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ABSTRACT

A Competence-Based Education and Training (CBET) Approach to the

Diploma in Accounting Programme in the Polytechnics of Malaysia:
An Investigation and Evaluation

Around the world accounting practitioners and educators have been working
together to determine the objectives, content and delivery of future accounting
programmes. This project, focusing on Malaysian Polytechnics’ Diploma in

Accounting programme, proposes an alternative approach to accounting education
that meets the current and future needs of Malaysia. Selected literature was
reviewed to investigate and evaluate Competence-based Education and Training
(CBET). The review considered the characteristics and implications of CBET
initiatives, and criticism of earlier and present CBET models. To determine the
appropriateness of CBET in a Malaysian context a questionnaire survey and
interviews were conducted. Past, present and future performance of graduates of
Diploma in Accounting programme were the subject of interviews with employers,
academic heads of commerce departments as well as an assistant director of
curriculum. The needs and expectations of accounting support staff were
established. The desired competences of accounting support staff and the actual
competences of accounting support staff as perceived by a variety of employers were
identified. Results indicated areas of the programme that need improvement. The

project proposes a CBET approach as an alternative to the present traditional
programme.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

This chapter provides contextual information and a foundation to the topics
subsequently discussed and analysed. It is divided into nine sections. The first
section summarises relevant changes in accounting education and training provision
in the United States of America (USA), Australasia (Australia and New Zealand),
Canada and the United Kingdom (UK). It focuses on the various demands for change
in accounting education in these countries. It then highlights reasoned responses to
these demands for change in accounting education and training. Secondly, it
documents pertinent provision of accounting education and training in Malaysia, with
concern and comments from accounting educators and practitioners. It cites several
studies calling for change in curriculum, teaching and learning practices as well as the

contents of the professional programmes in Malaysia.

The third section discusses the Malaysian Diploma in Accounting programme
as a semi-professional training programme. The need for the Diploma programme to
meet the changing demands of the accounting profession is discussed. Most of the

graduates of the Diploma programme provide support services to accountants. As the

functions and roles of accountants change, so do functions and roles of the support



staff. The fourth section provides a CBET perspective of accounting education and
training. Competence-based education and training (CBET) is explained as an
alternative to the traditional Diploma in Accounting programme in the Malaysian

polytechnics. The fifth section is the rationale for the project. Accounting
practitioners’ dissatisfaction with graduates from local institutions is documented.
Section six contains the problem of the study. The objectives of the project are
identified in section seven. Specific attention is focussed on semi-professional
accounting support staff who provide support services to accountants. The eighth

section explains the research methodology adopted in the project. The ninth section

informs the scope and limitations of the study.

1.2 Accounting Education

Even though the focus of this research is on the education and training needs

of the accounting support staff performing their roles at the semi-professional level,
the following discussions may provide a description of the change in the business

environment that have implications for the accounting profession in general.

The Education Committee of the International Federation of Accountants

(IFAC, 1995, p.1) notes:

“Rapid change is the predominant characteristic of the
environment in which professional accountants work.
Businesses and other organisations are engaging in more
complex arrangements and transactions. Information
technology is advancing at a rapid pace. Trade and
commerce have become more international. Privatisation
has become an increasingly important goal in many



countries. Many societies have become more litigious.
Concern for the environment has grown. Because of these
trends, the demand for accountability and professional
accountants 1s high in all cultures and continues to
increase.”

These changes call for accounting educators to focus on accounting content
and teaching methodology. In response to such forecasts, accounting educators must
make accounting course more relevant for the future through significant changes in

the curmiculum proposed over the last decade as well as change the way they teach, or

both (Graham, 1993).

The purpose of accounting classes is not to teach accounting, but rather to
teach students to be accountants (Bandy, 1990). Changes require accounting
educators to re-examine the foundation of any accounting programme. Educators
must integrate a modified curriculum with modern teaching methodologies that focus

on the curriculum, teaching and learning process as well as the assessment practice for

all accounting education and training programmes.

During the 1980s, accounting educators of the United States and Australia
produced reports critical of the education and training available for accountants.
Recommendations for change were not limited to countries of the west; various

reports questioned accounting education practices throughout the world.

Malaysia also needs to respond to change in accounting education. Singh and

Mohyiddin (1992, p.5), from the Malaysian perspective, note,



“Accounting education in institutions of higher leaming
(IHL) in the U.S.A. and Australia has been under strong
pressure for change during the 1980’s. These pressures
resulted in a major review of accounting education in both
countries. The reviews produced the work of the
Accounting Education Change Commission (AECC) in the
U.S.A. (1986) and the “Review of the Accounting
Discipline in Higher Education” (The Mathews Report,

1989) by the Department of Employment, Education and
Training in Australia.”

Needles, Jr. and Power (1990) commenting on a report written by the
managing partners of the (then) “Big Eight” accounting firms, outline the capabilities
' required by the profession to be developed during the education process. Requisite
capabilities are communication skills, intellectual skills, and interpersonal skills.
“Chalk and talk” needs to be replaced with seminars, simulations, extended written

assignments and case studies. Creative use of information technology would facilitate

such learning (1bid.).

The Bedford Committee report posits that accounting students use logical
reasoning, creative thinking, problem solving, ethical standards, and conduct, and

effective communication through interpersonal relations. - Needles, Jr. and Power

(1990, p.254), further noted:

“Most of the educational models examined include a
statement about the need to develop capabilities for
analytical thinking and communication skills in accounting
graduates, however, little guidance is provided regarding
how these capabilities could be developed and the emphasis

of the models is on the subject matter content of the
curriculum.”

The Federation of Schools of Accountancy Model and the Bedford Committee



Report Model, as discussed in Needles Jr. and Power (1990), share the broad view
that accounting should develop and communicate a wide range of information in
relation to curriculum models. While the FSA model includes recommended

curricula, the Bedford Committee takes a philosophical approach and lists no specific

COurseEs.

