others, personal and interpersonal skills, communication skills,
ethical behaviour, critical thinking, problem-solving skills and teamwork ability. In this
subsection, the main characteristics of the term “employability” are presented with the

consequences for the modern age and employees’ skills development.

The term “employability” was first coined by the economist Beveridge in 1909 but
remained hidden until the 1970°’s (Misra and Mishra, 2011). Over the years,
employability has been approached through different dimensions (Hillage and Pollard,
1998; Baruch, 2001; Harvey, 2001; Knight and Yorke, 2003; Misra and Mishra, 2011).
Employability is ultimately “the ability to be employed”. Three key elements of
employability have been identified (Finn, 2000). Firstly, it is the ability to gain initial
employment, hence the interest in ensuring that “key skills”, careers advice and an
understanding of the world of work are embedded in the education system. Secondly, it
is the ability to maintain employment and make “transitions” between jobs and roles
within the same organisation to meet new job requirements. Thirdly, it is the ability to
obtain new employment if required; that is, to be independent in the labour market
through being willing and able to manage employment transitions between and within
organisations. For Knight and Yorke (2003), employability is: “A set of achievements,
understandings and personal attributes that make individuals more likely to gain
employment and be successful in their chosen occupations”. At the empirical level,
Baruch (2001) argues that employability is now a substitute for “loyalty”. In the past,
“loyalty” to the organisation was a prerequisite for the employees’ career evolution but
this became open to discussion during the last decade. New terminology has appeared in
the working lives of employees; boundaryless careers, protean careers, psychological
contracts and transferable skills. These terms indicate important changes in the
employment and employability status of the modern workforce (Clarke and Patrickson,
2007). It is possible that the general or specialised problems that arise can be resolved if
the employees and employers work together so employees develop a range of generic,
transferable skills, such as interpersonal skills, communication skills, problem-solving
skills, teamwork and decision-making skills. Employees will also need assistance to
develop competences in self-evaluation, self-promotion and career management skills.
Individuals will need to learn how to evaluate their skills, knowledge and abilities and

how to market these skills either within or outside the organisation (Bridgstock, 2009).
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HE is recognised as the prime agent that will teach future employees and current
students how to become “employable”; that is, how to develop a range of generic,
transferable skills, such as interpersonal, communication, problem-solving, teamwork

and decision-making skills.
24.2 Vocationalism within HE

The important changes to the graduate labour market in the 1970s and IT advancements
have made employers more selective about the type of qualifications they consider
suitable to particular jobs. Professions like law, accountancy and banking “began to
recruit graduates and showed a preference for those with what was considered to be a
training directly related to the particular occupation” (Williams, 1985, p. 185).
Gradually, the rates of return for the study of literature and philosophy fell below those
for engineering and accountancy. As the graduate labour market became more
complicated in the 1970s, and graduates found it increasingly difficult to find
employment, “students and university planners put more emphasis on subjects which
appeared to offer skills that were immediately applicable in the job market” (p. 186).
Social and work changes signalled a move in the UK towards “the new vocationalism in
Higher Education”. However, criticism of these new institutions soon emerged. In the
new era, professional bodies gained power to the point of becoming seriously involved
in the validation of university courses as appropriate professional preparation. The
increased power of the professional bodies raised the status of the old established
professions, such as law and medicine, and a few newer professions, such as

accountancy and pharmacy (Williams, 1985, p. 189; Sikka and Wilmott, 2002).

Researchers from various disciplines are exploring the relationship between skills, HE
curricula and employability (Saunders and Machell, 2000; Harvey, 2001; Morley, 2001;
Knight and Yorke, 2003; St. George, 2006; Mason, Williams and Cranmer, 2009). HEIs
are assumed to have increased responsibility for preparing graduates to become
“employable”. Mora, Garcia-Montalvo and Garcia-Aracil (2000) examined the
employment opportunities of Spanish graduates and found that the Spanish economy
was unable to create the 0.2 million jobs that would be necessary to avoid graduate
unemployment. One of the reasons for this is the fact that Spain’s HE system focuses
almost exclusively on specialised competence; on knowledge rather than skills. When
professions and job qualifications change very quickly, this system is too rigid to adapt

to the changing labour market. The skills needed for entrepreneurship (like leadership
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and flexibility) have been the subject of several studies (Rae, 2010; Rae et al., 2012).
For example, Hartshorn and Sear (2005) examined employability in relation to the
enterprise skills that business owners should possess. They argue for a growing
recognition of the difference between the “old” and “new” employability skills sets
required to compete in an increasingly flexible labour market. The UK government
reports, for example the HE White Paper of June 2011 (Department for Business,
Innovation & Skills, 2011) and Confederation of British Industry report (CBI, 2009) all
work to promote entrepreneurship among students and graduates. The CBI report
recommended that “business and universities must ensure that all students develop
employability skills while still at university. These skills are self-management,
teamworking, business and customer awareness, problem solving, communication and
literacy, numeracy, and the application of information technology”. Tomlinson (2008),
meanwhile, confirmed that students clearly understand that employers place increasingly
less emphasis on academic credentials while the so-called “soft” currencies are growing
in importance. Increasingly, researchers have begun to consider the conditions under
which employers and practitioners can contribute to the HE curriculum (Wilton, 2008;
Jameson et al., 2011). Jameson et al. (2011) considered the tension that can be created
when practitioners are brought into the academy to contribute directly to the curriculum,
and advocate that practitioner contribution to the curriculum has the potential to support
other HE initiatives revolving around research-engaged teaching in which the student
becomes more independently and actively engaged in the research process. However,
other studies indicate that teaching employability skills may be less effective than
originally supposed. Cranmer (2006) and Mason et al. (2009) cast doubt on the
assumption that employability skills can be effectively developed within the classroom.
Two wide concepts have proven, implicitly or explicitly, essential to this discussion; the

importance of soft/transferable skills and the learning methods needed to acquire them.

2.5  The EU and the Bologna Process

European countries have been heavily influenced by the Bologna Declaration of 1999,

which was based on the Sorbonne Declaration of the previous year (1998). In fact, it was

the Bologna Agreement that sparked the large-scale educational reforms in Europe, as it

states that universities should accept the challenge to construct the European Area of

Higher Education (EAHE) in the wake of the fundamental principles laid down in the

Bologna Magna Charta Universitatum of 1988. By 2010,47 countries were involved in
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the Bologna Process, the objectives of which, by that time, concerned the comparability
of degrees, the adoption of two main cycles (undergraduate and graduate), the
establishment of a credits system, such as the ECTS, the promotion of student, teacher,
researcher and administrative staff mobility, the promotion of European co-operation
over quality assurance, the promotion of the necessary European dimensions in HE,
particularly curriculum development, inter-institutional co-operation, mobility schemes

and integrated programmes of study, training and research.

At the European level, two types of cooperation exist that work towards the
development of HE to achieve high employment and growth rates: the European
Commission and the Bologna Process. The support of European governments and
universities has been sought in order to meet the targets of the next decade. Evidently,
the national HE policies are becoming increasingly subject to European-level decision-

making.

The EU education strategy was formulated through the Lisbon Strategy initiative in
2000 (EC, 2000), which promoted the reform of the fragmented European HE system
into a more powerful, better integrated, knowledge-based economy. In March 2000, the
EU countries committed themselves in the Lisbon Strategy to the objective of becoming
“the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world, capable of
sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion™.
European policymakers’ intentions took a more concrete form in 2003 when the
operational goal of raising EU-countries’ investment in R&D to 3% of GDP was

outlined in Barcelona.

In 2010, the Lisbon strategy evolved into the EU Commission’s ‘Europe 2020’ strategy.
The scope of this report was to overcome some of the failings of the previous initiatives
and reshape the objectives in the light of the economic crisis (Beerkens and
Vossensteyn, 2011). The Bologna Declaration of 1999 followed a series of meetings,
working groups, seminars, conferences and reports within the European area in order to
investigate and explore a range of objectives and promote the integration of the
education systems. The focus of these seminars and working groups included issues of
comparability, quality assurance, accreditation, the credit transfer system (ECTS),

learning outcomes and the development of European students’ skills and competences.
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2.5.1 ECTS and Learning Outcomes

The issues that this thesis investigates in relation to the Bologna Requirements and EU
recommendations are the introduction of skills and competences into HE courses,
through the establishment of a transfer system of credit units (ECTS) and the
specification of learning outcomes from the students’ educational experience. The
European Commission and the Bologna Working groups, over the last 15 years, have
issued many reports (EC, 2003; Vukasovic, 2004; EU, 2006, EU, 2008; Tuning, 2010) in
order to disseminate their objectives, recommendations, or the results of studies of
employability and the skills regime of European countries and in relation to non-

European nations.

In several Bologna seminars (Bologna, 2002; Bologna, 2003), the credit system was
discussed in depth. The Bologna seminar (Bologna, 2008a) in Edinburg on learning
outcomes endorsed the proposition that “learning outcomes are the basic building blocks
of the Bologna package of educational reforms” and that this methodological approach

is at the heart of the paradigm shift from teacher to student-centred learning.

During the Bologna seminar (Bologna, 2008b) on ECTS and student workload
participants from European universities, student bodies, national ministries and
international organizations, agreed that ECTS credits are based on learning outcomes
and the appropriate workload that will allow students to achieve the expected learning
outcomes. The seminar emphasised the need for a cultural shift at all levels, concerted
action by the authorities and stakeholders, the involvement of students in the verification
of the workload and the regular monitoring of the whole process within the framework

of an internal and external quality review.
The ECTS’ guide provides the following specific recommendations:

1. Educators should aim to develop competences in all course units that are assessed at

different stages of a course.

2. Some competences are subject-area related (specific to a field of study), while
others are generic (common to any degree course). Competence development tends

to proceed in an integrated and cyclical manner throughout a course.

3. Learning outcomes are the basis for the estimation of the workload and hence credit
allocation. When those responsible for designing educational courses establish the

qualification profile together with the course’s expected learning outcomes and their
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components, ECTS credits help them to be realistic about the required workload and

choose learning, teaching and assessment strategies wisely.

4. Stakeholders, such as learners and employers, may provide useful input to the

formulation of learning outcomes.

