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Abstract

The literature shows important and crucial changes in higher education, motivated by the rapid advance of
technology and a constantly changing organizational environment. This study aims to analyze final-year
students’ and accounting lecturers’ perceptions about the development of general skills in first-cycle
courses in order to improve skills taught in accounting courses to facilitate students’ entry into the labour
market. A questionnaire-based survey was applied to 345 final-year students and 155 accounting lecturers
at Portuguese higher education institutions. The answers obtained were statistically analyzed by factor
analysis by the principal component method. The results of two individual factor analyses indicated
differences in the factors that represent the skills perceived as developed throughout the academic course:
students indicated teamwork and pressure tolerance as the factors that explain the most developed skills,
while accounting lecturers considered problem-solving as the most developed dimension. These results are
very important for accounting educators in Portugal to complement their teaching, along with other
learning strategies present in the literature review.

Keywords: Accounting Education, Competence Development, Student Perception, Accounting Lecturers’
Perception.

Introduction

Globalization, capital market expansion and recent changes in the economic environment have created new
needs that imply a transformation of the accounting approach and specifically a different perspective on
how to prepare future accounting professionals to deal with this new reality. The rising expectations of
employers, clients and various stakeholders have created a demand for accounting professionals that go
beyond the traditional theoretical knowledge and higher education and have a wide range of skills covering
other areas of expertise.
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As knowledge workers, accountants can help their organizations excel by creating added value. Their
knowledge, problem-solving skills, initiative and creativity, combined with specific knowledge, were
favored by employers (Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008). This situation therefore represents a change in profile,
as it is necessary to change the paradigm from a highly technical professional to someone who can use
various skills.

The development of competent professionals is one of the aims of accounting education. According to the
International Federation of Accountants (IFAC, 2011), through the International Accounting Education
Standards Board (IAESB), ‘competence’ is defined as the ability to perform a given role complying with a
certain reference standard. To demonstrate their competence, accountants must have the required
professional knowledge and qualifications, values and an ethical approach (IFAC, 2011).

Accounting teaching techniques have been primarily traditional teacher-centered methods (lectures or
conferences) rather than modern student-oriented applications and techniques. The implementation of the
Bologna Process created a new environment that fostered the debate on teaching and learning as privileged
individual learning and teamwork, based on creativity and autonomy, within a framework that aims to
better prepare students for the labour market by contrary to the old approach to theoretical teaching. Thus,
general skills seem to have gained momentum as they are considered essential and closely linked to
professional success (Jackling & De Lange, 2009; Paisey & Paisey, 2010; Van der Klink, Boon, &
Schlusmans, 2007).

According to some researchers, student performance in accounting courses over the years has been
consistently low (Bui & Porter, 2010; Jackling & De Lange, 2009; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008). Arquero
and Fernandez-Polvillo (2019) point out that the divergence between real demands and students’
perceptions may stem from a misconception of what an accountant's tasks are and the skills needed for a
21st century professional. Note that while the vision is not stereotyped, students do not seem clear that
accounting tasks require increasingly integrated multidisciplinary working groups and efficient
communication with professionals with other profiles, which requires them to go beyond mere number
reports to be able to effectively explain the implications of these numbers (Arquero, Donoso, Hassall &
Joyce, 2001; Arquero & Fernandez-Polvillo, 2019).

The teaching-learning process has been the subject of discussion and research aimed at contributing to its
development and effectiveness. Among the agents that are part of the teaching-learning process, the student
is considered the main target, since fulfilment of the objective of the process only materializes only with
the effective learning by the student. Empirical experiments in accounting show that students are more
interested in subjects in which they identify practical applications of content rather than subjects where the
connection between theory and practice is not explicit (Almeida et al., 2015). By implementing a student-
centered approach in the classroom, the hope is to have a self-confident, critical-thinking student who fully
understands accounting terminology and fundamentals.

Rapid technological developments have provided tools and services for millennial students who were not in
the imagination of previous generations. Mobile devices and the internet are two main features of this
generation’s daily life. In this sense, the introduction of new forms of accounting education, combining
attitudes and didactic resources that facilitate the learning process, seems to be on the agenda in terms of
effective teaching-learning strategies. Higher Education Institutions (HEI) concerned with training
competent and competitive professionals should consider the environment in which a future professional
will carry out their activities and should be aware of the need for education adapted to workplace
requirements.

The purpose of this study is to analyze final-year students’ and accounting lecturers’ perceptions about the

development of general skills in first-cycle courses in order to improve the skills taught in accounting
courses to facilitate students’ entry into the labour market. The complexity of the context and the learning
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strategies to improve student performance are highlighted. The results demonstrate that HEI skills
development remains a problem. We highlight the usefulness of the study for the courses analyzed, in order
to encourage improvements that contribute to the alignment of study plans with professional expectations.
This paper is divided into three sections. The literature review focuses on the importance of higher
education skills and the motivation and learning strategies in accounting. Subsequently, research questions
are formulated, followed by an analysis of the data obtained in the survey’s responses. The last section
discusses the results.

The importance of Higher Education Skills

McClelland is recognized in the literature as the engine of the competence debate, relating individual
characteristics to work performance, following White’s (1959) approach to conceptualized competence as
the individual's ability to effectively interact with the environment, depending on his or her motivation to
achieve this goal.

The literature review finds that there is no universally accepted concept of competence, just as the view on
the subject is not uniform. There is a general lack of consensus among authors about the meaning of
competence. It also varies depending on the context or field in which the term is used. However, there is a
consensus that competence represents a combination of knowledge, skill, aptitude and other individual
characteristics that can be reliably measured and show their differentiation in performance (Rouco &
Sarmento, 2012).