Williams (1993) found common ground in numerous critiques of universities’
accounting education. Table 1.1 on page 6 shows the main features of the new
approaches. According to Ponton and Adams (1992), the Accounting Association of
Australia and New Zealand (AAANZ), the Australian Society of Accountants (ASA)

and the Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia (ICAA) formed a Task Force
for Accounting Education in Australia in 1985. A report was produced in 1988 with a
wide range of recommendations for changes. In the same year, the Australian Society
of Certified Practising Accountants, the Institute of Chartered Accountants in

Australia, and the New Zealand Society of Accountants sought common competence

standards for both countries (Birkett, 1992).

Durbin (1993) notes that the Canadian Institute of Chartered Accountants

(CICA) through Vision 2000 made the following points:

1. The world and the profession will mdergo major changes by the
turn of the century, and some of the changes have already begun.

It is felt that the profession must adapt to these changes by taking

an active rather than reactive role.

2. The profession must never forget that quality service is
the hallmark of success.



Table 1.1: A Comparison of the traditional approach and the new
approach in accounting education (source: Williams, 1993)

. Traditional Approach New Approach

Heavy emphasis on technical courses Broader emphasis on general

in accounting education and business and

organisational knowledge

2. | Little integration of subject matter — Heavy integration of tax, managerial

accounting courses taught in isolation accounting, financial accounting,

systems and auditing

Heavy emphasis on calculating one right | Increased emphasis on solving

ansSwcr

Heavy emphasis on teaching rules
5. | Heavy emphasis on teaching accounting
to the Uniform CPA Examination

Little attention to communication and

unstructured problems, such as use

of cases

Increased emphasis on the learning .

process - learning to learn

Recognition of a broader objective

Increased emphasis throughout

interpersonal skills accounting curriculum on written

presentation and interpersonal skills

7. | Students as passive recipients of Students as active participants in

N
Technology used sparingly in non Use of technology integrated

e v

Introductory accounting focused on Introductory accounting focused on

preparing external financial reports, role of accounting in society and in

journal entries, postings, etc. organisations; increased focus on

using accounting information for

decision making



3. There is a need for lifelong learning and mandatory
continuing education, a broad-based field of studies,
computer literacy, advanced mathematical skills and
changes to both student training and the universities and

further education syllabus to reflect the changes in

society.

A study by Lovell (1992) on reports by The Bedford Committee Report and the

Perspective identify the following issues:

1. The fundamental flaw of accounting education is that

while it has tended to remain static, the profession has

been changing,

2. The current state of most professional accounting

education programmes is inadequate to meet the needs

of this expanded profession,

3. Accounting programmes should prepare students to

become professional accountants, not to be professional

accountants,

4. New entrants into the profession cannot be expected to
have the range of knowledge and skills of experienced |
professional accountants that call for continual learning

in order to attain and maintain the status of professional

accountants,

5. Pre-entry education should lay the base on which life-

long learning can be built and this includes three

components: skills, knowledge and professional
orientation, and;



6. The call for the teaching and leaming strategies to
move away from rote learning to one which stresses the
development of  communicative, intellectual,
interpersonal and analytic skills. This calls for the

awareness of world affairs, of historical perspectives

and of the relationship between a profession and

soclety.

According to Lovell (1992) there are important differences between the
situation in the USA and the UK with regards to accounting education, but there are
also many shared concerns. He further suggests that accounting educators in the USA
want more than new and broader subject areas. There must be a re-orientation of
curriculum philosophy, objectives and design. He also argues that accounting

educators in the USA and the UK want changes but differ on several key issues. They

arc.

1. There are differences as to what topics are pertinent to
- students.

2. Many undergraduate programmes “mirror professional
curricula” and focus on the vocational aspects of

education rather than the liberal arts.

3. There is a call to move away from didactic teaching
methods.  Concurrently there are complaints that
accounting graduates do not posses sufficient

understanding of basic technical matters.

4. If social philosophy, ethics, psychology and educational
philosophy are critical for accounting‘ majors,

professors of accounting must master the same content.



5. Who 1s going to pay for the research needed to validate

and assess a new curriculum for accounting?

Lovell (1992) lists some of the strengths of the UK accounting education

models also favoured by USA accounting educators. They are:

1. The undergraduate accounting programmes are broader
with more conceptual underpinnings and exposing

students to the broader social 1issues facing the

professionals.

2. Intemnships are required prior to final professional

examinations.

There is an opportunity for the UK to build on existing strengths while increasing

coherence and intellectual rigour.

Accounting Education in Malaysia has been criticised for drifting "aimlessly"

and for failing to be responsive to economic development (Barjoyai, 1992). The

curriculum has been characterised as more a product of America and of the United
Kingdom than of Malaysia. In response to this criticism, the curricula have taken
"multivariate directions”. The importance of sharply focusing the accounting
curriculum within the country is stressed in the work by the Association of
Accounting Academics (AAA) research group (ibid.). The Malaysian Association of
Certified Public Accountants (MACPA) has expressed similar discontent towards
existing accounting programmes; the curriculum is irrelevant and does not develop
the skills and attitude of students. The MACPA wants the curriculum to be sensitive

to change in the overall business environment. The accounting curriculum must be



more than a process of memorisation and narrow rules; it must inculcate analytical

and conceptual thinking in the students (Singh and Mohyiddin, 1992).

The Malaysian Cabinet Committee on Training Report issued in 1991
(Economic Planning Unit and Ministry of Education, 1991) made three proposals to
improve education and training in Malaysia. The first proposal examined the
effectiveness and adequacy of the training provided by the public and private sectors
in supplying skilled manpower and responding to market demands. The second
sought essential feedback on skills requirement and the effectiveness of training. The
third sought to improve the education and training curricula. There is a general

consensus on how to review a curriculum. It is:

1. To obtain correct information about current practices
from the local industry. Such a process links practice
and education.