5. The allocation of credits to single educational components is part of the curriculum
design with reference to national qualifications frameworks, level descriptors and
qualifications descriptors. Generally, this is the responsibility of HE institutions and

academic staff, but in some cases may be decided by external bodies (EU, 2009).

The ECTS guide defines learning outcomes as: “A dynamic combination of cognitive
and metacognitive skills, knowledge and understanding, interpersonal, intellectual and
practical skills, ethical values and attitudes”. Two approaches exist: learning outcomes
may be either threshold statements (showing the minimum requirements to obtain a
pass), or reference points describing the typical (expected) level of successful learners’
achievement. In any case, statements on learning outcomes must clarify which definition
is being used. The EU report (2007a) on NQF/EQF explicitly states that the Learning
Outcomes approach is a fundamental part of a paradigm shift in the relationship between
HE and the outside world. It emphasises that it is an approach that provides the basis of
a dialogue between HE and employers, and also provides a tool, and a language, for
accountability to the wider society. The implementation of the NQF and use of learning
outcomes should not be presented as 'vet another reform to be tackled'. Providing
academics with substantial information about the need for an NQF and a learning
outcomes-based approach is needed to encourage commitment. The information should
also include examples of good practice in other countries/sectors/HEIs, such as the
Tuning project. This implies the need for the more structured dissemination/availability
of information. In order to promote this, efforts on the part of the Commission and the
national competent bodies may be appropriate. For instance, the Bologna experts can
play an important role in this (EU, 2007b, p. 27). The Tuning project in Europe
addressed the issue of skills and competences through research projects for subject
specific areas such as business, chemistry, mathematics, history, and geology. Over time
Tuning has developed into a Process, an approach to (re-)designing, developing,
implementing, evaluating and enhancing quality first, second and third cycle degree

courses.
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2.5.2 The European Qualifications Framework

The European Qualifications Framework (EQF) is an overarching framework that makes
transparent the relationship between European national (and/or sectoral) educational
frameworks of qualifications and the qualifications they contain. It is an articulation
mechanism between national frameworks. Currently, two European Qualifications
Frameworks exist. One focuses only on HE and was initiated as part of the Bologna
Process, while the other focuses on the whole span of education and was initiated by the
European Commission. The first is called a Framework for Qualifications for the
European Higher Education Area (QF-EHEA), while the second extends across all areas,
including HE, and is called the European Qualifications Frameworks for Lifelong
Learning (EQF-LLL; Tuning, 2010). Many reports and studies have appeared, often
financed by the EU or in cooperation with other institutions that explore the concepts of
skills and competences and their impact on citizens’ education and life (EU, 2007a,b).
An important project is the New Skills for New Jobs, that attempts to predict the
emerging sectors of the economy and the corresponding needs for new skills in future

years (EU, 2008e), issued with the help of CEDEFOP (2013).

2.6 Chapter Summary

In this chapter, the notions of skills and competences related to working life as well as
the HE environment were analysed. The definitions of the terms “skill” and
“competence” were discussed, as well as how skills are connected with the Knowledge
Economy and Knowledge Society. Policy-makers and analysts have examined in depth
the skills gap between industry’s needs and those possessed by the workforce. HE and
vocational education undertook the responsibility to fill this gap by preparing students
better for the knowledge economy. The EU and Bologna Initiative have paid special

attention to the development of skills and competences.
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CHAPTER 3 Skills and Competences in

Accounting Education

3.1 Introduction

This chapter focuses on accounting education and its reform in the light of the “skills
phenomenon”. After this introduction, Section 3.2 presents the conceptual dimensions of
skills and competences, especially in relation to accounting. Section 3.3 refers to the
competency-based approaches in the Accounting Education. Section 3.4 outlines the
evolution of the AP within the globalised business environment. Section 3.5 presents the
history and evolution of accounting education in the US as well as the main reports and
committees which demanded reforms that are conducive to process learning in
accounting. Section 3.6 examines the gap between accounting practice and accounting
education while Section 3.7 presents the challenges that the accounting pedagogy is
facing. Section 3.8 investigates the research areas that have emerged in accounting
pedagogy as well as the reactions to skills development in the UK, Australia, New
Zealand and Spain. Section 3.9 presents different aspects of professional skills
development, including the ranking of the importance of skills, the focus on specific
skills, and the barriers to skills development. Section 3.10 presents the most important
teaching and learning approaches and faculty issues, before describing the first
accounting course and its significance for students. Section 3.11 focuses on the criticism
of the skills and competences strategy and the “marketisation” of HE accounting.
Section 3.12 summarises the chapter. Due to language constraints, the literature review
was restricted to publications in English and so it mainly refers to Anglo-Saxon

countries.

3.2  Conceptual Dimensions
3.2.1 The notion of competence

Competence-based education is specified in terms of outcomes, or what an individual

can accomplish, rather than an individual’s knowledge or capabilities. This type of
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education has been the subject of HE (and Accounting Education) change in the last few
decades. However, defining competences has not been easy. There are alternative
definitions and philosophies underlying competence-based approaches and visions on

how to assess competences.

X The International Federation of Accountants (IFAC, 2001, p. 5) views

competency as “being able to perform a work role to a defined standard with

reference to real working environments”.

¢ European Commission (Tuning, 2010) in the definition of “competences”

includes the whole spectrum of abilities and capabilities, from the purely
theoretical/methodological to vocational knowledge and skills: “Competences represent
a dynamic combination of cognitive and metacognitive skills, demonstration of
knowledge and understanding, interpersonal, intellectual and practical skills, and ethical
values. Fostering these is the object of all educational programmes. Competences are
developed in all course units and assessed at different stages of a programme. Some
competences are subject-area related (specific to a field of studies), while others are
generic (common) to any degree programme” (p. 21). The same study also distinguishes

between the terms “competence” and “learning outcome” as follows:

> “Acompetence is a quality, ability, capacity or skill that is developed by and
that belongs to the student”. Also, the study states that “a learning outcome is a
measurable result of a learning experience which allows ascertaining to which

extent/level/standard a competence has been formed or enhanced”.

»  Learning outcomes are not unique to each student, but statements which allow
HE institutions to measure whether students have developed their competences to the

required level (p. 21).

» A generic competence is one which is transferable between subject areas; for
example: research ability, teamwork, management ability, problem-solving,

creativity, communication skills, and the communication of information.

> A subject- specific competence is one that is performed in and is typical of a
specific subject area; for example, the ability to demonstrate knowledge of, and the

ability to use, research techniques and technology (p. 39).
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In Tuning (2010), it is argued that the definition of competence provided is due to the
fact that, in an increasingly knowledge-based and technologically-driven world, it is
“less and less appropriate to make a sharp distinction between HE and vocational
training. In today’s world, theoretical studies contain vocational elements (for example
work placements), while vocational studies increasingly include theoretical and research
components” (p. 37). The Dearing Report (1997) agrees, stating: “We see the historic
boundaries between vocational and academic education breaking down, with
increasingly active partnerships between HE institutions and the worlds of industry,

commerce and public service”.

X In the context of the European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning

(EU, 2008c), competences are distinguished from knowledge and skills and described in

terms of responsibility and autonomy.

» “Competence” means a proven ability to use knowledge, skills and personal,
social and/or methodological abilities, in work or study situations and in professional
and personal development. In the European Qualifications Framework context, a

competence is described in terms of responsibility and autonomy.

> “Knowledge” means the outcome of the assimilation of information through
learning. Knowledge is the body of facts, principles, theories and practices related to
a field of work or study. In the context of the European Qualifications Framework,

knowledge is described as theoretical and/or factual.

»  “Skills” means the ability to apply knowledge and use know-how to complete
tasks and solve problems. In the European Qualifications Framework context, skills
are described as cognitive (involving logical, intuitive and creative thinking) or
practical (involving manual dexterity and the use of methods, materials, tools and

instruments).

H In the UK the National Council for Vocational Qualifications defined competence as

the ability to perform to the standards expected in employment (Thompson, 1996).

The definitions of competence range from cognitive skills to workplace outcomes and
personal attributes. Overall, most authors refer to the idea that competences must
contribute in some way to performance and be outcome-focused. Outcomes are the
larger results of many detailed actions and the application of specific skills. “Defining

competences as the results of activities or skills, rather than the activities or skills
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themselves, appear to be partly motivated by an attempt to keep competences more
holistic than atomistic” (Boritz and Carnaghan, 2003, p. 9). IFAC (2001) refers to the
outcome-based functional analysis approach favoured by ACCA and the input-based
capability approach (whereas the inputs include knowledge, skills and professional
values) favoured by AICPA. These differences between the definitions are important
because they can affect the content of competence-based standards as well as the
assessment methods. Boritz and Carnaghan (2003) introduced several different

dimensions in the meaning of competences (Figure 3.1 below).

Skills/abilities
alone

A

Hidden and inferred

Solely outcome-based

Atomistic Activities/skills
Superior Effective
performance performance
Results of Generally
activities/skills holistic

Including knowledge v Observable

Including personal
attributes or traits

Figure 3-1: Competency Definitions — Differing Dimensions (Boritz and

Carnaghan, 2003, p. 10)

The figure above illustrates the range of dimensions: (1) competences as skill/abilities
alone versus including personal attributes or traits; (2) competences as solely outcome-
based versus including knowledge; (3) competences as activities/skills versus the results
of activities/skills; (4) competences as necessary qualities for effective performance
versus superior performance; (5) competences as generally holistic (high-level) versus

atomistic (detailed); and (6) competences as observable qualities versus hidden/inferred
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qualities. A possible reason for the existence of this variety of definitions and
understanding of competences is the confext in which they are considered (the general
educational context, vocational educational context, or in a professional or employment
role). For example, in a general educational context, the emphasis tends to be on abilities
and skills because these presumably are taught or acquired. In a recruitment office, the
emphasis would be on screening for rather than developing the required or attractive
attitudes and personality traits. Boritz and Carnaghan (2003, p. 10) note that “even
though such attributes are acknowledged as being inherent qualities of individuals rather

than skills, they have been labelled as competences in employment models™.