Concerns expressed in the literature on the definition of competence also reveal the desire to discover what
underlies each element of competence by trying to identify and understand the different components or
dimensions. Traditionally, according to Rouco and Sarmento (2012), the acronym KSAO (knowledge, skill,
ability and others) was attributed to Harvey (1991); it is used to describe and organize individual and
essential characteristics to perform the job successfully.

Originally, the acronym appeared as KSA (knowledge, skill, ability), which represented knowledge, ability
and attitudes. Over the years, and depending on the sources, the acronym has evolved and acquired other
meanings:
» Knowledge (K) and skill (S) have always existed as knowledge and ability, respectively.
«  Ability (A) sometimes represents aptitude, which is sometimes synonymous with attributes or
attitudes;
»  Other characteristics (O) often arise when A represents aptitude.

According to Harvey (1991), the various competence components have the following meanings:

* Knowledge is indispensable information required to perform tasks associated with a particular
function. It is acquired through formal education, professional training or professional experience.

«  Skill (ability) comprises the resourcefulness of the use of instruments and equipment in each
function. This ability can be acquired in an educational setting or learned informally.

» Ability results from the interconnectedness of concepts such as intelligence, spatial orientation and
reaction time. Skills are often measured through tests that provide estimates of a person’s specific
ability to perform a task.

e ‘Other’ are the additional characteristics needed to perform well at work, such as attitude,
personality, initiative, creativity, or improvisation.

The Bologna Process aimed to develop students’ ability to apply knowledge gained in different contexts
and situations and to shift the traditional focus on theoretical knowledge to a skill-based approach. This
skill-based training process required a cultural shift in HEI, lecturers, and students. In this context, and
together with other technical aspects, HEI must develop scientific, systemic and relational skills in order to
train dynamic and adaptable professionals able to keep up with rapid changes in the labour market.
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Therefore, the role played by HEI in the formation of students is fundamental and seeks to promote good
reputation and recognition in the labour market.

Kavanagh and Drennan (2008) state that: “accounting educators worldwide are being urged to alter
curriculum to produce accounting graduates with a broader set of skills and attributes encompassing more
than purely technical accounting expertise” (p. 280). The concept of general skills differs from the concept
of specific skills (associated with a particular function or occupation) due to two traits: transversely - the
lack of specifics and adaptation to contexts - and transferability, acquired in a given context but usable in
different contexts (Ceitil, 2016). Therefore, there is increasing pressure on accounting educators to design
and implement educational programs that can contribute to the development of relevant skills (Arquero,
Fernandez-Polvillo, Hassall, & Joyce, 2017).

Currently, accounting graduates are expected to have a broad set of technical and generic skills to meet
workplace requirements. There is a consensus among employers and academics that in many cases the
necessary personal skills and qualities are not being displayed (Jackling & De Lange, 2009). Another
concern is the ability of students to adapt and develop the necessary skills, given current pedagogy. The
traditional approach, which tends to focus on intellectual skills framed by the necessary technical
knowledge, may need to be broadened to incorporate a specific focus on the application of knowledge,
thereby enabling the development of problem-solving skills.

Pincus, Stout, Sorensen, Stocks and Lawson (2017) point out that there is convincing evidence of strong
forces for change in higher education. The current environment is shaped and challenged by two main
forces: the rapid advancement of technology and a dramatically challenging financial model. They add that,
as members of the academy, business and accounting educators are not immune to these forces at the macro
level. Understanding the forces for change is critical to motivating strategic and operational change at the
institutional, programmatic, and personal levels.

Some academic research into the changes needed to meet employers’ needs has identified several key
areas: (1) intellectual skills (problem-solving and decision-making); (2) technical and functional skills
(mainly technical content); (3) personal skills (including the ability to adapt to change and throughout life);
(4) interpersonal and communication skills (working with others, team integration and effective
communication); and (5) organizational and business management skills. These skills are similar to those
stipulated by IES 3 from IAESB (2015) as necessary requirements in a professional accounting education
program.

IES 3 states that general education requirements vary widely from one program to another and from
country to country; it further establishes that general education can encourage lifelong learning and provide
its foundations and can be acquired in different ways and in different settings at any stage of the
educational program.

In their study, Jackling and De Lange (2009) asked accounting graduates to name the most important skills
for progression. Communication was ranked first, followed by problem-solving. This does not only apply
to large companies; employers of midsize and small businesses emphasized the importance of
communication skills (Bui & Porter, 2010).The above recent results are consistent with previous literature
(Arquero et al., 2001, 2017) in a European context and with Jackling and De Lange (2009) and Kavanagh
and Drennan (2008) from an Australian perspective.

Arquero et al. (2017) argues that there is a clear demand for accounting educators who focus on developing
professional skills in training future accountants. Previous attempts have been relatively unsuccessful in
remedying this perceived need. The question that needs to be addressed is what may be hindering the
success of attempts to improve communication skills. In this context, the results obtained by Arquero et al.
(2017) conclude that it is possible that some student’s characteristics, such as apprehension of
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communication, tolerance for ambiguity or learning styles, may act as constraints on skills development
and pedagogical change. The authors emphasize that an additional concern is the ability of students to adapt
and develop the necessary skills, given the current pedagogy. A different approach between academics and
students may be necessary as the traditional approach tends to focus on the intellectual skills framed by the
necessary technical knowledge, and this needs to branch out to incorporate a specific focus on the
application of knowledge and thus enable the development of knowledge about problem-solving skills.

Motivation and Learning Strategies in Accounting

There is much research analyzing motivation and learning strategies in students enrolled on different
courses, following different teacher methodologies (Arquero et al., 2017; Chamizo-Gonzalez, Cano-
Montero, Urquia-Grande, & Mufioz-Colomina, 2015; Rivero-Menéndez, Urquia-Grande, L6pez-Sanchez,
& Camacho-Mifiano, 2018).