2. To develop a holistic approach.

3. To incorporate automation and technological changes.

4. To require greater involvement by government.

5. To require active participation from professional bodies
and employers.

Malaysian academia, practitioners and the government require more than an
update of random aspects of accounting education; a complete re-orientation of
accounting education is needed (Singh and Mohyiddin, 1992). Barjoyai suggested a
long-term solution that requires "researchers in accounting to conduct a nation-wide

study on accounting practices in Malaysia. This would determine the state-of-the art

practices in Malaysia and the local economic environment" (Barjoyai, 1992).

10



Mustaffa’s (1996) work provides insights into Accounting degree programmes
in 5 Malaysian universities and the professional programmes offered by the CPAs
(Chartered Public Accountants). The study identifies programmes that meet the
demands of the accounting profession. It analysed the entire structure of the
accounting programmes in terms of the contribution towards “nation building”. The
study concludes that the liberal arts, humanities and sciences develop the foundation

for accounting students to understand the rapidly evolving environment. Such an

accounting curriculum reflects the ideas of the National Education Philosophy (see
appendix A). Accounting education curriculum, development of competences,

implementation and evaluation should be part of future studies.

Mohd Salleh and Hamzah (1996) suggest that accounting education in
Malaysia requires a re-orientation because of the rapid growth of information
technology (IT). IT implications and computer applications should be integrated into

the accounting curriculum. Students may search databases, extract and save data,

apply data onto a spreadsheet, develop financial models, and produce reports
incorporating data transferred from the spreadsheet. Rani and Devi (1996) find
promising developments in the Malaysian accountancy practice; accounting educators
integrate information technology into the curriculum, but more needs to be done.
Increase the level of practical application of computer knowledge and extend

computer applications by accounting practitioners are first steps.

Table 1.2 on page 13 names various accounting software packages used by
industries. One of the requirements stressed by employers for applicants is computer

literacy. In their conclusion, Rani and Devi (1996), suggest future studies identify

successful implementation of computers in industries and then study these industries

11



successful implementation of computers in industries and then study these industries

as part of a curriculum review.

In terms of real-world computer implications for the accounting profession,
Mohd Salleh and Hamzah (1996), indicate that the roles of an accountant are
“multidimensional”. The traditional accountant's roles can be seen as controller,
treasurer, tax specialist, financial analyst, cost accountant, auditor and mostly as a
general accountant. The functions of the accountant are classified by industrial
domain. The domains are industry, commerce, public practice, and the public sector.
Furthermore, computer use can be categorised as a user of a system, as an evaluator,

and as a designer or all three. Therefore accountants need computer knowledge and

skills.

The Malaysian Institute of Accountants (MIA) is the national accountancy
body of Malaysia and was established under the Accountants Act, 1967. Professional
accountants are required to obtain a minimum of 100 Continuous Professional
Development (CPD) points annually composed of “structured” and “;Lmstructured"
points. It has a significant role in the continuous professional development of
members. A study by Keng and Chen (1996) found that CPD programmes since June
1989 until September 1995 were mostly on taxation (19.6%); the least covered topics

were costing and management accounting (1.8%). Out of the topics covered on

taxation, 30.2% were related to core/basic tax courses and 16.3% were related to

“annual budget update”. In auditing, 55.6% were categorised as “‘core/basic audit

techniques™.

12



Table 1.2: Occupation and Type of Computer Literacy Required by the Indust

(source: Rani and Devi, 1996).

Occupation Type of Computer Literacy Required

Accountant Accpac, Spreadsheet, Microsoft Word,
Excel, Database & Graphics. Hands on
experience also an advantage.

Accounts Executive/Officer Excel, Well versed in Spreadsheet,

Computerised Accounting, Accpac an
added advantage

Accounts Assistant/Clerk Computer Knowledge

13



The same study (ibid.) concludes that continuous accounting education and
training is 1n a “‘sad” state. The CPD programmes, and post-qualification programmes,
became mandatory for Malaysian accounting professionals in 1992, The study also
found that the majority of the respondents were dissatisfied with topics because they
were “very basic and not relevant in enhancing professional skills, knowledge and
competence”(p.9). Other comments relate;i to the usefulness of the CPD courses were
that they were “too basic and general, too theoretical and academic in nature, do not
cover current practical issues and are not useful in enhancing professional knowledge

and skills”(p.9). The reasons usually given for attending the CPD programmes are to

acquire CPD points and meet other members.

Singh and Mohyiddin (1992, pp.5-6) reviewed selected international studies

on accounting education. From their review, they concluded:

1. Universities do not attract sufficient number of quality

students to pursue the study of accounting,

2. The curmiculum has lost its relevance, and;

3. Umniversities are not developing the skills and attributes

of students sufficiently.

In terms of curriculum development, they recommend (ibid.):

1. Integration of the accounting curriculum with general

and business education,

2. Improving and developing communication and personal
skills, and;

14



3. Shifting focus from preparing students for professional
examinations to producing graduates who are

successful as accounting professionals.

To remedy the specific shortcomings, they suggested (ibid.):

1. The ousting of the memorisation of narrow rules and
replacing it with analytical and conceptual thinking,
including the integration of automation and

computerisation,

2. Increasing the link between practice and education,

3. The professional accounting bodies in Malaysia need
more involvement in the development and revision of
the accounting curricula through appointed “board of

advisers”, and;

4. There should be “standardised” guidelines (see also
Chiang (1992) and Mustaffa (1996)) for all local
institutions of higher education offering accounting
programmes to follow with regards to the direction and
the scope as well as the pedagogical approach adopted
by the institutions. This will ensure that the interests of

students, the profession and the nation are taken into

consideration.

Much of the discussion above relates to the provision of accounting education and

training programmes at the bachelor degree and advanced diploma levels offered by

the local institutes of higher learning (IHLs) as well as the CPD programmes offered

by MIA.
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‘Malaysia needs a coherent and systematic approach to change the accounting
programmes. Review of the international literature shows the need to improve
accounting education and training in Malaysia. The IHLs, the professional bodies and

government agencies must work in concert for such change to occur. The “standard”
to develop a coherent and systematic “re-orientation” approach as mentioned by

Singh and Mohyiddin (1992) is of primary importance.