3.3 Competency-based approaches in the Accounting Education

Competency-based approaches have been initiated for either the education or
accreditation of accountants. In the UK, the NVQ project was initiated by the
government and level 5 applied to professionals. ICAEW has indicated that it would not
adopt competency-based assessment, while ACCA completed a competency map
consisting of nine key areas subdivided into 68 elements (IFAC, 2001, p.1). ACCA’s
approach appears to focus on competences as observable skills, with less consideration
of personal attributes. In Canada, the underlying competency definition includes
personal attributes as well as skills, proposes that knowledge plays a secondary role,
views competences as observable skills rather than skill outcomes, and takes an

atomistic view of competences (Boritz and Carnaghan, 2003).
3.3.1 The notion of generic/transferable skills

The development of core/personal transferable skills, such as the ability to cooperate,
communicate and solve problems has been advocated by many researchers (Green,
1990; Tribe, 1996; Bennett, 2002; Bath et al., 2004; Prestwich and Ho-Kim, 2009;
Green et al., 2009; Biggs, 2012). These skills are assumed to transfer readily across a
range of contexts and also between careers. Several statements by the government,
academia and industry agree that working life is about continued learning, skilling and
re-skilling to stay ahead. Several researchers have emphasised the proliferation of
synonyms and meanings that has made the conceptualisation of skills problematic. The
synonyms include personal, transferable, key, generic, soft, common, work-related,
employment-related, professional, vocational, social skills, generic attributes, and

generic attitudes (Bennett, Dunne and Carré 1999; Guile, 2002; Barrie, 2006; Jones,
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2010; Willcoxson, Wynder, and Laing, 2010). Frequently, core skills are referred to as
competences, capabilities, attributes, elements or learning outcomes (IFAC, 2008a).
Barrie (2006) investigated the nature of generic graduate attributes. In Australia, these
have come to be accepted as “the skills, knowledge and abilities of university graduates,
beyond disciplinary content knowledge, which are applicable in a range of contexts and
are acquired as a result of completing any undergraduate degree” (p. 217). He
emphasises that several terms are used to describe graduate qualities, such as generic,
core, key, personal and transferable skills or generic attributes. Some authors describe
variations between outcomes that are “skills” and outcomes that are “attitudes”, although
in most cases there terms are used interchangeably. The HE Council (1992) of Australia
argues that generic attributes should represent the core achievements of university
education, while Yorke (2006a, p. 8) suggests that students, in addition to mastering
specific discipline knowledge, should also possess “a set of achievements — skills,
understandings and personal attributes — that makes graduates more likely to gain
employment and be successful in their chosen occupations, which benefits themselves,

the workforce, the community and the economy”.

Endless lists of attributes and/or skills have been generated in many universities not only
in terms of which attributes are included but also with respect to the nature and level of
the attributes described. In addition, there is a variety of pedagogical approaches which
might suggest a similar variety in the understanding of the intended outcome (Bennett et
al., 1999). Barrie (2006) concluded that, despite the assumption of a shared
understanding, “the lists of attributes appear to mean very different things to the
individual academics charged with developing such outcomes” (p. 239). Reaching an
agreement about these attributes would be a vital precursor to successful curriculum

reform to facilitate the achievement of such outcomes.
3.3.2 Types of generic skills

Two major contrasting conceptions are associated with the concept of generic skills: a)
one views a skill as though it were the property of an individual; and b) the other
explicitly recognises the contextual basis of a skill. A summary of skills’ conceptions is
presented and categorised below according to the previous basic conceptions (Guile,
2002):
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" A common use of the concept of generic skills is to describe the extent of a young
person’s “work readiness” — a demand for basic motivational skills and habits, such
as honesty, punctuality, and the ability to follow instructions. It may also reflect a
demand for the “aesthetic skills” associated with routine employment in certain

sections of the service industry.

e This concept may also be employed to refer to the qualities which are assumed to be
required in the modern workplace. However, different national education, training
and social partnership traditions result in real differences between the underlying

approaches to skills development and assessment.

» In the UK, the term “key skills” describe the generic skills which are assumed to
be relevant to most forms of modern work and which can be developed in the field
of education. One group includes communication, the application of numbers, and
the application of ICT, and another group includes such things as improving one’s
own learning and problem-solving. In the UK, a skill is defined in a highly
individualistic way that fails to take into account the influence of the context on

development and performance.

> In Germany and the Netherlands, the use of the term “key qualifications™ refers
to a far more holistic notion of skills. It explicitly embraces the relationship
between the formal component of education (school/college) and the context (i.e.
the workplace) in which the skills are acquired. The competence/skill development
presupposes that young people have opportunities to explore the relationship
between “codified” and “everyday” knowledge. In this sense, the idea of “key

qualifications” implies a more contextual, less individualistic conception of skills.

e In industrial sociology and political economy, the concept of generic skills refers to

specific capabilities which are required for professional and technical work:

» Intrapreneurial skills describe skilled workers’ ability to combine “technical”
skills (i.e. a knowledge of products and operational systems), “functional skills”
(i.e. managing personal performance) and “motivational skills” (i.e. commitment to
the organisational goals) in order to ensure continuous improvements in modern

production systems (Flecker and Hofbauer, 1998, cited in Guile, 2002).

> Reich (1991) has identified the type of generic skills required by graduates who are

seeking employment in the knowledge economy. Symbolic analyst is the term used
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to describe graduates’ capability to solve problems, take risks, broker solutions and
maintain a systems perspective on their work roles (Reich, 1991, cited in Guile,

2002).

The latter two conceptions (Intrapreneurial and symbolic analyst) see knowledge and
skills as inextricably connected to one another. However, they define a skill as though it

were the property of an individual.

e In organisational studies and socio-cultural activity theory, researchers have taken

greater account of the influence of the context of work upon skills development:

» An intellective skill refers to the type of skill required when working in
environments that provide access to encoded knowledge (i.e. symbolic data)
compared with those that do not provide access to such data. A defining
characteristic of intellective skill is working collaboratively with others to interpret
“embedded” or “situated” knowledge and use it to broker solutions to problems that

arise within workplaces (Zuboff, 1988, cited in Guile, 2002).

» A polycontextual skill is the type of skill required to work in flat, team- and
network-based organisations. Polycontextual skills presuppose that people have the
capability to cross “organisational boundaries” in order to collaborate with other
“communities of practice” and so mediate between different forms of knowledge

(Engestrom, Engestrom and Karkkainen, 1995; Green, 1999, cited in Guile, 2002).

Both previous aspects of skill (intellective and polycontextual) are more conscious of the
social, cultural and communicative basis of skills than the other writers discussed.
Obviously, there is a diverse range of meanings and demands for generic skills and this
concept clearly serves as an all-inclusive umbrella term to encapsulate the skills required
in different work contexts. In Table 3-1 below, the basic conceptions of skills are

presented as well as the work contexts in which they are applied.
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Table 3-1: A typology of generic skills (Guile, 2002, p.266)

Conception of skills

Nature of Work Activities

Typology of
skills according
to the individual

or contextual basis

Routine problems

Novel problems

Individual conception of
skill

Key skills (i.e. certified
evidence of literacy,
numeracy and IT)

Intrapreneurial skills (i.e. the
ability to work effectively in
the immediate work context)

Symbolic analytical skills (i.e.

the ability to apply specific
forms of expertise)

Contextual conception of
skills

Key qualification (i.e. using

technical, socio-cultural and

participative competence in
the workplace)

Polycontextual skills (i.e. the
ability to mediate between
different forms of expertise)

Intellective skills (i.e. the
ability to mediate between
symbolic data).

Boundary crossing skills (i.e.
the ability to operate
effectively in different
contexts)

Table 3-1 presents the individualistic and the contextual conception of skills. Key skills

are defined in a highly individualistic way and are assumed to be relevant to most forms

of modern work that can be developed in education. Key skills are used in routine

problems. Intrapreneurial and symbolic analytical skills are also defined in an

individualistic way and are important qualities needed in novel problems at workplaces.

All above skills are assumed to be developed in formal education. In contrast, the use of

the contextual conception of skills includes ‘key qualification’, which are skills applied

in routine type of work and polycontextual, intellective and boundary crossing skills

which are necessary for novel problems at workplaces.
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34  The Accounting Profession

In the last 30 years, the globalization of businesses, coupled with technological
advance_ments, has brought about many changes in the way accountants carry out their
tasks (Holtzman, 2004; Walker, 2004). They are asked to work in a very complex,
demanding, and ever-changing environment (Parker, 2001; Elliott and Jacobson, 2002).
Consequently, they need to adjust in order to be successful and responsive to increasing
customer demands. Software development has given accountants more time to allocate
to the interpretation of financial information, and correspondingly become more
involved in strategic planning. Management accountants tend to spend more time as
internal consultants, analysts and valued business partners (Olivier, 2001; IMA, 1996;
Wilder and Stocks, 2004; Krause, 2007; Jarvenpéa, 2007). This has resulted in a
competitive advantage for companies that can now use their accountants in ways that
add value to the company. Consequently, the future of the profession appears to be one
in which accountants put their skills to new uses (Albrecht and Sack, 2000; Parker,

2001; Emsley, 2005).

It is clear that the profession is moving from traditional accounting work activities to
newer, more value-added activities, including long-term strategic planning, process
improvement, and customer and product profitability (Brock and Powell, 2005;
Goretzki, Strauss and Weber, 2013). Management accountants work in cross-functional
teams and are actively involved in decision-making. This necessitates them spending
more time communicating with others, meaning that good interpersonal skills are
essential for success. The most important knowledge, skills and abilities (KSAs)
necessary for success are communication skills followed by team-work ability,
analytical skills, technical accounting knowledge, and an understanding of how a
business functions (IMA, 1999; IFAC, 2002) As Covaleski, Dirsmith and Rittenberg
(2003) highlighted, accountants should “become symbolic analysts equipped with the
skills of abstraction and ability to get behind the data and ideas in order to develop a

holistic understanding of economic changes and information technologies”.

The most important product of the 21 century will not be physical goods or services but
rather knowledge and the ability to manage it. This is now a “knowledge age” rather
than an “information age”. In this context, where knowledge is the commodity of the
future, accountants are ideally placed to seize the opportunity to be the main player in
this commodity. In this competitive environment, accountants need effectively to
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position themselves as the “gurus” of knowledge management by thinking globally and
in a way that provides clients with value added services (Howieson, 2003). The
emergence of “gold-collar” workers, who will become the elite top advisors to
businesses, means that, in order to fulfil this role, future accountants will be required to
act as “generalists” and “specialists” simultaneously, have specialist knowledge about a
specific industry and also know how to interpret information within the context of an

employers’ organization and strategy (Howieson, 2003).