According to Glynn and Koballa (2006), motivation is an internal state that awakens, directs and sustains
students’ behavior. Motivation to learn refers to the way students think about themselves about learning
activities and processes. Learning strategies are the activities that individuals use to assist them in
acquisition, storage, and retrieving of information (Oxford & Nyikos, 1989).

Harandi (2015) highlights motivation as a prerequisite for student involvement in any type of learning
activity. Concern about the role of student motivation in academic performance has been widespread. A
very common belief is that a lack of motivation usually leads to poor results.

Lynch (2008) stats that motivational beliefs and learning strategies have a significant effect on student
learning. According to the author, there is a well-documented relationship between motivation and use of
learning strategies, and these are indispensable tools for autonomous and self-regulated learning.

Regarding motivation, Arquero and Fernandez-Polvillo (2019) conclude that students choose a career in
accounting because of their job prospects. The student’s potential effort in relation to certain content will
therefore be closely linked to the perception of utility in the sense of later practical application. The authors
argue that the link between content and practical utility should be reinforced, especially in theoretical
content and some non-technical skills (communication, complex and unstructured problem-solving,
application of professional judgment) to which students attach little importance. They do not correspond to
your view of typical accounting tasks but are essential both from a professional and higher education
perspective.

Today, technological forces are significantly changing many professions, including accounting. Digital
technologies offer the opportunity to prepare students for 21st century careers and to create new financial
models for higher education. Thus, HEIs are under pressure from stakeholders and institutional contexts to
shift their pedagogy to a more active one in which student is more autonomous and involved in his or her
own learning process. Arquero et al. (2017) state that certain personal characteristics of students may act as
constraints to skills development and pedagogical change.

Jackling and De Lange (2009) find that employers require a wide range of general skills that accounting
graduates admit is not adequately taught in their undergraduate degrees. From their own perspective,
employers emphasize the importance of teamwork, leadership, verbal communication, and interpersonal
skills.

Criticisms of teaching methodologies used in higher education are addressed in several areas, with criticism
of foreground lectures due to their unilateral and tax characteristics. However, it appears that strategies are
emerging to bridge this gap, such as business simulation practices. Applying the knowledge gained in other
disciplines by creating a work-like environment, business simulation practices seek to develop the skills
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and abilities that determine the proper performance of the functions and tasks inherent in the underlying
professional activity. According to some studies (Almeida et al., 2015; Burdon & Munro, 2017; Pincus et
al., 2017), business simulation practices actively contribute to the quality of student training, as well as to
the adequacy of profiles that the labour market needs.

Almeida et al. (2015) point out the main advantages of business simulation practices: (1) allow a practical
view of the profession; (2) allow an approximation of the ethical experience of the profession and business;
(3) develop the ability to work under pressure; (4) develop teamwork; (5) develop critical analyzes of one’s
own work and that of others; (6) improve oral and written expression skills; (7) develop the leadership and
teamwork values typical of a living business organization (difficult to learn during the individual study
phase); and (8) promote awareness that the qualities and skills acquired during the course will create
conditions for professional success.

Burdon and Munro (2017) used an intensive audit simulation and found that this type of practice improves
learning and sustainable skills that can be transferred to future jobs. Although Pincus et al. (2017) consider
progress in the use of technology in new ways for teaching and learning to be slow, they agree that the
simulations offer a similarity between the learning situation and the future professional environment,
supporting education and training.

As Arquero and Tejero (2011) note, students should have a higher level of independence and responsibility
and get the most benefit from the sources and activities at their disposal. However, to make the best use of
those resources, students must be able to be active participants, be independent learners, and collaborate
with other students working in teams. Commitment to lifelong learning and problem-solving skills, the key
skills emphasized in employability reports and specifically in financial statements, require students to be
independent learners. Teamwork is another essential employability skill that requires current students
(future professionals) to be collaborative learners.

On the other hand, Chamizo-Gonzalez et al. (2015) studied teaching methodologies combined with online
tools with the implementation of different multimedia resources (data mining) to improve learning
outcomes in accounting higher education in order to provide students with cognitive and transversal skills
for incorporation successful in the labour market. The authors’ research aimed to disclose whether
accounting students who participate in teacher-proposed online activities achieve better learning outcomes
and identify which virtual learning activities achieve better results.

Another learning strategy is studied by Rivero-Menéndez, Urquia-Grande, Lopez-Sanchez and Camacho-
Mifiano (2018), who analyze whether there are differences between students’ motivation and learning
strategies when studying accounting subjects in Spanish or English as a means of instruction. The authors
highlight the factors that mainly influence the overall motivation of the students. They find that students
who study English have more mature learning strategies and motivation than their Spanish counterparts.
This is shown in their level of self-confidence, time management, and perseverance. The authors’ findings
serve as a guide for teachers to help students improve their study, perseverance, and reflection
methodology. The latter should be encouraged by teachers, understanding that motivation is dynamic, not
static, and learning strategies can be developed. By learning about student strategies (such as self-
regulation and time management), instructors can tailor their teaching procedures to help students achieve
deep learning.

Purpose and Research Questions

The aim of this study is to examine final-year students’ and accounting lecturers’ perceptions of first-cycle
courses at Portuguese educational institutions (universities and polytechnics) in terms of the development
of general skills acquired during the course they attended. This goal leads to the following research
questions:
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RQ1: What are the general skills that final-year students enrolled in undergraduate accounting courses
perceive as being developed in their degrees?

RQ2: What are the general skills that accounting lecturers perceive that final-year students develop during
the undergraduate courses they teach?

Research Methodology

Variables definition

To answer the above questions, we use a quantitative approach. Based on the nature of this study, the data
collection instrument used was the questionnaire, as it is the most appropriate for this context and with the
most associated potential. This choice was based on the fact that questionnaire is a quantitative research
tool that, according to Sarmento (2013), provides primary data, considering that this data is produced by the
researcher and driven by a specific need for information.