Tinkering with the present curriculum of accounting education may prove ill-
advised for long-term improvement. A curriculum design with equal emphasis on
curriculum development, teaching, learning and assessment is required. In addition,
the curriculum designers must develop appropriate assessment strategies and

implementation processes. Failure to address any one of these matters may cause

unnecessary delay and problems.

1.3 Diploma in Accounting Education and Training Programmes

The establishment of the Malaysian Association of Accounting Administrators
(MAAA) recognises the two-tiered nature of the accounting profession in Malaysia.
MAAA, previously known as the Malaysian Association of Accounting Technicians

(MAAT), was established in 1990 under Section 16(4) of the Companies Act under

the sponsorship of the Malaysian Institute of Accountants.® The level of education and

training that is expected before an individual can be considered for membership in the

MAAA is the Diploma in Accounting from University of Technology MARA (UiTM)
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(previously known as MARA Institute of Technology), Kolej Ugama Sultan Zainal

Abidin (KUSZA) or from any of the Malaysian Polytechnics. In addition to these,

other qualifications recognised by the government or deemed by the Council to be

equivalent, are considered.

A review of the curriculum of the three institutions by the researcher suggests

a “miniature of subject based” curriculum provided at the local IHLs offering
bachelor degree pro graxﬁmes. Relatively UiTM is the primary provider of accounting
programmes at this level in terms of the number of students graduated. With an
established tradition, the institution attracts better-prepared entrants from throughout

the nation. KUSZA and the Polytechnics are relatively new with relatively smaller

numbers of graduates at the semi-professional level.

The Diploma in Accounting programme was first introduced when United

Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) established the
first polytechnic in 1969. The polytechnic was officially handed over to the Ministry
of Education of Malaysia in 1974. By 2001 eleven more polytechnics were
established and 8 out of 12 polytechnics offered the Diploma in Accounting

programmes (see appendix B for courses offered in the polytechnic).

There are other local quasi-government, local quasi-private, and overseas
private organisations and associations involved in providing accounting related
studies equivalent to the diploma in level. Other provision is mostly in terms of a

certificate in bookkeeping. There are several local institutions that act as the centre
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for offering some of these courses while some are conducted as correspondence

courses. At the certificate level the London Chamber of Commerce and Institute
(LCCI) bookkeeping programmes are the most popular and at the technician level the

United Kingdom based Association of Accounting Technicians (AAT) programme is

the most popular.

Global economic and business transactions re-orientate accounting education

and training as well. The changes in the global economy and business dealings have
drastically changed businesses and more demanding services are expected from the
accounting profession. These events demand higher qualities of accountants as well
as accounting support staff. Accounting educators and trainers must produce support
staff capable of adjusting to the industry. Accounting educators must seriously
examine the curriculum, including teaching, learmning strategies, and assessment

methods. Analysis of the work place is essential to understand needed changes.
Desired changes need to be identified. Accounting educators must respond to

changing needs as well as anticipating change.

Since the inception of the polytechnics traditional methods have been used to
teach accounting. Despite the heavy emphasis on change and relevancy, the status
quo remains. To accomplish positive change, a more productive relationship among
accounting educators, practitioners, professional bodies and the Ministry of Education

is needed.
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1.3.1 The Diploma in Accounting Programme at the Polytechnics and the

Accounting Support Staff - the Focus

The objective of the Diploma in Accounting programme at the Polytechnics in

Malaysia 1s to familiarise students with (TAVED, undated, p.1):

"Recording, classifying, summarising, and reporting
business transactions systematically and to interpret
accounting data for making decisions and to produce
students who are equipped with a broad knowledge on
commerce”
An 1nterpretation of the specific objective of the programme as stated above would
suggest that in addition to preparing students with the necessary accounting
knowledge, understanding and skills the Diploma in Accounting programme also

needs to develop in students related knowledge, understandings and skills to perform

their roles.

The structure of the programme may be grouped into four major areas
consisting of Accounting Studies, Business Studies, Commercial English and
Religious/Moral Studies (see appendix C). The structure clearly illustrates the
breadth intended for accounting students. Moreover the programme was structurally
“revamped” 1n 1987 during a major review. In 1991 the programme was again

modified to fit into the new semester system. Other “small” changes have been made
in the programme since then. However, these changes reflected the traditional

approach and were not intended to help accounting students face the changing

demands of the work place.

In an effort to make the programme more “relevant”, the Technical Education
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Department (TED, see appendix D) introduced the Industry Advisory Committee.
Members of the committee were selected from both private and public sectors. The
members of the committee identify relevant needs for the Polytechnics of Malaysia

Curriculum Committee. Based on information provided, appropriate modifications to

the curriculum shall be made.

Accounting support staff, customarily, work as assistaqts to pfofessional
accountants in all the main sectors of accountancy. Graduates are trained to take
financial and accounting positions either in industry, commerce, public sector, or
public accounting. They are employed customarily as accounting support staff. In all
four sectors professionally qualified accountants customarily require support staff.
Various job titles closely described the functions performed. Most common titles are
accounts clerk, account assistant, financial clerk, assistant auditor, assistant
accountant, and financial clerk. As a matter of consistency the term “accoﬁnting
support staff" refers to those who are holders of Diploma in Accounting and any other

equivalent qualifications recognised by the Government of Malaysia.

1.4 Accounting Education and Training: a CBET Perspective

The accounting education and training sector are identified in the literature as

one of the earliest to adopt the CBET approach. Ramsay (1993) even suggested that
accounting 1s one of the “technical” disciplines that is appropriate for a CBET
approach. This can be accounted in reports by Hardern (1995), Birkett (1992a,

1992b, 19932, 1993b), Johns (1995), Deppe et al. (1991), Wolf (1994) and Hardy and

Deppe (1995) 1llustrate various efforts to adopt CBET to accounting. All of the above
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authors documented initiative to adopt a CBET approach at the Bachelor Degree or
the professional accounting education and training programmes. Langley (1995)
provides an account of the initiative taken by the Association of Accounting
Technicians 1n the United Kingdom to adopt a competence-based education and
training scheme. His account provides an example of an initiative to adopt a CBET
approach for accounting support staff training and education programme. IFAC

(1999) through its Education Committee published, “An Advisory on Education and

Training of Technical Accounting Staff”.