Accountants are not the only profession which competes for information services. The
point is whether the profession will recognize the need to adapt its body of knowledge
that will facilitate its wider claim to the information service markets. Otherwise, the
status of accounting in modern society will decline. Business and organizational
knowledge, together with knowledge of IT, information systems and decision science,
form part of the body of knowledge that should be included in accounting education
(Elliott & Jacobson, 2002). The new skills required by organizations have been
described in the White Paper (Big 8, 1989) as: Communication skills, Intellectual skills,
and Interpersonal skills. This is in line with the statement in the American Accounting
Association report (AAA, 1986, p.172) that “a growing gap exists between what
accountants do and what accounting educators teach”. Therefore accounting education
must change in order to meet the needs of the expanding profession as it moves towards
the broader, overt acquisition of diverse knowledge. Accountants must acquire,
maintain, and continuously promote higher levels of competence to meet the expanding
and increasingly diverse demands for services. Only by meeting such demands and
offering newly-developed services will they be offered opportunities in the business
world, while accountants who remain narrowly educated will find it far more difficult to

compete in this expanding profession.

3.5 The Accounting Education
3.5.1 History and Evolution

In 1987, Beaver William, then President of American Accounting Association (AAA),
defined accounting education as consisting of three elements: research, education and
practice. To examine the role of accounting education, it is necessary to examine the
research, teaching and practical aspects of this discipline. The history of accounting

education is interconnected with that of the AP. The nature of the AP puts it at the heart
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of the globalised business changes and therefore obviously needs a strong educational
background level if it wants to succeed in the knowledge economy. What constitutes a
strong, proper educational background for accountants has been the subject of much
discussion and controversy among academics and practitioners, and the cause of
continuous reforms. Education for accountants takes place at a range of institutions,
formal and informal, post-secondary, vocational or further education, HE or post-

experience education.

Education for accountants in the US began as apprenticeships under experienced
accountants in the early 1800s (Langenderfer, 1987). This method of learning and
entering a profession was common in the US and elsewhere not only for accountants but
for other professions too. Its origin can be traced back to the functions of the guilds.
Between 1800 and 1870, independent commercial schools specialised in business
training, teaching basically bookkeeping, arithmetic and penmanship, with the later
addition of typing and shorthand (Van Wyhe, >1994). Accounting education in
universities began in the US in 1883 (Previts and Merino, 1998). In 1896, the US
government issued legislation for the CPA profession which protected and established
the title of certified public accountant (Flesher, Miranti and Previts 1996). The bill
required aécountants to pass a qualifying exam in order to become certified. This
requirement made accounting a government-recognized profession and acknowledged
that accountants should possess a specified body of knowledge (Van Wyhe, 1994).
Liberal arts colleges had a strong prejudice against the introduction of business and
accounting courses into the curriculum and it was the practitioners who worked hard to

convince New York University to establish the first School of Commerce in 1900.

In the UK, accounting education developed from the traditional method of part-time,
non-university study within an apprenticeship system. The British tendency was not to
use state-based HE facilities to enhance professionalism. Only in Scotland was this
significant policy, with the provision of compulsory university classes in law and the
creation of part-time chairs of accountancy at Scottish universities (filled by leading
practitioners). Only recently has the US accounting educational system been introduced
in the UK (Lee, 1995). Accounting education became far more widespread during the

next few decades.
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3.5.2 Criticism and Reforms

The criticism of accounting education in US universities and colleges started early, in
the 1900s. The practitioners who pioneered the establishment of the first university
accounting courses envisioned broad theoretical and conceptual teaching of accounting.
The profession asked educators to develop accounting students’ analytical ability. Sells
(1915, 11) described how practitioners acknowledged the need for students to think
critically because the “instruments of commerce, capital, labour, laws, politics,
insurance, economic organizations, money, credit, and accounts...demand a wide range
of knowledge and minds trained to think analytically and constructively”. In the early
20™ century, the academic world was influenced by Dewey (1916), who introduced the
phrase “education through occupation”, which requires education to be progressive and
intellectually challenging, with the social good as its aim. He contrasted this phrase with
“education for occupation”, a type of schooling that is boring, technical, passive and
unacceptable. Dewey (1915, p. 42) defined a vocation as a direction in life, an
occupation that balances the distinctive capacity of an individual with social service. He
argued that education through occupation must acknowledge the full intellectual and
social meaning of the vocation. The leaders of the AP welcomed Dewey’s message.
Dewey provided the philosophical basis that justified the inclusion of accounting on
university curricula by combining academic and practical skills. Also, the “progressive”
practitioners had a further argument to support their fight for a broad, liberal education

for accountancy (Merino, 2006).

The practitioners wished to elevate accounting into a learned profession, similar to law,
medicine and engineering. However, the university teachers promoted a technical
education and the accounting curriculum was geared toward the passing of the CPA
exam. Unfortunately, “progressive” education was interpreted as meaning a kind of
vocationalism, with little sympathy or use for the so-called “classical” subjects (Previts
and Merino, 1998; Merino, 2006). The traditional model for teaching accounting
remained a textbook-driven curriculum that concentrates on the more mechanical

aspects, i.e., bookkeeping, and the lower levels of theoretical understanding.

A gap began to emerge between the teaching of accounting and what practitioners
believed students should be taught. This gap in perception created the need for reform.
Several reforms and calls for reforms have occurred in the history of US accounting

education. In the course of these calls for reform, the notion of skills and competences
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was central, along with the idea of a broad liberal education. Since the 19" to the end of
the 20™ century, there have been several calls for reform, including the Progressives’
call, the Pierson and Gordon and Howell reports (1959), the Carnegie Report ( 1986) and
AAA (1986), the Treadway Commission (1987) and the AECC reports (1990).

The AAA Committee in 1986 made 28 specific recommendations, all aimed at achieving
two main goals: (1) approach accounting education as an information development and
distribution function for economic decision making, and (2) emphasize students’
learning to learn as the primary classroom objective. The authors recommended that the
successful educational preparation of future accountants should extend beyond technical
skills to include the ethical standards and commitment of a professional, concern for the
overall advancement of society, emphasis on career-long professional learning, the
capacity for creative thinking and problem-solving, effective communication and
interpersonal relations. Teachers should adjust the curriculum content and learning
methods to match the professional skills, personal capacities, and general knowledge
they expected students to develop. Five years of college training, liberal arts exposure,
IT integration, and a commitment to lifelong learning were other AAA

recommendations (Black, 2012).

The Big 8 Managing Partners in 1989 issued a report calling for changes to the way
accounting education was delivered, emphasizing their strong interest in enhancing
accounting students’ capabilities before they enter the profession (Big 8 White Paper,
1989). Technology, regulations, the globalisation of commerce and complex transactions
make the environment in which public accountants practice extremely challenging.
Therefore, successful practitioners need to develop and apply a wide range of
professional capabilities. Learning by doing is a far more effective way to learn than
experiencing an isolated course. The skills and knowledge, comprising the required
capabilities, must be integrated throughout the curriculum. For example, written
assignments must be an important, accepted, and natural part of most, if not all, courses.
To relegate writing to a single course implies to students that that skill will not be useful
throughout their career and does not require continuing attention. As most practice
requires group work, the curriculum should encourage the use of a team approach. The
textbook-based, rule-intensive, lecture/problem style as the primary means of
presentation should be de-emphasised and new methods, both those used in other

disciplines and those that are totally new to university education, must be explored.
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A fundamental declaration of the Accounting Education Change Commission (AECC,
1990) concerned the fact that they would “address the preparation of accountants for
careers in public accounting as practiced in large, medium and small firms, corporate
accounting (including financial management, controllership, treasury, financial analysis,
planning and budgeting, cost accounting, internal audit, systems, tax, and general
accounting), and governmental and non-profit accounting”. The basic capabilities are
similar for all accounting career tracks. Differences arise only in specialised education
which comes late in a student’s academic course. The expanded knowledge base related
to accounting entails moving from a knowledge-based educational course to a process-
oriented approach, as the Law schools realised a century ago. In this new learning
environment, intentional learning (learning to learn) becomes a very important skill for
students. AECC defined learning to learn as “a process of acquiring, understanding, and
using a variety of strategies to improve one’s ability to attain and apply knowledge, a
process which results from, leads to, and enhances a questioning spirit and a lifelong
desire to learn” (AAA, 1993). In order to help students to develop intentional learning,

faculties will need to plan courses accordingly and help students to mature intellectually.

Criticism of AECC

Several criticisms of the AECC recommendations have emerged. For example, Dyer
(1999) argues that teaching “soft skills”, as suggested by those advocating change, might
result in graduates leaving university with inadequate technical abilities. Boyd Boyd and
Boyd, (2000) agreed that entry-level accountants would possess only a generalised
education if schools did not teach them the basic accounting concepts and procedures.
Herring (2003) questions whether accounting is taught too much from a practical rather
than a conceptual basis. The author emphasises the need for accounting academics to
take care not to dilute the rigour of the courses to the extent that students graduate
without sufficient analytical skills. Auditors who can write, talk, and present themselves
as appealing professionals will not prevent audit failures if they lack the tools to carry
out an audit effectively. Some authors raise the possible existence of bias and hidden
interests in the process (Barefield, 1991; Poe and Bushong; 1991; Mathews, 1994; Davis
and Sherman 1996; Hendrickson 2001). Davis and Sherman (1996) raise the issue of the
AECC independence and the likelihood that it has been “captured” by the accounting
firms which have financed its operation. Mintz (1993) points out that the biggest

disservice that AECC has done regarding its grant programme is to award so few grants
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to a limited number of universities, expecting that the results of change would be
transferable to other institutions. Also, the Commission missed the opportunity to
encourage meaningful ethics education in accounting by failing to identify or target

proposals that incorporate values education into the university curriculum.