In the first phase, a literature review was performed to identify the skills required from an accountant. This
identification considered the skills indicated by national and international entities, as well as those that
different authors present in the literature review consider more relevant. Our objective was to select
relevant skills from a solid scientific basis reflected in questionnaire. Thus, the identification of the skills
that would form the basis for the variables included three phases: a literature review of the concept of
competence, analysis of the most cited skills and subsequent grouping of these skills. Throughout the
grouping process, where the essence of a skill was contained in one mentioned earlier, we merged them.
We also had to share some of the skills when they incorporated more than one idea. Forty-nine skills were
identified.

This process allowed us to make the skills defined logical and clearly, avoiding repeated ideas and
consequently preventing interpretation errors. This was the most difficult step in building the second part of
the data collection instrument, as there was a need to prevent the inclusion of multiple issues (Hill & Hill,
2012). Table 1 below presents the skills most frequently mentioned in the literature review and which
should be developed in the educational context.

Table 1. Skills to be developed in accounting higher education
SKILLS SOURCE

Almeida (2004); Hassall et al. (2005); IAESB (2015);
Jackling and De Lange (2009); Kavanagh and
Drennan (2008)

Communication
(oral and written)

Almeida (2004); Hassall et al. (2005); IAESB (2015);
Teamwork Jackling and De Lange (2009); Kavanagh and
Drennan (2008); Pan and Perera (2012)

Organization Hassall et al. (2005)

Almeida (2004); Cory and Pruske (2012); IAESB
Identify problems (2015); Kavanagh and Drennan (2008); Pan and
Perera (2012)

Almeida (2004); Cory and Pruske (2012); IAESB
Problem-solving (2015); Kavanagh and Drennan (2008); Pan and Perera
(2012)

Almeida (2004); Cory and Pruske (2012); IAESB
(2015); Jackling and De Lange (2009); Kavanagh and
Drennan (2008)

Use information and communication
technologies

Almeida (2004); Cory and Pruske (2012 IAESB

Accounting ethics (2015); Jackling and De Lange (2009); Kavanagh and
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Drennan (2008); Order of Certified Accountants
(OCC)
Leadership IAESB (2015); Kavanagh and Drennan (2008)
Jackling and De Lange (2009); Kavanagh and
Drennan (2008)

Interpersonal relationships

Creativity Kavanagh and Drennan (2008)
Decision-making IAESB (2015); Kavanagh and Drennan (2008)
Critical analysis Almeida (2004); IAESB (2015)

Self-criticism Almeida (2004); IAESB (2015)
Work under pressure Almeida (2004)
General knowledge Almeida (2004)
Negotiability IAESB (2015); Kavanagh and Drennan (2008)
Lifelong learning IAESB (2015); Kavanagh and Drennan (2008); OCC
Open-mindedness toward new opportunities IAESB (2015)
Conflict management Almeida (2004); IAESB (2015)
Work autonomously Kavanagh and Drennan (2008)
Research IAESB (2015); Kavanagh and Drennan (2008)
Information analysis Almeida (2004); IAESB (2015)

Integrate information, Professional judgment
Reasoning, Innovative thinking, Cooperation
Professional skepticism, People management IAESB (2015)
Ability to motivate others, Comply with
deadlines and regulations, Time management

Apply knowledge to practice Almeida (2004)

Assess the nee(_j to resort to experts from IAESB (2015); OCC
different areas

Intercultural communication Cory and Pruske (2012); IAESB (2015)
Resource management IAESB (2015); Kavanagh and Drennan (2008)
Delegate tasks Hassall et al. (2005); IAESB (2015)

Data-processing, Organize information,
Understanding of the contexts in which
accounting operates, Prepare financial
statements, Perform a financial analysis,
Budgeting capacity, Prepare a management
panel with useful information for decision-
making, Prepare reports on performance
deviations

Report information Almeida (2004); IAESB (2015); OCC

Almeida (2004); Jackling and De Lange (2009);
Kavanagh and Drennan (2008)

occC

Almeida (2004)

Understanding technical accounting language

Plan tasks, Assess the quality of work
performed

These skills were submitted to a validation committee of fourteen accounting specialists to ensure that the
skills and their interpretation met the objectives of the research work and to avoid ambiguity and bias in the
questions (Sarmento, 2013). The validation committee was asked to decide whether these skills were
essential for a professional accountant, based on two standard answers: ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Positive responses
included in the third quartile (75%) were considered. Twenty-seven skills were confirmed in this validation
process, as shown in Table 2 below.
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Table 1. Skills validation

SKILLS

1 Problem-solving

2 Information analysis

3 Use information and communication technologies
4 Organize information

5 Accounting ethics

6 Understanding of the contexts in which accounting operates
7 Prepare financial statements

8 Communication (oral and written)

9 Decision-making

10 Apply knowledge to practice

11 Report information

12 Understanding technical accounting language

13 Organization

14 Perform a financial analysis

15 Teamwork

16 Critical analysis

17 Self-criticism

18 Lifelong learning

19 Plan tasks

20 Comply with deadlines and regulations

21 Assess the quality of work performed

22 Work under pressure

23 Interpersonal relationships

24 Integrate information

25 Time management

26 Reasoning

27 Prepare a management panel with useful information for decision-making

Questionnaire and Data Collection

After skills validation, two questionnaires were prepared. The authors first produced a draft questionnaire.
This was reviewed and validated by a four expert validation committee. Finally, it was pilot tested with a
group of final-year students and accounting lecturers.