The competence-based approach in accounting education received momentum
from earlier initiatives taken by various stakeholders in the profession. Accounting
professionals and professional bodies demanded change in the preparation of
accounting professionals. In addition, economic and social changes require a new
breed of accounting professionals. The survival of the profession is dependent upon

changes 1n the curriculum. The call for change includes matriculation and graduation

requirements. To meet the demand, research conducted in the USA, Australia, New

Zealand and the UK focuses on CBET and accounting education and training

programmes.

Most research on accounting education and training usually relates to post-

qualification programmes or to pre-qualification university degree programmes. The
closest example of the CBET approach in technical accounting is the UK Association
of Accounting Technicians (AAT), Education and Training Scheme. The
International Federation of Accountants (IFAC), highly regarded by the MIA,

produced the International Education Guidelines (IEG) for member countries; IEG

number 7 in 1987 and later issued Study 2 in 1999 which is a revision of IEG number
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7, specifically deals with education and training of “technical” accounting support

staff.

1.5 The Rationale of the Study

A grbwing gap exists between what accounting practitioners do and what
accounting educators teach. Entrants into the profession need a more diverse range of
skills than required in the past due to changes, increased automaﬁon, and
computerisation. Accounting educators need to prepare potential practitioners to
master the requisite technical knowledge, procedures, legal aspects, appropriate
attitudes, flexibility, adaptability and critical thinking skills (Singh and Mohyiddin,
1992). The traditional practice of developing educational and training p;o grammes,

based upon assumed but untested needs of industries, will no longer satisfy the

expectations of the profession.

This project investigates and evaluates the polytechnics’ Diploma in
Accounting as an education and training model. This research establishes a better
understanding of the Malaysian accounting support staff working environment. A
combination of input from Polytechnics’ officers and accounting practitioners helps to
increase understanding. Curriculum specialists and instructors need to know first-

hand the needs and demands of the profession. This research illustrates how
“educators and practitioners can work together to identify and determine needed

competences, standards, and assessment procedures of the profession of accounting,
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1.6 The Problem of the Study

The problem of this study was to determine the desired process and outcomes

of a diploma 1n accounting curriculum as perceived by selected representatives of the
Technical Education Department and Polytechnic officers, support staff, and
employers. The second part of the problem was to determine the viability of
competence-based education and training in addressing identified weaknesses in the
training of accounting support staff in the polytechnics’ Diploma in Accounting

programme.

1.7 The Objectives of the Research

The objectives of this research are:
1.7.1 To obtain the opinions and comments of Technical Education
Department and polytechnics’ officers with regards to the

following items:

a. the Diploma in Accounting programme

1. background information
11. objectives
111, industrial fraining component
1V, changes introduced
V. future
b. graduates
1. strengths and weaknesses

11, employability

23



1.7.2 To obtain accounting support staff perceptions and opinions

with regards to the importance and time spent on:

a. different activities taken from a list of duties and tasks, and;

b. the importance they attach to particular computer skills and

applications.

1.7.3 To obtain employers’ perceptions on accounting support staff
with regard to the:

a. relative importance of a list of competences and sub-

competences,

b. strengths and weaknesses of the existing accounting support
staff, and;

c. the environment and demands of the work place.

1.8 The Research Methodology

The nature and content of the research problems determine the research

methodology adopted. Postal survey questionnaires and interview schedules are used

as data gathering instruments. Two sets of survey questionnaires were administered
to two groups of respondents. The questionnaires were sent to accounting support
staff and their employers. The accounting support staff was divided into two groups,

one consisting of a general group and the other of graduates of the Polytechnic

Diploma in Accounting programme. The questionnaires were sent and returned via

the postal service.

Interviews were also conducted with a group of accounting practitioners -

representing the employers. Their responses provide details to accompany the postal
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survey questionnaires during analysis and interpretations. Another group of

respondents interviewed were heads of commerce departments from the polytechnics.

1.9 The Scope and Limitations of the Study

The project was conducted to improve workforce related programmes at the
polytechnics 1in Malaysia generally and specifically the Diploma in Accounting. The
researcher chose the area because he has an accounting background and has taught on
the programme for several years. Experience with the subject and the polytechnié

education and training system contribute towards a better understanding of the area

and the context under study.

The data collecting instruments’ development was guided by existing
literature and earlier work carried out by other individuals. To ensure that the
instruments were develof:ed with the local context in mind, they were piloted using
fifth semester students from one of the polytechnics as respondents. The final drafts

of the instruments were discussed with the supervisor and as well as with colleagues
in the Research Methodology seminar class. Despite the attention given to the

technical matters involved, participation by respondents was voluntary in nature.

Data were analysed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences

(SPSS), and the findings are produced in terms of figures and percentages. Despite
the figures displayed which tend to show “exactness” it should be noted that
throughout the development of the measuring instruments and during analysis,
subjective decisions and choices had to be made. This also applies to the tables

tabulating the findings that also contain elements of subjective judgements and
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choices. In certain cases in the study reports were prepared based, after efforts were
made, on limited responses. Any conclusions derived from the findings should be

made with the understanding of these constraints as well as the context of the study.

1.10 Conclusion

Accounting education around the world is experiencing pressure for change.
It has been argued that business transactions and activities are becoming more
complicated which requires better-trained accounting personnel whether at the
professional or semi-professional level. Accounting professionals in the USA,
Australasia, Canada and the United Kingdom stressed that accounting education and
training programmes must change in order to prepare students for the future roles.
There 1s a need to make changes to the curriculum, teaching and learning process as
well as the assessment practice. Industries and professional bodies demand
accounting graduates to posses adequate accounting knowledge and skills together

with other capabilities necessary for successful professional practice. In addition to
developing students’ accounting knowledge and skills there are also calls to develop
students’ communication, intellectual, analytical, interpersonal and problem solving
skills as well as creative thinking. There 1s a suggestion to adopt a view that pre-entry
education becomes the basis for a life-long learning process in developing the

necessary knowledge, skills and professional orientation.