3.6 The Gap between Accounting Education and Accounting Practice

The criticism that inspired the most prominent reports (AAA, 1986; Big 8, 1989; AECC,
1990, 1992; 1993) included a lack of relevance to the needs of the profession (mainly
those in public and management accounting), inadequate teaching, an over-emphasis on
particular types of research, and an inability to attract and retain the best quality
students. The gap between the expected and actual skills of accountants has been
identified as being caused by the insufficient preparation of accounting students. The
university courses are failing to prepare future accountants adequately to face the
turbulent global environment of the future. Consequently, graduates from other
disciplines take advantage of this gap and present themselves as business advisors with
the necessary market knowledge to promote business and help the decision-making
process of enterprises. The AAA (1986, p.174) signalled the danger which is emerging
from other professions: “If accountants do not respond to the opportunities of the global
business requirements, individuals from other disciplines will provide the required
services, thus limiting the scope of accounting practice”. Significant reform of the
curriculum was suggested to include the capacity for inquiry, abstract logical thinking,
critical analysis, speaking and listening skills, historical consciousness, and international
and multicultural knowledge. In general business education, the curriculum should also
include courses on finance, marketing, operations, organizational behaviour, and how
general managers integrate all of these functions. The AP has become so broad that
accounting education is now, arguably, synonymous with citizenship education. “There
is no aspect of education that may not be a relevant aspect of an accountant’s education”
(Wheeler, 1991, p.131) This raises an important question: what should ideally be
included in the education of accountants? The previously-analysed reports and surveys
have considered this question, mainly through the work of the American Accounting
Association as well as the Professional Bodies and Committees they have appointed.
These reports emphasise a new accounting pedagogy that includes a totally new
perspective of the skills required by future accountants. A rule-based curriculum has
been identified as failing to prepare students for actual professional life and increasing
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their passivity in the classroom. Zeff (1989) also emphasized process learning, arguing
that accounting is not considered an interesting subject because it is presented as a
collection of rules that needs to be memorized uncritically. Emphasis should be paid to
multi-disciplinary knowledge, problem-solving in practice (ljiri and Sunder, 1991) and
critical thinking skills which are equivalent to abstract reasoning, as described in the

1940’s by Glaser (as cited in Smith and Smith, 1991).
3.6.1 Professional Bodies

The professional bodies have been the pioneers of the reform efforts for advancing the
skills and competences of their new members. American Institute of Certified Public
Accountants (AICPA), Institute of Management Accountants (IMA), Financial
Executive Institute (FEI) and International Federation of Accountants (IFAC) issued
important reports about the capabilities that competent accountants need as well as the
prospects of the profession. IMA issued three important studies in 1994, 1996 and 1999.
The respondents believed that entry-level management accountants are falling short for
several reasons: a lack of practical experience, little understanding of the “big picture”
or how the “real world” works, poor communication and social skills and insufficient
preparation in manufacturing accounting. The second IMA study (“The Practice
Analysis of Management Accounting”) indicated that management accountants are
expected to possess a thorough knowledge of basic accounting. Beyond these basics,
management accountants need excellent communication, interpersonal skills, analytical,
and spreadsheet skills. This essential knowledge is part of the minimum requirement for
working in the field of management accounting. Nearly half of the respondents in both
the large and small companies reported that they are members of cross-functional teams,
bringing the financial perspective to bear on corporate decisions. The role requires
excellent communication and interpersonal skills, an understanding of all phases of
business, and an appreciation of the interrelatedness between the financial function and
marketing, engineering, production, and other functional areas. Management
accountants spend the bulk of their time as internal consultants or business analysts
within their companies. Their role has evolved from serving internal customers to
becoming a business partner, and they have the authority and responsibility to tell an
operating executive why particular types of information may or may not be relevant to
the business decision at hand. They are also expected to suggest ways to improve the

quality of the decisions. This survey identified the most important skills for success as
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an ability to communicate well, both orally and in writing, team-working, analytical
skills, and a solid understanding of both accounting and how businesses function.
AICPA (1999) recognised the importance of transferable skills for professional
accountants in the USA in their publication entitled The Core Competency Framework
for Entry into the Accounting Profession. Similarly, the International Federation of
Accountants (IFAC, 2001) has produced an international standard for the subject,
namely International Education Standard 3 (IES3). IFAC (2010) suggests that the
employers, clients and public’s rising expectations regarding professional accountants’
contribution at work and to society generally have prompted an increased emphasis on
professional (transferable) skills. One of the key categories of transferable skills which
the accountancy profession and employers demand of their recruits is interpersonal
skills, including communication skills. Palmer er al. (2004) found that entry-level
accountants’ knowledge, skills and abilities should include: communication skills,
interpersonal skills, general business knowledge, accounting knowledge, problem-

solving skills, IT skills, personal attitudes and capabilities, and computer skills.

3.7  Challenges in Accounting Pedagogy

The discussions and reports on competence-based accounting education in the US have
had a direct or indirect influence in other countries, mainly in the Anglo-Saxon zone (the
UK, Australia and NZ). Other countries in the European region or Asia (Hong Kong,
China, Russia) have seen a similar wave of change in their educational systems.
However, in each region, a different stimulus initiated the reforms. In the US, the AP
took the lead in providing the stimulus for universities to redesign their accounting
courses, as evident from the various reports discussed above (AAA, 1986; AECC,
1990). Accounting professionals, who had experienced the global nature of business,
visualized the increasing need for new entrants into the AP to experience a broad
competence-based accounting and business education (Jjiri and Sunder, 1991; Zeff,
1989).

Following the initial studies and calls for reform, the research on accounting education
expanded in a wide range of areas to cover skills development. These areas included the
analysis of problems and future movements, curriculum development to enhance
competence-based education, the ranking of skills and competences in relation to their

importance to stakeholders, teaching methods to support changes (case studies,
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simulation, role play), students’ learning methods (experiential learning, service
learning, internships), the detailed analysis and exploration of specific skills
(communication, interpersonal skills, critical thinking, ethics, etc.), emotional
intelligence (Cook et al., 2011; Boyatzis, 2009) and the exploration of the barriers to
skills development (Herring and Bryan, 2001; Palmer et al., 2004). Teaching under the
new recommendations of AECC and other Committees has not been easy and remains
incomplete. Accounting educators have found it difficult both to teach the rules for
practical applications and to develop a conceptual foundation for students to aid lifelong
learning due to the large number of regulations and procedures. A dichotomy has
emerged between the breadth of knowledge and depth of knowledge on accounting
courses, given the limited number of credit hours available (Bolt-Lee and Foster, 2003;
Herring, 2003; Nelson, 1995). Academics met this challenge by providing input on a
variety of issues, including the content as well as the methods of teaching accounting
under the new conditions of the globalised economic environment. Some of the themes
researched were the new accounting curricula designed to meet the challenges for the
profession, including the “liberal education of accounting” to enhance students’
knowledge and skills (Lin Jun and Hunter, 1992), the accounting faculty’s perceptions
of their students’ skills and motivations (Tanner, Totaro and Wilson 1998), teachers’
role as mentors and role models for their students (Hanno, 1999), accounting teachers’
competence to teach under the new AECC position (Lux, 2000), the importance of
introductory courses in accounting, and suggestions about improving teaching through

the use of visual aids and a conceptual approach (Boyd et al., 2000).

3.8  Research Areas in Accounting Education

Mayer-Sommer (1990) argued that academics should cover fewer traditional accounting
topics and concentrate on problem resolution procedures that are transferable to the
workplace where the role of uncertainty is a major factor in professional decision-
making. Two problems arise; how to develop valid tests for measuring this component
of the accounting curriculum and how to change the conventional teaching model to
convince students that critical thinking, not just recall, is valued. Geary and Rooney
(1993) used Jung’s theory of the two psychological types: sensate and intuitive.
Accounting education is characterised by highly-structured problem-solving (sensate)
activities. In Carl Jung’s typology, sensate thinking emphasises facts, patterns, rules, and
procedures, while intuitive thinking focuses on new possibilities and unstructured
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problems. Geary and Rooney (1993) used the MBTI questionnaire (Quenk, 2009) to
conduct research that confirmed the expectation that accounting students reflect the
sensate preference associated with the AP. Historically, the AP has been closely
identified with sensate thinking. Accounting education, reflecting this bias, has relied
primarily on a sensate style of pedagogy. However, the complex forces reshaping the
profession demand the application of intuitive thinking. To meet the changing demands,
accounting education should complement the emphasis on sensate thinking with an
equally strong emphasis on the development of intuitive thinking. Although Smith
(2005) suggests that Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002 requirements resulted in an increasing
demand for financial accounting, internal auditors and cost accountants, other surveys
have agreed with Albrecht and Sack (2000) that there is a decreasing trend of students
majoring in accounting and that students regard professional accountants in a negative
way, perceiving them as number crunches and not very personable. Courtis and Zaid
(2002) explored the problems that newcomers face when entering the AP. They found
that written and oral communication, and working with others, was among the first six

problems identified (p. 325).

In other studies, several issues were identified concerning the deficiencies of the present
curricula and how it should be transformed (Beaver, 1992; Jennings, 1998; Previts,
1991; Steadman and Green, (1995; Burton and Sack, 1991). Nelson, Bailey and Nelson
(1998), influenced by Porter‘s strategic management literature and Hofer and Schendel
(1978), outlined a sequential process that might help accounting departments to manage
the inevitable changes successfullyz. In an influential study, Albrecht and Sack (2000)
argued that “accounting education as currently structured, is outdated, broken and needs

to be modified significantly” (p.1). The problems identified at that time were:

o the course content and curricula are too narrow and often outdated or irrelevant
e the curricula are driven by faculty interest rather than market demands

e students are never exposed to globalization, technology, and ethics

e the pedagogy is based on memorization and lacks creativity

e content is emphasized rather than skills

® The steps in Nelson et al. (1998, p. 319) sequential process are presented in Appendix 1.
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e technology is taught as if information is still costly

e the faculty’s development and reward systems are isolated from their business-

school peers and business professionals
e business schools lack strategic direction

The authors offered suggestions about overcoming the problems and recruiting the

brightest students for the AP.

The practitioners’ community also raised concern about the issues facing accounting
educators and whether accounting should be taught by PhDs or CPAs. Practitioners
argued that, while the academic community is proficient in teaching theory, it has
become increasingly out of touch with the real world of accounting. Grumet (2001)
suggested that the focal issue is that accounting faculty members do not need to possess
either a CPA certificate or relevant practical experience in order to be qualified to teach.
Research and publication expectations in addition to teaching and service requirements
place high demands on the faculty’s time, which often come at the cost of maintaining
an active dialogue with the accounting practitioner community (Marshall et al., 2010). It
has been suggested that hiring more accounting practitioners, funding PhD courses for
new practitioners, incorporating case studies and simulations of business models could
inculcate students in research skills, critical thinking, teamwork and oral and written

communication.