The questionnaire used in this research included two sections. The first section contained questions on
participants’ demographic variables. The second section contained the twenty-seven skills, divided into
sixteen general skills and eleven specific skills, with their respective descriptions. The descriptions
obtained for each competency resulted from the critical analysis of reference material and the different
reviewed articles. The questionnaire used a seven-point Likert scale with the following options: (1) strongly
disagree; (2) disagree mainly; (3) partly disagree; (4) does not agree or disagree; (5) agree to some extent;
(6) agree mainly; (7) totally agree.

To improve reliability, the questionnaire was revised and validated through in-depth personal interviews
with four accounting specialists. Note that the analysis and contribution of each committee member was
obtained directly and individually to avoid the contamination of opinions. The objectives of this validation
were to test the readability and appropriateness of multi-level research (such as the appropriateness of the
questions, whether the items were easily understood or the proper extent), to understand the sensitivity of
some included questions on it, and for suggestions for improvement.
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Since questionnaire was built from scratch, this research stage seemed to be even more relevant as it would
be the only opportunity to conduct a test prior to its experimental application and was intended to be as
appropriate as possible.

As a result of the review by the validation committee, it was necessary to divide the general and specific
skills and provide a brief description of each in order to reduce misinterpretation by respondents. Finally,
the questionnaire was pilot tested on four final-year students and four accounting lecturers with very similar
profiles to those who should participate in this study. The questionnaire was then considered perfectly
understandable and usable. Regarding ethical issues, it should be noted that before any research was
conducted a request for approval of research ethics was made at the institutions involved and a full
approval in research ethics was granted for the study.

Sample

This study is defined within the scope of accounting degrees taught in Portugal, taking into consideration
28 HEIls, which include public and private universities and polytechnics (Table 3), where undergraduate
courses in accounting were accredited by the Evaluation and Accreditation Agency for Higher Education at
the end of 2013, with students enrolled in the 2013/2014 school year.

Table 2. HEI included in the study

Universities Polytechnics
Public Private Public Private
Number of HEIs 1 7 13 7
Number of courses 3 5 24 9

The sample includes students enrolled in degrees where accounting is clearly the main axis of professional
training - Accounting and Finance, Accounting, Accounting and Administration, Accounting and Financial
Management, and Accounting and Taxation - within the scientific area of Group 344 of the National
Classification of Education and Training Areas in Portugal, which includes a total of 41 degrees. After data
analysis, students enrolled in distance learning courses were excluded due to the specific characteristics of
these degrees.

Subsequently, questionnaires were sent directly via a link available at the email address specifically created
to send them. Responses were received anonymously and entered directly into a database without an
indication of their origin.

The sample size of final-year students was calculated by considering the total number of students enrolled
in the last year of the undergraduate accounting courses included in the study: n = 2,608 individuals. The
sample should be n = 335 final-year students. In total, 357 questionnaires were collected, of which 345
were considered valid.

As for accounting lecturers, we chose to consider those who taught subjects in the major areas of
accounting, financial reporting and management accounting in the 2012/2013 school year (the latest
available information). The lecturer’s population was collected through the Higher Education Faculty
Biographical Record, updated December 31, 2013. The sample size of lecturers was calculated based on n
= 249 individuals. Therefore, the sample must have a size of n = 151 accounting lecturers. In total, 174
questionnaires were collected, 155 of which were considered valid. In this process, we excluded
questionnaires with omissions and the same response level for all questions. Although this option has the
disadvantage of reducing the number of valid responses, the data analyzed is genuine, avoiding ambiguities
and errors in statistical analysis (Hill & Hill, 2012).
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Data Analysis

After data collection, descriptive statistics and exploratory data analysis techniques were used to determine
the distribution of the data on the possible value scale. For the purpose of this study, general skills were
analyzed by factor analysis using the principal component method, which is a multivariate exploratory
analysis technique that transforms a set of correlated variables into a smaller set of independent variables,
combinations the original variables called original components (Mar6co, 2014). The second step was to
verify the internal consistency of the data, so that the Cronbach’s alpha reliability test was performed. The
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Index (KMO) and Bartlett’s sphericity test confirmed that factor analysis would likely
yield satisfactory results.

The last phase of this study consisted of interpreting the results in order to understand if the objectives were
achieved and to draw relevant conclusions.

Analysis and Discussion of Results

This section begins by characterizing respondents and then analyzes the information obtained from
questionnaires conducted with final-year students and accounting lecturers based on each of the general
skills questions proposed in this instrument.

Characterization and Profile of Respondents

Table 4 (final-year students) and Table 5 (accounting lecturers) below present the first five demographic
and independent questions, allowing the identification of the surveyed population from a statistical and
demographic point of view. The characterization of the final-year students who answered the
questionnaires considered the following aspects: gender, age range, graduation, educational subsystem and
type of HEI attended.

Table 3. Characterization and profile of final-year students (n = 345)

Frequency Percentage

Gender

Female 236 68.40

Male 109 31.60
Age range

Below 25 235 68.10

26-35 55 15.90

36-45 44 12.80

46-55 8 2.30

Over 55 3 0.90
Graduation

Accounting and Administration 194 56.20

Accounting and Taxation 60 17.40

Accounting 52 15.10

Accounting and Finance 36 10.40

Accounting and Financial Management 3 0.90
Educational subsystem

Polytechnic 333 96.50

University 12 3.50
Type of HEI attended

Public 342 99.10

Private 3 0.90
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Table 4 indicates that more than half of the students were female (68.4%) and most were under 25 years old
(68.1%). The dominant undergraduate course attended was Accounting and Administration (56.2%), and
most respondents (96.50%) were enrolled in public polytechnic institutes.

The characterization of the accounting lecturers who participated in the research included: gender, age
range, length of service, academic qualifications and current professional situation.