In Malaysia similar concerns are documented. Accounting education and
training provisions in Malaysia need to be examined for their effectivencss and

adequacy. There are calls by various parties for education and training curriculum
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developers to seek input from industries and professionals in curriculum development.
Accounting education and training programmes need to contribute to nation building,
integrating information technology, business and general education in the curriculum.

Teaching and learning practice need to oust memorisation while focusing on

developing students’ analytical and conceptual thinking.

This project is conducted in order to study the duties performed by accounting
support staff and to identify employers’ perspective with regard to graduates’
competences. The research method including a survey and interview sessions have
been brietly discussed. Research methodological issues are elaborated in Chapter 3 of

this study. The scope and limitations of this study are discussed in order to provide

the reader with the constraints and context of this study.
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CHAPTER 2

THE LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

This chapter introduces the CBET concept and highlights its potential as an
alternative to the traditional approach to education and training. In order to achieve
this the chapter 1s divided into ten sections. Section one discusses the background to
the concept. Section two clarifies the proper definition of the term. Section three
explores the philosophy and epistemology of competence based education. CBET
models and their major characteristics are discussed in section four and section five
identifies essential competences in accounting practice. A working definition of
competence 1S given in section six. Section seven contains discussion related to

accounting education and the CBET approach. Section nine hi ghlights CBET in

Malaysia. Section ten introduces ideas to carry CBET forward as an alternative

education and training approach.
2.2 Competence-Based Education and Training: The Background to a Concept

The idea of competence-based education has been around in the United States
for the past tthty years. The impetus for the movement relates to the strong outcry

for "relevancy” and "accountability" in education during the 1960s and 1970s
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(Binnion and Thomas, 1978; McKenzie et al., 1985; Lankard, 1995). The movement
gained earliest acceptance from the teacher education sector before extending into
primary, secondary, and vocational education (Tuxworth, 1989; Bowden, 1997). In

1990 the United States Government, under the Carl D. Perkins Vocational and
Applied Technology Act, required every state to develop and implement an

accountability programme that identifies core performance standards and measures
for secondary and post-secondary vocational programmes (Bunn, 1993). Cook

(1999) provides account of CBET initiative in nursing education and training.

Competence based education and training approaches used in the United
States vary from state to state and from one employment sector to another. A nation
wide framework to evaluate occupational preparation for the current and anticipated
workforce was needed because productivity growth in the United States slowed to a
crawl (Bunn, 1993). Pressure from business leaders led to a number of investigations
such as those conducted by the Secretary’s Commission on Achieving Necessary

Skills (SCANS), Department of Labour, and the Commission on the Skills of the

American Workforce (Marks, 1994). The reports resulted in “competency-based”

education and training applied to schools and technical and professional education

programmes (Lankard, 1995).

In Australia the Colleges of Technical and Further Education (TAFE) adopted
the competence-based training system to create better living standards as envisaged in
Dawkins and Holding and Dawkins as cited in Stevenson (1992). Dawkins’ report

called for the creation of vocational competence, adaptability of skills, and a highly

skilled and flexible labour force. The Department of Labour Advisory Committee
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established the competence-based training system in Australia (Watson, 1991).
Through the National Training Board (NTB) competence standards were developed

by industries at national level. The Finn Report called for the inclusion of core skills

in the national curriculum and recommended that the skills be stated in competence-

based terms (Stevenson, 1992).

In the United Kingdom the concept gained momentum in the early 1980s
(Tuxworth, 1989). Oates (1989) explained that the origin of the movement was
related to a failure of traditional education programmes to meet the needs of both
learners and industry. Students graduating from traditional education programmes
could not apply skills and knowledge in the context of work (ibid.). Rapid

technological change further emphasised the need for "standards of a new kind"

(Jessup, 1990a).

Competence-based education and training uses standards that reflect

occupational practice. In the United Kingdom, a committee of practitioners, the
Industry Lead Bodies, developed these standards. The resulting standards are then
used by industrial training organisations or technical education centres to develop
vocational and training curricula, learning programmes, delivery programmes, aI;d
assessment procedures (Stanton, 1989). In 1989 Graham Debling of the Training

Agency's Standards Methodology Unit described the then current changes in

vocational and training as a way to develop standards pertaining to competence and

was clearly 1n accord with the White Paper, Employment of the 1990s (Debling,

1989).
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Most early literature on competence-based education addresses competence
exclusively 1n relation to employment performance. Performance is basic for
development 1n vocational education and training (FEU 1984; TAG 3, 1988; Herman
and Kenyon, 1987; UDACE, 1989; Fletcher 1991). Because of this exclusive context,
a clear conceptual understanding of competence is necessary to develop a model
which encompasses the "breadth" of work roles as opposed to restriction within

narrow task specifications (Debling, 1989; Mansfield, 1989).

Standards based on the needs of employers have long been an objective in
reforming vocational education and training (TAG 1, 1988). Competences identify
specific abilities that include skills, knowledge and application related to performance
in employment (Stuart, 1990). Competence-related standards must be expressed

explicitly and transparently to be easily understood by the learners, employers and

lecturers (Debling, 1989).

In traditional vocational education and training, assessment may be biased

towards the testing of knowledge (Fletcher, 1991). The new competence-based

system must be closely related to achievement and future performance in concrete
terms (Mitchell, 1989). Assessment is a part of the learning process as opposed to a
measurement of success. In this context assessment has a "diagnosis and target
setting" role. It is "diagnostic" when the definition of competent is already met, (and
appropriate certification can be awarded) or it may indicate the types of learning

experiences required to bring about the "targeted" improvement if the "outcome

matching" falls short (Stanton, 1989). The introduction of competence-based
vocational education shifts the role of lecturers from teaching to tutoring functions

(ibid.). In addition to formal presentation, the lecturer must develop techniques to
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work with leamers. This demand for more flexible learning requires a coherent

strategy for staff development to meet the challenges of any competence-based reform

of vocational education (Haffenden and Brown, 1989).