Ainsworth (2001) provided a model for accounting curriculum development that is
consistent with the AECC proposals, employing Bloom’s taxonomy (1956). Bloom’s
taxonomy® is a hierarchy that assumes that each level of cognition is built upon the
previous ones. Many other studies have researched the process of creating a new
curriculum to include the AECC recommendations (Agyemang and Unerman, 1998;
Gammie, Gammie and Cargill, 2002; Frecka, Morris, and Ramanan, 2004; Taylor,
Rudnick and Paterson, 2005; Willcoxson et al. 2010).

Paisey and Paisey (2007) stressed the need to create a balance between the vocational
and academic dimensions of the accounting curriculum. They proposed that the

accounting curriculum could follow the path of medicine by giving institutions the

* Bloom’s taxonomy can be found in Appendix 1
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freedom to define their core curriculum. However, this may not be feasible due to the
accounting professional bodies’ increasing ability to “issue detailed guidance on the
subjects to be covered in accredited degrees” (p. 101). Gallhofer, Haslam and Kamla,
(2009) examined the education and training of accountants in Syria, a country which is
in a transition context. The authors concluded that, although the rate of HE participation
is increasing, there is concern over the quality of accounting student output. The
interviews highlighted the underdevelopment of a broad range of skills and the overtly
technical emphasis as distinct from the interdisciplinary character of current tertiary

accounting education.

The transition to International Financial Reporting Standards has been researched due to
its impact on accounting education. The issuance of IFRS by IASB has served “to
develop a single set of high-quality, understandable, and globally accepted financial
reporting standards based upon clearly articulated principles” (Jackling, 2013). IFRS
involves a change in teaching approach to a focus on judgment. A shift from rules to
principles-based standards does not cater for “black and white” or “right and wrong”
answers, but helps to attract abstract thinkers to the AP. As such, it is suggested that the
accounting educator’s role is shifted to an environment of student-centred pedagogy

(Jackling, De Lange and Natoli, 2013; Hilton and Johnstone, 2013).
3.8.1 Skills in the UK

In the UK, the discussion was initiated by the government in cooperation with
academics. In the early 1980’s, concern about the UK’s decreasing competitiveness, the
rising youth unemployment and increase in the number of people employed in the
commerce and service industries were the major reasons for the initial turn in
competence-based education (Thompson, 1996). The government and other
organisations issued several reports calling for the efforts to upskill the workforce to
support the inclusion of skills on the HE agenda in order to enhance graduates’
employability and prepare them for the knowledge economy (DES, 1987; CBI, 1989;
Dearing Report, 1997; NCVQ, 1991). Competence-based education started in the field
of vocational education and training, because it was acknowledged that “to be taught the
underpinning knowledge and theory and given training in essential techniques did not

guarantee that individuals were capable practitioners — “to know what to do is not the

same as being able to do what is required” (Thompson, 1996, p. 5). These concerns led

to the establishment of the National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs) system, based on
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“a statement of standards clearly relevant to work and assessment of skills to specified
standards, relevant knowledge and understanding, and the ability to use skills and apply
knowledge and understanding to the performance of relevant tasks”. The National
Vocational Qualification Framework was the first nationwide system of qualifications to
be based on competence for employment, ranging from level 1 (routine and predictable
work activities) to level 5 — the professional level (complex techniques, personal
autonomy, responsibility for others, analysis, planning, execution and evaluation).
Industry bodies and standing conferences provide the standards for the NVQ framework,
which are “generic” standards, since they are intended to be applicable to anyone
working in a particular occupation —€.g. management accountants in general rather than
management accountants working in the engineering industry or for the X organisation
(Hardern, 1996, p. 18). At the same time, concerns were raised about universities and
whether students should be required to undertake “Know How” as well as “Know
What” tasks. Case studies were stressed as a useful approach for courses wishing to
move towards a competence orientation (Murphy, 1996). Several papers were published
in the UK on accounting education’s assessment (Bates and Hoskin, 1995; Fox and
Wood, 1995), curriculum development (Kaye and Mathews, 1995) and the use of case
studies (Hassall and Lewis, 1995; Slack, 1995).The influence of the professional bodies
on academic courses started to appear. The reform movement resulted in many
publications indicating how accounting education should promote a global business
perspective and how the profession has been transforming from bookkeepers to business
advisors. According to UK professional bodies, academics and practitioners, HE
accounting education should change in order to reflect the transforming profession and
skills required by accountants (Lovell, 1992; Hassall et al. 2001, 2005; Milner, 2008;
Green, 2009).

3.8.2 Skills in Australia and New Zealand

In Australia, there are two professional accounting bodies (CPA Australia and the
Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia — ICAA), which approve and accredit
three-year university degree courses nationwide, periodically reviewing their structure,
facilities, processes and procedures. Separate criteria have been set about the staffing
levels and composition of each course. In NZ, there is one professional accounting body
- the Institute of Chartered Accountants of NZ (ICANZ) (Mathews 2001). In both

countries, the tertiary level accounting educational system has undergone substantial
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transformations. Following the trend in the UK and US, there is ongoing research into
this issue and how it could best be redefined (Howieson, 2003; Carr and Mathews, 2004;
De Lange and Watty, 2011). Research suggests that innovative teaching methods should
be used to stimulate class discussions (Tippett, 1992) and, for example, Mathews (2001)
proposed moving accounting education towards a graduate-entry course, whereby
students would undertake an accounting course after having acquired broad study
perspectives from their first degree. NZ is one of the countries which are actively
engaged in improving the HE accounting curriculum. The reforms were initiated by
practitioners and the accounting bodies, who issued reports influenced by the AECC
recommendations about the need to improve students’ interpersonal, communication and

thinking skills (Adler and Milne, 1997).
3.8.3 Skills in Spain

In Spain, the pace of change has been slower and primarily initiated by Europe-wide
initiatives, such as the Bologna Agreement. The University Organic Law was introduced
in 2001 with the aim of reorganizing the Spanish HE system and bringing it into line
with the Bologna Declaration. Although the Law generated considerable controversy
and widespread protest, it was finally approved at the end of 2001. In Spain, the
accounting curriculum is generally the responsibility of the universities themselves
within the government guidelines, while the accounting bodies have no influence on
accounting pedagogy. Furthermore, classes contain over 100 students, so methods like
active participation and case studies are uncommon and assessment is mainly through 3-
4 hour-long written examinations (Gonzalez, Montano and Hassall, 2006). Spain has
embraced a mass HE system since the 1980s and Universities have traditionally been
professionally-oriented, with a focus on knowledge rather than skills. Extensive studies
in Spain have highlighted the need to introduce innovation and additional competences
into the accounting curriculum, such as oral communication, teamwork, leadership
skills, problem-solving skills, and independent learning (Montano, 2000; Mora et al.
2000). Professionals, students and teachers agree that HE should include not only
technical knowledge but also intellectual, interpersonal and personal skills. However,
accounting reform has been slower due to both the competitive and institutional

pressures on the Spanish university system (Gonzalez, Montano and Hassall, 2009).
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3.9  Professional Skills in Accounting Education

Skills and competence-based education have been a favourite theme on the HE agenda
in the last two decades. In most disciplines and in many countries, there is a growing
discussion on how best to transform the curriculum in order to incorporate successfully
the proper skills and competences. Studies about skills development in HE include
Knight and Yorke (2003), Soontiens (2004), Wilton (2008), Pavlovich, Collins and
Jones (2009), Torenbeek, Jansen and Hofman (2011), Penttinen, Skaniakos and Lairio
(2013) and many more. Mora et al. (2000) explored graduate employment and soft skills
teaching in Spain. Guile (2002) analysed the importance of work experience in
providing students with an opportunity to achieve two objectives: to develop both their
economic and industrial understanding and also their generic (transferable skills) in
order to support their future employability in the “knowledge economy”. Nguyen,
Yoshinari and Shigeji (2005) investigated skills teaching in Japan while Hernandez-
March et al. (2009) provide a significant literature review of the research on employers’

perspectives of competences.
3.9.1 Ranking the importance of professional skills

A plethora of researchers have attempted to rank skills and competences based on their
importance for the accounting profession (Estes, 1979; Shoenthal, 1988; Novin and
Pearson, 1989; Baker and McGregor, 2000; Burnett, 2003; Hurt, 2007). Deppe et al.
(1991) identified 27 competences required for successful practice, at least seven of
which were content-based, requiring additional knowledge of accounting, auditing, tax
and business. Most of the rest were skill-based competences that can be grouped into
five skill categories: written communication, oral communication, group work and
people skills, critical thinking, and the ability to work under pressure. May, Windal and
Sylvestre (1995) indicated that, among the three groups of skills (intellectual,
communication and interpersonal skills), communication skills has attracted the greatest
attention in the literature, possibly because the intrinsic nature of accounting tasks
involves communicating. Albrecht and Sack (2000) found the most important skills to
be: analytical/critical thinking, written and oral communication/ computing technology,

decision-making, interpersonal skills, continuous learning, and teamwork.

In the UK, Hassall et al., (2001) and Montano et al. (2001) identified the need for the

development of vocational skills in the area of management accounting through strategic
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mapping. According to these surveys, for the employers of management accountants,
communication, time management and group working skills were the most important.
The overall mean of the skills was 8.22 (on a scale of importance from 0 (very low) to
10 (very high)). The studies revealed that the same skills (communication, time
management and group working) are key areas to target for future development.
Subsequently, Hassall er al. (2003) investigated the views of management accountant
employers (CIMA) and management accounting students, and also conducted a
comparative study (2005) of management accountant employers’ opinions in Spain and
the UK, which identified the major constraints to the development of vocational skills in
these countries. For the UK employers, the communication skills were the most
important factor while, for the Spanish employers, it was a commitment to life-long
learning and the organisation’s global vision. The study also found that the term
“management accountant” is less well-defined in Spain than in the UK and other Anglo-
Saxon countries (the US and Australia), due to several reasons. Churiaque (1989, 1992,
cited in Hassall et al. 2005, p. 383) refers to three factors that contribute to this lack of
professional identity. First, there is a lack of a “direct relationship between the
profession and the educational structure. Second, there is a lack of government interest
in this specific vocational area, and third, there is a dispersion and lack of association
among the practitioners of management accounting. Consequently, management
accountants are not so readily identifiable in Spain.” Similar conditions exist in the

Greek context and this is an area that needs further research.