Table 4. Characterization and profile of accounting lecturers (n = 155)

Frequency Percentage

Gender

Female 83 53.50

Male 72 46.50
Age range

26-35 15 9.70

36-45 75 48.40

46-55 45 29.00

Over 55 20 12.90
Length of service

Less than 5 years 20 12.90

5-9 years 25 16.10

10-15 years 39 25.20

16-19 years 35 22.60

20-25 years 18 11.60

More than 25 years 18 11.60
Academic qualifications

Master’s 87 56.10

PhD 49 31.60

Undergraduate 19 12.30
Current professional situation

Fully dedicated 78 50.30

Part-time 44 28.40

Full-time 33 21.30

Looking at Table 5, we can see that more than half the accounting lecturers were female (53.5%). Most
were between 36 and 45 years old (48.4%) and taught from 10 to 15 years old (25.2%). Regarding
academic qualifications, we can see that respondents had a master’s degrees (56.1%) and more than half of
respondents were fully dedicated to lectures (50.3%).

Factor Analysis Results

Exploratory factor analyzes were performed to obtain the most developed skills from the perspectives of
final-year students and accounting lecturers. Results are shown in Tables 6 and 7 for final-year students and
Tables 8 and 9 for accounting lecturers.

Four factors were identified for final-year students and accounting lecturers. These results explained
69.97% and 79.11% of the total variance and 0.929 and 0.946 of the KMO adequacy values for accounting
students and lecturers, respectively. For this study, we chose the total variance explained, which is a
method that includes enough components to explain 70% to 90% of the total variance of the original
variants (Jolliffe, 2002). The method proposed by the author involves the collection of factors that explain
70% to 80% of the total variation to summarize information contained in the original variables without
losing its explanatory power.

ISSN: 2306-9007 Domingos, Sarmento & Duarte (2019) 392



www.irmbrjournal.com December 2019

International Review of Management and Business Research Vol. 8 Issue.4

Bartlett’s sphericity test was performed for final-year students, who presented a value P = 0.000 (<0.05),
thus rejecting HO, concluding that there are significant correlations between the original variables. We can
conclude that application of component analysis is valid. The variables are correlated among them, and it is
possible to find factors that explain the existing correlations (Marbco, 2014, p. 55). For accounting
lecturers, Bartlett’s sphericity test has a value of P <0.000, thus rejecting HO, concluding that the variables
are significantly correlated.

We use a factor analysis for the sixteen skills to analyze what are the general skills that final-year students
enrolled in undergraduate accounting courses perceive as being developed in their degrees (RQ1). The
varimax method was selected for rotation and all attributes with factor loadings greater than 0.5 were
retained for the purpose of this analysis.

Table 6 below shows the strategic variables of each major component (size or strategic factor). These
variables are placed in descending order of weight. Subsequently, Cronbach’s alpha test was performed to
verify the consistency of the four main components. It can be concluded that the main component 2
presents a very good correlation between items, and the main components 1, 3, and 4 present a good
correlation (Pestana & Gageiro, 2014, p. 526).

Table 5. Skill development load factor for final-year students

Factor Variables describing Weights Variance Cronbach’s
descriptions this factor (%) alpha
Results-oriented Assess the quality of work performed 0.784
(component 1) Communication (oral and written) 0.720
Reasoning 0.688 21.816 0.86
Decision-making 0.645
Organization 0.582
Data integration
and analysis for Integrate information 0.846 18.353 0.92
problem-solving Information analysis 0.843
(component 2) Problem-solving 0.833
Teamwork and Teamwork 0.767
pressure tolerance  Work under pressure 0.706
(component 3) Use information and 17.000 0.81
communication technologies 0.593
Interpersonal relationships 0.532
Time management 0.485
Lifelong learning Lifelong learning 0.816
and critical sense Critical analysis 0.758 12.800 0.81
(component 4) Self-criticism 0.481
Total 69.969

The interpretation of the four factors obtained in Table 6 was performed by analyzing the semantic content
of the items, aiming to associate each factor with the previously defined skills. The first factor is composed
of items that show how important it is for final-year students to focus on achieving the goals of the
assignment and ensuring that the desired results are achieved. The factor was called ‘Results-oriented’.

The items in the second factor describe the ability to analyze a given problem and reach reasonable
conclusions using a set of data from various sources. This factor may be called ‘Data integration and
analysis for problem-solving’.

The third factor has been defined as ‘Teamwork and pressure tolerance’, because the items reflect the
ability to integrate work teams both inside and outside their usual context, share information and
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knowledge, contribute to a good working environment, and deal with pressure situations and setbacks in an
adequate and professional manner.

Finally, the fourth factor is defined as ‘Lifelong learning and critical sense’, where the included variables
represent the ability to continuously build and seek new knowledge to better meet the demands of each task
performed, to grow professionally, to know how to make judgments, to analyze your own actions, and to
employ self-correction.

Thus, skills can be grouped into four factors that represent the key dimensions that should be considered
when analyzing the final-year students’ perceptions.

Table 7 below records the results of the dimensions in terms of mean and standard deviations of the
responses obtained from the final-year students in relation to general skills.

Table 6. Mean and standard deviation of final-year students statements

Factors Mean St. Deviation
Results-oriented 5.22 0.88
Assess the quality of work performed 5.06 1.12
Communication (oral and written) 5.30 1.10
Reasoning 4.93 1.25
Decision-making 5.39 0.97
Organization 5.40 1.03
Data integration and analysis for problem-solving 5.22 0.85
Integrate information 521 0.93
Information analysis 5.22 0.90
Problem-solving 5.22 0.90
Teamwork and pressure tolerance 5.44 0.85
Teamwork 5.64 1.03
Work under pressure 5.41 1.18
Use information and
communication technologies 5.17 1.29
Interpersonal relationships 5.53 1.12
Time management 5.44 1.02
Lifelong learning and critical sense 5.10 0.92
Lifelong learning 5.04 1.15
Critical analysis 5.09 1.00
Self-criticism 5.18 1.09

The observation of the mean of skills in each dimension (Table 7) shows that final-year students admit that
‘teamwork’ is the most developed competence (x,=5.64), followed by ‘interpersonal relationships’
(Xm=5.53). On the other hand, they realize ‘reasoning’ (x,,=4.93) is less developed in their attended courses.
As Table 7 indicates, the dimension that most contributed to skill development was Teamwork and
pressure tolerance'. Thus, final-year students realize that the course has enabled them to develop the ability
to integrate with work teams, share information and knowledge, contribute to a good work environment
and deal with pressure situations in an appropriate and professional way.