Changes associated with competence-based vocational education cause
significant repercussions for further education institutions. These institutions now
provide essential intermediate components of an open education and training system
(Shackleton, 1991). The requirement for effective implementation of competence-
based curricula calls for delivery institutions to reassess organisational aims,
structures, processes and resources (Haffenden and Brown, 1989). Mission

statements act as the norm for institutional strategic planning (Shackleton, 1989).

The traditional approaches to curriculum development are no longer adequate
to accommodate changes required by new models of vocational education.
Curriculum development has changed focus from teachers and teaching to learners

and achievement. Individual learner achievement is the working strategy for a
holistic outcome (Shackleton, 1989). Curriculum dévelopment should be led by a
broad definition of personal competence and as a process rather than as a state that

has (or has not) been attained. This approach prevents the tendency to develop too

narrow a skills-based curriculum (Haffenden and Brown, 1989).

Since the establishment of the National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs)
framework for Vocational Education and Training sector in 1987 in the U.K; CBET

exerts its influence on schools and colleges. In 1992, the General National Vocational
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Qualification (GNVQ) was established as were levels 4 and 5 NVQs relating to higher

education and the professional sector respectively (Ofsted, 1993).

2.3 Definitions of Competence

According to Short (1984) the use of the terms.competence, competent and
competency interchangeably has triggered some confusion when those words were

introduced i1n the education and training context. Short (ibid) argues the word
competent denotes a person who has competence in some particular realm of thought
or actions. However the word competency has been used to mean two different
things. Firstly, it may represent specified attributes possessed by someone, and it is a
concrete category by which a person can be judged. Secondly, it is a quality or state

of being which characterises a person as being competent, able, adequate, or sufficient

within such category.

The word competence normally refers to the quality or state of being.
Confusion anses when the word competency is coupled with the first connotation and
is used interchangeably with the word competence; mastering particular things is not
the same as possessing certain qualities (also see Tuxworth, 1989; Ashworth and
Saxton, 1990; Hyland, 1994). Confusion also occurs when, as explained by Short

(1984; also see Tuxworth 1989), the terms competence and competency are used to
equate to performance which has only the first connotation of meaning mentioned

above. This happens when the term competence is equated to passing tests without
qualitative criteria. Ambiguous terms thwart free and objective inquiry if teachers

forget the careful thought processes that pupils acquire, over time, to deserve the
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ascription competent. Competence can only be ascribed to someone and not

prescribed (Short, 1984).

Researchers Haffenden and Brown (1989) found a vast gap between the use of
the term and the “proper” meaning. They grouped responses into five categories as

follows:

1. In terms of role competence is viewed in terms of skill
development and proficiency or as performance and
speed. There are two types of observable role
definitions, firstly, they are the ability to operate
appropriately and independently within a limited area
of skills, undertaking part of the full role, and,;
secondly, a range of “levels” of worker: craft level,
supervisory level, etc., or the performance of a matured

adult worker,

2. In terms of criteria competence is viewed in pass-fail

terms. It is whether one can or cannot do 1t.

3. In terms of support competence is viewed in terms of
the three levels of support provided. The first level of
support is described as when the worker cannot do the
work and requires supervision, second level is achieved
when the worker can partly do the work and is

supervised periodically, and; the third level is described

as the worker could do the work unsupervised,

4. In terms of task competence is viewed as the ability to

perform work to employer standards for specified tasks;

and,
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5. In terms of competence the view is more than “can do”
statements. The goal is to produce personal competence
rather than occupational competence. This view
requires the incorporation of leaming skills and

independently updating skills when the environment

changes. It also views competence as can do vs. will do.

Competence goes beyond a technical assessment of

whether a person is able to carry out a particular task
but able to respond and perform in roles as a whole.
The role may require the individual to show or teach
others, and it is not only limited to supervisors but also
expected from all workers. Under the term competence

staff i1s expected to influence change of the skills of the

workforce as a whole.

The focal point is the ability to demonstrate skills, knowledge and attitudes required

in the work place. The role of education is to achieve meaningful and successtul life

roles.

2.4 Exploration of CBET Philosophy and Epistemology

Norris’s (1991) account of the competence movement during the post-war
period identifies traits underpinning the CBET concept. Three different traditions

have been attributed to CBET development. Tuxworth (1989) affirms two of these
CBET traditions by deriving elements of competence. According to Norris (1991),
the first tradition of the CBET approach grew out of the behaviourist tradition. The
model identifies the role, duties and tasks required by a competent worker.
Behavioural psychology and analytical techniques categorised roles and broke them

down to smaller sub-tasks. Detailed specifications developed from job and task
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analysis provide precise definitions of competent. Theoretical knowledge and

understanding assume a secondary role to performance during assessment (Eraut,

1994). Barnett (1994) highlights the limitation of this tradition in the development of

operational competence.

Hyland (1994) notes the influence of Snedden and Proser on American Public
School Systems, which favours utilitarian training resulting in individual efficiency in
the world of work. Melton (1994) associated CBET to behaviourists’ curriculum and
instruction tradition propagated by Tyler, Eisner, Popham and Macdonald-Ross. The
apex of the behawviourist tradition was when it was adopted by teacher education
(Tuxworth, 1989). Stevenson (1992) and Burke (1995) linked the present day
“competency movement” to the behavioural objective tradition propagated by Mager.
The behaviourist outlook goes back to classical behaviourist such as Pavlov and
Skinner who built upon the proponents of the Scientific Efficiency Management

Principles such as Bobbit and Charter (Hyland, 1994).