Jackling and de Lange (2009) compared graduates from an Australian university’s views
with the perceived needs of a sample of employers. The graduates nominated the three
most important qualities for progression in their career to be communication, problem-
solving and personal skills (think independently, creativity, flexibility). Technical skills
(key accounting and associated skills) were ranked fifth in terms of the skills required
for career progression. This finding concurs with other studies which have found that the
AP, which was once driven by a body of specialist technical skills, has now moved on,
with technical accounting skills giving way to broader, more generic skills set (Albin
and Crockett, 1991; LaFrancois, 1992; Hock, 1994; Morgan, 1997; Howieson, 2003). De
Lange, Jackling and Gut (2006) also detected the prominence of communication skills,
problem-solving and broader knowledge and experience. Pan and Perera (2012),

meanwhile, surveyed market expectations with regard to skills and competences in
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Australia, the top three of which were found to be communication, problem-solving, and
time management, and compared them with the undergraduate accounting course of a

prominent Australian university.

In NZ, Tan, Fowler and Hawkes (2004) found that educators viewed behavioural
implications, activity-based costing (ABC), performance evaluation and product costing
as the top four most important topics/techniques for management accounting and the
skills/ characteristics that are considered important for graduates intending to pursue a
career in management accounting. In contrast, the practitioners’ top four most important
topics were cash flow management, operational budgeting, and variance analysis and
performance evaluation. Regarding skills and characteristics, both practitioners and
educators placed high importance on thinking, problem-solving, listening and
quantitative skills. Carr, Chua and Perera (2006) investigated the design of accounting
programmes, including accounting subjects, skills and competences and liberal subjects,
and found that the most-frequently cited competences were communication skills,
accounting techniques and problem-solving. Local, usually smaller, accounting firms
placed more emphasis on competences than non-local accounting firms. Wells et al.
(2009) found that the three most important professional capabilities were the ability to:
1) understand and respond to clients’ requirements in a timely manner 2) set and justify
priorities; and 3) organise work and manage time effectively. Bui and Porter (2010)
interviewed students, academics, graduate trainees and employers, and found that the
employers expected the accounting graduates to possess a sound knowledge of
accounting principles and concepts, a basic understanding of business, and good
communication, teamwork and interpersonal skills. The expectations of the employers
varied according to the size of the firm. Those from the Big 4 firms placed particular
importance on well-developed analytical, critical and creative thinking skills, oral
presentation, and writing skills, but largely ignored technical accounting skills.
Employers from medium and small firms “emphasised the importance for graduates
possessing good technical accounting skills, and good interpersonal (face-to-face
communication) skills. While the Big 4 firms seek graduates with a high level of
intelligence, medium and small firms, aware of their inability to compete with the big
firms in terms of salary, challenge and training opportunities, tend to seek graduates with

average intellectual ability” (p. 45).
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Accounting education in China is undergoing extensive reform too. New demands for
professional accounting services have emerged in practice, such as financial planning,
data analysis, consultation on business strategy formulation and implementation,
management information system design and business decision-making. Lin, Xiong and
Liu (2005) surveyed the required knowledge, skills, and pedagogy for accounting
education as perceived by accounting practitioners, educators and students in China, and
found that the knowledge items (financial accounting, finance, management accounting,
tax, business/law) are substantially higher than the skill components (professional
demeanour, computing techniques, interpersonal, analytical/critical thinking,
communication skills). This may indicate that, in general, the emphasis within current
accounting education in China is upon knowledge training, and certain technical
accounting knowledge subjects are emphasised while the skills components have
received less attention. The low scores that most of the broader-type knowledge and skill
items attracted from the respondents indicate that, in China, accounting education is
relatively narrow-focused at present, and that it tends to neglect the multi-disciplinary
subjects in general business management and other social and humanities areas, as well
as skills development. Cheng (2007) investigated the changes required in the accounting
curriculum in order to decrease the expectation gap between business and academics.
Lin (2008) showed in his study that the most important factor to the respondents relates
to business/management skills, such as leadership, analytical and critical thinking,
change management, customer-orientation, entrepreneurship, project management,
interpersonal skills, negotiation, professional demeanour, salesmanship, decision-
making, resource management. Soft skills such as ethics and social responsibility,
communication skills, teamwork motivation, and role-playing were identified as the

fourth most significant component of the curriculum.

In Ghana, Awayiga, Onumah and Tsamenyi (2010) surveyed accounting graduates and
employers about the accounting knowledge and skills required by graduates.
Analytical/critical thinking was rated as the most important professional skill by both the
employers and graduates. In terms of IT skills, the use of spreadsheets was rated by both

groups as the most important skill.

Gonzélez, Montano and Hassall (2009) conducted a comparative analysis of accounting
education in the UK and Spain, identifying differences in their institutional

characteristics, cultural traits and other areas.
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3.9.2 Focusing on specific skills

The concept of skills development has been discussed and several aspects have been
further investigated such as the impact on the accounting curriculum or proper teaching
methods. Several studies have concentrated on how to develop specific skills like
computer literacy, communication skills, team-building, problem-solving, case studies

and critical thinking skills.

Accounting is widely acknowledged to be an information discipline. A plethora of
studies over the last few decades have supported the various uses of IT, like
computerised business simulations (Romney, Cherrington and Denma, 1996; Marriot
and Marriott, 2003; Marriott, 2004; Broad, Matthews and McDonald, 2004; Stoner,
2009) information research and Internet use (Selwyn et al., 2000; Kowalczyk, 2001;
Loraas and Searcy, 2010; Marriott, Marriott and Selwyn, 2004), online accounting
courses (Duncan, Kenworthy and McNamara, 2012), web-developed case studies
(Crawford, Helliar and Monk, 2011), digital games (Yang and Chang, 2013), media and
multimedia (Kaidonis, 2004; De Grez, Valcke and Roozen, 2009), and blended learning
approaches (Dowling, Godfrey and Gyles, 2003; Love and Fry, 2006; Jones and Chen,
2008; Osgerby, 2013).

Communication skills (reading, writing, and listening) tend to be ranked first in
importance in surveys of professional accountants. Zaid and Abraham (1994), Morgan
(1997), Smythe and Nikolai (1996, 2002), Hassall et al. (2000, 2005), focused on
communication skills. Gray (2010) focused on oral communication skills, Stone and
Lightbody (2012) on listening skills, Aldhizer (2013) on negotiation skills, and Bloch,
Brewer and Stout (2012) on leadership skills.

Research on graduates’ transferable skills has been extended to include implications for
Small Medium Enterprises (SMEs) (Stewart and Knowles, 2000, 2001; McLarty, 2000).
On accounting, Marriott and Marriott (2000) have studied the barriers to the provision of
management accounting services by small firms, while Stone (2011) has studied the

communication readiness of accountants regarding small businesses.
3.9.3 Barriers to skills development

Although the need to develop skills and competences in HE has been systematically
promoted, academia has not responded adequately and the barriers to change towards

student-centred teaching that would facilitate skills development have been assessed.
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Nelson (1995) summarised the factors that are impeding change in accounting

education, that lie outside the control of accounting academicians, as follows:

Economic reasons: change is expensive both financially and in terms of faculty time
The declining student population and financial support in the 1980s
University-wide faculty reward structures and increased research expectations
Increasing volume and complexity of the common body of knowledge

Constraints on CPA exam content and structure

Over-dependence on textbooks of accounting courses

Lack of faculty reward structure to motivate change

Influence of CPA exams

Accreditation (which may act as a deterrent to curriculum experimentation)

Influence of regulatory bodies (FASB, SEC, IRS) (due to the tendency continually to

expand the common body of knowledge)

The increasingly complex business environment

Regarding the reality in universities, Nelson (1989b, p. 50) states that “Teaching is

regarded as something that is done only after the “important” work has been done”,

while Patten and Williams (1990, p. 177) note that “We praise good teaching, but we

reward research”. Nelson (1995) offered four more reasons why accounting educators

have long favoured technical training at the expense of a classical education:

Accounting educators as a group fail truly to recognise the value of a liberal
education, possibly because they themselves followed technically-oriented
accounting courses. PhD studies that specialise in one or two areas of teaching and
research lead to relative ignorance among faculty members about accounting
subjects that lie outside their own individual specialty, not to mention other
disciplines. It would be unrealistic to expect narrowly-educated specialists to

appreciate the value of a broad education.

Technical training is comparatively easy to provide. Most teachers feel more

comfortable lecturing on “how to” than assigning a student group to debate “why”’.
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e Critical thinking takes students out of their comfort zone, so most professors who
have experimented with change testify that their teaching evaluations have suffered.
Consequently, professors have an incentive to “play safe” and avoid making

changes.

e There is inadequate preparation to teach in a non-technical manner. New professors
have received little or no formal teacher training, and very few have attended even a

single course in educational psychology.