It can also be seen from Table 7 that the highest mean and lowest standard deviation correspond to
‘Teamwork and pressure tolerance'. This result can be explained by the diversity of perceptions expressed
in this factor or the need for students to improve their competence in the new technological world (Cory &
Pruske, 2012).

ISSN: 2306-9007 Domingos, Sarmento & Duarte (2019) 394



www.irmbrjournal.com December 2019

International Review of Management and Business Research Vol. 8 Issue.4

The first research question (RQ1) focused on the general skills developed by final-year students enrolled in
undergraduate accounting courses. Results from factor analysis indicate that they are grouped into four
dimensions: ‘Teamwork and pressure tolerance’, ‘Results-oriented’, ‘Data integration and analysis for
problem-solving’, and ‘Lifelong learning and critical sense’.

Table 8 presents the four dimensions of general skills and their interpretation for accounting lecturers. The
variables are placed in descending order of weight. Subsequently, Cronbach’s alpha test was performed to
verify the consistency of the four main components. It can be concluded that the alpha values for major
component 1 should be considered very good and reasonable for components 2, 3 and 4 (Pestana &
Gageiro, p. 526).

Table 7. Skill development load factor for accounting lecturers

Factor Variables describing Weights Variance Cronbach’s
descriptions this factor (%) alpha
Critical sense, lifelong  Critical analysis 0.82
learning and Self-criticism 0.81
results-oriented Lifelong learning 0.79
(component 1) Decision-making 0.75
Reasoning 0.72 35.502 0.96
Communication (oral and written) 0.72
Interpersonal relationships 0.65
Organization 0.65
Assess the quality of work
performed 0.61
Time management 0.54
Pressure tolerance and Work under pressure 0.76 18.288 0.77
Teamwork Teamwork 0.63
(component 2)
Information Use information and
technologies communication technologies  0.89 13.590 0.76
(component 3) Integrate information 0.69
Problem-solving Problem-solving 0.81
(component 4) Information analysis 0.50 11.728 0.79
Total 79.108

Table 8 shows that the first factor consists of items that imply the ability to question and analyze the data
needed in a rational and intelligent manner to perform tasks, showing interest in expanding knowledge and
professional experience to better meet the demands. The ability to make decisions in any situation, to
implement solutions efficiently, to communicate them assertively, and to interact appropriately with people
with different characteristics are relevant characteristics. This factor is labeled ‘Critical sense, lifelong
learning, and results-oriented’.

The second factor is called ‘Pressure tolerance and teamwork’ because it consists of a set of variables
related to the ability to properly handle stressful situations and setbacks, to keep emotional control and
professional thinking under control, to exhibit behaviors that demonstrate the ease of interacting with the
group and collaborating and participating to improve overall group performance.

Factor three ‘Information technologies’ refers to the ability to properly use information technologies in
professional practice as a communication and learning tool and to access and manage information. Finally,
the ability to analyze the problems presented and develop reasonable conclusions for their solution using
the available information correlates with dimension four, ‘Problem-solving’.
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Skills can be grouped into four factors that represent the main dimensions that should be considered when
analyzing accounting lecturers’ perceptions. Table 9 records the results of the dimensions in terms of mean
and standard deviation of the responses obtained from accounting lecturers for general skills.

Table 8. Mean and standard deviation of accounting lecturers statements

Factors Mean St. Deviation
Critical sense, lifelong learning and results-oriented 5.53 1.10
Critical analysis 5.77 1.18
Self-criticism 5.46 1.36
Lifelong learning 5.26 1.29
Decision-making 5.69 1.02
Reasoning 5.45 1.28
Communication (oral and written) 5.61 1.09
Interpersonal relationships 5.74 0.96
Organization 5.77 1.09
Assess the quality of work performed 531 1.27
Time management 5.84 0.94
Pressure tolerance and teamwork 5.82 0.91
Work under pressure 5.69 111
Teamwork 5.95 0.90
Information technologies 5.83 0.88

Use information and communication

technologies 5.81 0.89
Integrate information 5.84 1.05
Problem-solving 6.14 0.88
Problem-solving 6.24 0.73
Information analysis 6.05 0.98
Average value 5.83 0.80

Looking at Table 9, it can be concluded that accounting lecturers see that ‘problem-solving’ is the most
developed competence (x,=6.24), followed by ‘information analysis’ (x,=6.05). On the other hand, they
realize that ‘lifelong learning’ (x,,=5.26) is less developed by students.

As Table 9 indicates, the dimension that most contributed to skill development was ‘Problem-solving’.
Thus, it is found that accounting lecturers realize that students develop the ability to analyze problems and
develop reasonable conclusions to solve the difficulties presented using the available information,
considering the various alternatives and proposing solutions in a timely manner.

It can also be seen from Table 9 that the highest standard deviation corresponds to ‘Critical sense, lifelong
learning and results-oriented’. This result may be explained by the diversity of perceptions expressed in this
factor or the need for accounting lecturers to complement other learning strategies that develop greater self-
criticism in students.