Hassall et al. (2000) investigated “communication apprehension” (CA), defined as “an
individual’s level of fear and anxiety associated with either real or anticipated
communication with another person”, among UK and Spanish BAA students. Their
findings indicated that the extent to which CA affects individuals determines both the
effectiveness of their communication skills and the efficacy of the efforts devoted to
their development. Thus, if progress is to be made in enhancing BAA students’
communication skills, it is first necessary to deal with CA, which from the available
evidence would appear to be widespread. Adler er al. (2000) identified three groups of
impediments: a lack of student readiness, inadequate educator support mechanisms, and
non-reflective teacher practices. Ainsworth (2001) stressed that, among other barriers to
change, accounting teachers typically find discussing research with colleagues a far
more common and easy endeavour than discussing the curriculum, pedagogy, and
learning. Hassall et al. (2005) compared accounting, engineering and business students’
CA and found that the first two groups had higher levels than students from the more
general area of business studies. This result is unsurprising given the similarities
between the two professions in terms of the educational system and numeracy
requirements. The accountants showed higher levels of CA regarding formal oral
communication (presentations), which confirms prior research by Hassall et al. (2000).
Joyce et al. (2006), Montano et al. (2007) and Gardner et al. (2011) also studied CA.
Students’ rate of absenteeism was identified as another barrier to the development of
skills. Koppenhaver (2006) studied the impact of absenteeism on team performance and
found that it has a significant negative effect on both individual exam and homework
scores. Stoner and Milner (2010) found that students are reluctant to take responsibility
for learning to learn or adopt a positive attitude towards it, but appear to want to shift
responsibility for the quality or correctness of their work to others and report difficulties

with time management and problem-solving. Aliakbari and Sadeghdaghighi (2013)
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conducted a study of English teachers’ perceptions of the barriers to critical thinking
skills of students, and found that the highest barrier was related to student characteristics
(lack of motivation, resistance to active learning, concern about getting good grades),
followed by self-efficacy constraints. The majority of teachers agreed that they were not

sure of their ability to teach critical thinking skills.
3.94 Investigating skills and competences under a theoretical framework

The theoretical framework which has been widely used to interpret changes in
educational contexts including accounting education and skills introduction is the New
Institutional Sociology (NIS) (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio and Powell, 1983;
Powell and DiMaggio, 1991). Gonzalez and Hassall (2008), Gonzalez et al. (2009) and
Crawford et al. (2011) all employed NIS in their research. NIS argues that organizations
need to conform to institutional rules and norms in order to establish their legitimacy in
the society and maintain their power (Deephouse, 1996). Organisations tend to become
isomorphic among them and towards societal norms and behaviours if they want to
secure their survival. In this framework, institutional isomorphism is very useful in

explaining the politics, the interest as well as the behaviour of modern organizations.

Gonzalez and Hassall (2008) used an institutional theory approach to analyse the
pressures exerted by the external institutional constituents on the Spanish HE system in
order to implement the EHEA, and found that the changes in accounting education and
educators are a consequence of the search not only for greater efficiency but also for

legitimacy, that can often conflict with efficiency.

NIS was used to analyse the pressure to introduce a policy that consists of the
incorporation of skills in BAA students’ education in Spain by Gonzilez et al. (2009).
They also investigated the strategic response adopted by Spanish universities and the
institutional characteristics which determined it. They found that there have been both
competitive and institutional (coercive, mimetic, normative) pressures on the Spanish
university system to introduce skills into the BAA curriculum. However, the institutional
characteristics have caused the Spanish universities to implement, until approximately
2005, an “avoidance” strategy. After 2005, the obligation for Spain to converge towards
the EHEA has caused the Spanish universities to adopt a “compromise” approach,
implying the negotiation of a balance between the interests of universities and the

pressures of the environment. Crawford er al. (2011) investigated which are the most
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important generic skills for a competent accountant and auditor. Academics listed the
following skills as most important: 1) oral communication skills 2) analytical skills 3)
written communication skills 4) teamwork 5) numeracy. Auditing academics listed the
top five skills as: 1) analytical skills 2) written communication skills 3) teamwork 4)
problem-solving 5) self-study/research skills. Audit academics have an institutionally
different view from other accounting academics. Practitioners and academics share
similar views on the importance of teaching generic skills, and the extent to which they
should be (or are) taught at universities. They appear to share the same institutional
beliefs about the skills necessary to become an accountant and auditor. More research is
required to explore the factors that influence academics’ beliefs, which may be either
external (i.e. professional bodies, International Educational Standard issued by IFAC
(IES), benchmark statements that have moulded academic thinking) or internal

networking between academics that has institutionalised these views.

3.10 Teaching and Learning Approaches
3.10.1 Active Learning and Teaching Strategies

The new important skills which are characterized as necessary for accountants’
professional development cannot be gained through traditional classroom methods.
Changes in instructional methods are imperative in order to help students to acquire
communication, interpersonal, and intellectual skills, as well as knowledge and
professional orientation. Extensive literature has focused on how effective teaching,
teaching methods and teachers’ instructional development can affect student learning
and performance (Hartnett, Romcke, and Yap, 2003; Devlin and Samarawickrema,
2010; Stes et al., 2012; Barabasch and Watt-Malcolm, 2013). A teaching process which
adopts the lecture method together with routine-problem-solving is usually seen as
focusing on the acquisition of the knowledge needed to pass professional examinations.
However, such methods are inadequate, primarily because they are not conducive to
creative thinking and do not motivate students’ self-development. The teaching process
should be expanded to ensure that students not only learn the technical professional
accounting body of knowledge, but also develop the ability to use that knowledge
analytically, in creative and innovative ways in accordance with high standards of
professional ethics (AECC, 1993; IFAC, 1996; Adler and Milne, 1997; Hassall, Lewis
and Broadbent, 1998a; b; Hassall and Milne, 2004).
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In accounting education, there have been calls for a pedagogic shift from a teacher-
oriented content to a student-learning orientation (Leveson, 2004) and an active learning
approach (Lucas, 1997; Davis, 1997; Bashir, 2000; Swain and Stout, 2000). Brown and
Guilding (1993) found that accounting teachers rely more heavily on prescribed
textbooks than non-accounting faculties. Teachers should use particular techniques in
order to promote critical thinking, innovation and professional skills, and finally a
holistic education should be provided that can have a significant effect on the students’
perceptions of the skills and abilities important for success in accounting (Friedlan,

1995).

These particular techniques may include lectures and demonstrations, case analysis and
discussion (Hughes and Berry, 2000; Dennis, 2003; Montano et al., 2004, Ballantine and
McCourt Larres, 2004; Cullen et al., 2004; Crittenden, 2005; Drake, 2011; Alford et al.,
2011), problem-based learnving (Milne and McConnell, 2001; Kern, 2002), role play in
decision situations (Crumbley, Smith and Smith, 1998), group research projects (Tonge
and Willett, 2009), work experience as a course requirement (Beard, 2007; Sapp and
Zhang, 2009; Gault, Leach and Duey, 2010; Marriott et al., 2011; Wilton, 2012) new
assessment techniques and peer evaluation based on written and oral reports

(Crossouard, 2010).

The teaching methods should encourage teamwork (Ballantine and McCourt Larres,
2007; Keyton and Beck, 2008; Reining, Whittenburg, and Horowitz 2009; Riebe et al.,
2010), should use textbooks that are relevant to student needs and course objectives,
promote argumentation and the effective use of teaching equipment, investigative
research projects to encourage self-learning (Paisey and Paisey, 2003; Carr and Kemmis,
2005; Belghitar and Belghitar, 2010; Hadfield, 2012;), sensitivity teaching through
discussions of ethical cases (Hassall et al., 1996; Largay, 2002; Ravenscroft and
Williams, 2004; Hurtt and Thomas, 2008; O’Leary, 2009; Carnegie and Napier, 2010
Graham, 2012; Apostolou, Dull and Schleifer, 2013), classroom discussions with
practising professional accountants, field trips and visits, work shadowing, project work,

cooperative learning and computer-assisted instruction.

Several different learning strategies have been recommended and assessed, including
internships or work placements, simulation games, task-based or practice-based,
experiential, and service learning. All of these methods target the maximum interaction
of students with businesses of all sizes, community groups and government development
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agencies. This interaction with multiple stakeholders will guide the design of more
relevant educational courses which emphasise skills and competency development in
addition to subject specific knowledge acquisition. Work placements have become an
institutionalised practice in many HEIs and their positive effects have been noted in
several studies, as mentioned above. Several studies and reports (AECC, 1992, 1993;
AAA, 1986) have stressed the need for students to be active participants in the learning
process rather than passive recipients of information. Active student learning involves
“learning tasks which embody generic skills and attitude development, as well as the
acquisition of a knowledge base, and in which the learners take some control and
responsibility for their own learning” (Adler and Milne, 1997, p. 273). Such active
learning calls for different instructional approaches from the traditional lecture format.
Morton and Troppe (1996) noted that an approach based on direct experience motivates
lasting learning. The AECC (1993) in statement No 4 underscored the importance of
experiential learning as follows: “Students should seek opportunities to obtain firsthand
knowledge of the business world and practice environment”. Service-learning is a
specialised form of experiential education that combines academic study with
community service. Community service is described as providing a service to improve
the quality of life of the residents of a community, especially low-income individuals, or
to solve specific problems facing a disadvantaged community. For service-learning to be
effective for accounting students, accounting educators should be able to select and
carefully structure the service work according to the curriculum. Another defining
characteristic that can be used to differentiate service-learning from community service
is reflection. This is an important component of experiential learning — enhancing the
technical, discipline-specific and broader goals related to social awareness and civic
responsibility. Service-learning is a subset of experiential learning (McCoskey and
Warren, 2003; Still and Clayton, 2004; Rama, 2007).

Practice-based or task-based learning involves the synergy of the faculty, students and
businesses, as an alternative approach to service-learning. Students work in teams and
possess complementary knowledge and experience. The student teams are not placed in
the firm but can visit it (the client) throughout the process to observe the business
practice in operation. The student team under the guidance of their teacher undertake to

discuss the demands of the project, and devise a research proposal, methodology and
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solutions as well as proposals to manage the project (Mech, 2007; Hynes, Costin and
Birdthistle, 2011).

Among the pedagogies that educators have designed to equip students with relevant
transferable skills are cooperative-learning activities which constitute part of experiential
education (Cottell and Millis, 1993; Ravenscroft, Buckless and Zuckerman, 1997). The
terms “cooperative learning” and “group learning” are often used synonymously in the
literature, despite their differences. A cooperative learning environment exists when
groups are structured in such a way that they achieve five basic elements, namely:
positive interdependence where the group members perceive that they need each other in
order to complete the group task; individual accountability whereby each member of the
group must be held accountable for completing the group task; face to face interaction
where group members support each other’s productivity; the development of
interpersonal and small group skills; and group processing where group members are
responsible for monitoring the group’s performance (Ellis and Fouts, 1997; Ballantine
and McCourt Larres, 2009). It is an instructional mode consisting of four-cycle learning
featuring concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization and
active implementation (Kolb, 1985). The cyclical approach takes the learner through a
sequence of learning stages in which each sequence has specific objectives and bui<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>