The second research question (RQ2) focused on the general skills that accounting lecturers perceive that
final-year students develop during the undergraduate courses they teach. The results obtained by the factor
analysis indicate that they are grouped in four dimensions: ‘Critical sense, lifelong ability and results-
oriented’, ‘Pressure tolerance and teamwork’, ‘Information technologies’, and ‘Problem-solving’.

Two-factor analyzes revealed several differences in the perceptions of final-year students and accounting

lecturers regarding general skill development. In Tables 6 and 8, the factors constructed in the profiles of
each group were not the same. As noted above, the results of our factor analysis for final-year students
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revealed that the main influential factor was ‘Results-oriented’. Our study also reports that ‘Data
integration and analysis for problem-solving’ is ranked as the second most important factor for final-year
students. On the other hand, accounting lecturers considered ‘Critical sense, lifelong ability and results-
oriented’ as the most important factor.

Earlier studies of the important skills inherent in the accounting profession have found that the labour
market considers ‘teamwork’ indispensable for accounting graduates to succeed (Kavanagh & Drennan,
2008; Paisey & Paisey, 2010; Pan & Perera, 2012). Implementing new teaching methodologies helps
develop this competency, such as business simulation practices that stimulate a skill set in students who
meet the goals of competency-based higher education, creating active and participatory learning, as
reported by Almeida et al. (2015), Burdon and Munro (2017), and Pincus et al. (2017).

Unlike students, accounting lecturers feel that ‘problem-solving’ skills are one of the most developed ones
throughout the course. Although this competence is present in the IES 3 as one of the intellectual skills
required by the accounting professional, students do not consider that they are able to solve problems,
analyze causal relationships, and set priorities for action.

On the other hand, the contrasting result obtained from accounting students and lecturers may be related to
the fact that the student does not see the usefulness of certain content in terms of its later practical
application (Arquero & Fernandez-Polvillo, 2019). These authors argue that the link between content and
practical utility should be reinforced, especially in terms of theoretical content and some non-technical
skills (communication, complex and unstructured problem-solving, application of professional judgment)
to which students do not attribute much importance because it does not match your view of typical
accounting tasks, although these skills are essential from a professional and higher education perspective.

Therefore, educators should consider adjusting current learning strategies to current reality in order to
improve student interest and performance. Perhaps the fact that there are more routine tasks naturally
develops less thinking ability when compared to daily calls to solve problems of a different nature.

Conclusions

The literature shows important and crucial changes in higher education, driven by the rapid advancement of
technology and a constantly changing organizational environment. The aim of this paper was to analyze the
perceptions of final-year students and accounting lecturers about the development of general skills in first-
cycle courses, in order to improve the skills taught in accounting courses to facilitate students’ entry into
the labour market. The results of our empirical study indicate that there are differences between these two
groups in perceived skills.

This research found evidence that final-year students perceive skill development differently from their
teachers. Through factor analysis, we found that an important factor, ‘teamwork and pressure tolerance’,
explains the relationships between the variables that measure competency development, the ability to work
in teams, the ability to form interpersonal relationships, and the ability to work together. ‘Time
management’ is the most outstanding general skills.

The results for accounting lecturers show that they perceive ‘problem-solving’, ‘information analysis’ and
‘teamwork’ as the most developed skills by final-year students.

These findings seem to be consistent with other studies (Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008; Paisey & Paisey,
2010; Pan & Perera, 2012) that consider the importance of ‘teamwork’ for the labour market. This skill is
considered imperative for accounting graduates to succeed; therefore, it is essential in the context of higher
education accounting degrees.
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However, Jackling and De Lange (2009) note that accounting graduates indicated that general skills were
not being adequately taught to the degree they attended, and ‘teamwork’ was one of the divergent skills.
The results obtained in this study indicate the exact opposite, perhaps due to the implementation of new
teaching methodologies, such as business simulation practices, which stimulate in the student a set of skills
that meet the objectives of competence-based higher education, promoting active learning, as reported by
Almeida et al. (2015) and Burdon and Munro (2017). Moreover, these results are in line with previous
studies, such as Van der Klink et al. (2007). According to these authors, a student in the first cycle of study
should develop, among others, the ability to solve problems.

The practical implications derived from our findings may lead accounting educators to find solutions to
provide students with cognitive and transversal skills for successful incorporation into the labour market. In
this sense, the teaching methodology, combined with different multimedia features such as data mining
(Chamizo-Gonzalez et al., 2015), or teaching accounting subjects in Spanish or English as a means of
instruction (Rivero-Menéndez et al., 2018), can facilitate the teaching and learning process and improve
student motivation.

In this context, only investing in an integrated education system that can promote the holistic development
of final-year students will provide adequate support in the process of transition to social and professional
life, allowing individuals to make their own choices and respond in the best way possible to the stimuli
introduced by the labour market itself. In the future, HEIs need to continue working on new ways of
teaching to prepare undergraduate students for rapidly developing work.

Any effort to change the accounting image will probably take several years to become entrenched. The
accounting profession must make every effort to promote its image change. In our opinion, in the short and
medium term, more research needs to be focused on how accounting educators can encourage change in
today’s students in the areas of communication and thinking development to facilitate the implementation
and success of appropriate pedagogy.

Study Limitations and Future Research Proposal

Notwithstanding the contributions mentioned, this study is not without its limitations. The first limitation is
the great difficulty in getting contacts and responses from final-year students and accounting lecturers,
despite the multiple approaches taken. In addition, the results were obtained mainly from polytechnic
students and did not include many university responses. Consequently, this would be a fruitful area for
future research in order to obtain more generalizable results. For future research, it is important to broaden
the scope of this study by focusing on the views of leading firms that recruit accounting graduates in order
to confirm or refute the results of this preliminary research.

Given the competitive advantages conferred on prospective graduates in the field of general skills upon
entering the labour market, another suggestion would be to try to understand in more detail why some skills
are not being properly developed during training.
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