The generic competent tradition, the second identified approach by Norris
(Norris, 1991), has strong influence in the Management Development Schemes. It
uses psychometric analysis to identify the overarching or enabling qualities (attributes
or capabilities) related to excellent job performance. Tuxworth (1989) refers to the
qualities as “soft skills”, Elkin (1990) differentiated between “micro-competences”
and “macro-competences”, known as “generic competences” by J essui) (1991).

Various terms were used parallel to the term generic competent, for example Hyland

(1993) introduces “holistic” competence, Eraut (1994) refers to these competences as

“meta-cognition”, Cheetham and Chivers (1996) introduce the concept of “meta-
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competence”, and Winterton et al. (2000) categorise competences as cognitive,
personal and functional competence. The generic competence approach however was
more concerned with the development of mid-level personnel rather than the novice.

Winter (1992) developed programmes for the social care sector using the generic

approach.

Barnett (1994) discusses the limitations of “operational competence” and
“academic competence” and stresses the importance of “life-world becoming”.

Bamnett considers earlier concepts such as “tacit knowing” by Michael Polanyi,
knowing “without a knowing subject” by Popper, "knowledge-in-use" by Schon,
"non-propositional knowledge" by Hamlyn and "traditions in knowledge" by

Feyerabend when proposing “life world becoming”-

The third competence tradition highlighted by Norris (1991) parallels the

discussion about the limitation of “academic competence” by Bamett (1994). This

cognitive construct of competence resides mainly in the academic setting. This

tradition tends to equate “what a person can do with what they are observed to do in a

performance context”. The relationship between the depth of understanding and long-

term performance is also examined (Eraut, 1994).

Later work by CBET proponents’ distance themselves from early traditional

behaviourists. Hager and Goncezi (1991) explain the benefit of using a holistic
approach of CBET model for the profession as, “the competency systems can be

applied to the professions if a holistic, non-behaviourist approach to competency
standards is accepted”. In Britain, Burke (1995) acknowledges similarities between

the present competence movement and the earlier “educational objectives” by Smith
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and Tyler but does not agree to associate the CBET model of 1990s as progenies of

the work by Bobbit and Mager.

2.5 Models of CBET and Their Major Characteristics

In the late 1980s and early 1990s the CBET movement launched a worldwide
campaign to implement its tradition. The following accounts provide some of the
characteristics of CBET models. It was claimed by Tuxworth (1989) that many of the
characteristics of CBET models are found in traditional curricula. The crucial
difference is that “these innovations have been grafted on to existing subject based
curricula without being committed to stated outcomes in terms of competence, or to

ab-initio work in defining the elements of competence” (p.15).

Candy and Harris (1990) delineate the features of CBET after a review of the

earlier literature. Their findings are as follows:

1. Pre-specification of individual competences is attained,
first.

2. Modularisation of the curriculum, with each component

building on the cumulative attainment of the preceding

modules,
3. Individualisation of instruction, so that learners are free
to progress at their own rate, and;

4. Identification of precise standards of performance

achieved and demonstrated by learners before

progressing.

Watson (1991) studied three competence-based vocational education models

implemented at Holland College, Canada, Northeast Metro Technical College, USA,
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and Richmond College of Technical and Further Education, Australia. From this

study, the following major characteristics of the approach are listed:

1. Role-relevant competencies that include identified and

stated standards,

2. Competencies are specified prior to instruction,

Criterion-references measure the achievement of

competencies,

4. A system exists for documenting the competencies

achieved by each student,

5. Individualised materials and methods are used 1n
instruction,

6. Leaming is flexible, and;

7. Leaming is guided by feedback.

Figure 2.1 on page 39 refers to the NCVQ model (NCVQ, 1991). The agreed
statement of competence in each occupational sphere should be derived from an

analysis of functions within the area of competence to which it relates. The

“nerformance criteria” identify the performance necessary for competence and “range
statements” express circumstances in which the competence must be applied. It may

detail differences in physical location, employment contexts or equipment used.

Various methods developed through the decades identify the competence,

standards and criteria for a particular occupational competence model, and are a
salient feature of the CBET movement. Various methods also include the DACUM
(Developing a Curriculum) approach, introspection process, task analysis, critical
incident technique, Delphi techﬁe (Finch and Crunkilton, 1989), function analysis

(Mitchell, 1989), and human resource development strategies (Pearn and Kandola,

1988).
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Figure 2.1: The NCVQ Competence-Based Model
source: NCVQ, 1991
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The CBET protagonists use various techniques to help identify the various
components of human potential that are crucial to a competent performance. Each

claims that his technique is best to achieve desired objectives. Despite the

introduction of various techniques this area has been under constant criticism from the
antagonists. Most of the methodology has been criticised for being too narrow and
too mechanical to handle the complex nature of individuals. It is argued that any
education and training programmes that uses such simplistic cbncepts limits
contributions to human development. Some (Hyland 1994; Barnett 1994) have

criticised protagonists for focusing on the work and neglecting the human context of

the equation.

2.6 Competences Identified as Essential by Accounting Practitioners

Needles, Jr. and Powers (1990) compare 17 accounting education models

published by seven organisations from 1970 to 1990. They conclude that little

substantive change occurred in the objectives and structure of accounting education
programmes despite considerable dissatisfaction. These models emphasise the

. content of accounting education rather than implement strategies to achieve the

desired outcomes.

Criticisms of accounting education have inspired different accounting models

and are categorised as follows (ibid.):

1. The criticisms of accounting education have not been

directed at the knowledge obtained by accounting
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graduates but rather to what the graduates are able to do

with the knowledge.
2. The managing partners of the largest public accounting

firms focus on “capabilities needed by the profession
developed in the educational process™ and identify them

as communication skills, intellectual skills, and
interpersonal skills.

3. The Bedford Committee’s recommendation to ‘the
American Accounting Association stressed logical
reasoning; a capacity for creative thinking and problem
solving; an appreciation of ethical standards and
conduct; and a facility with the methods of etfective
communication and interpersonal relations.

4, There is a shift in emphasis in accounting education
from the learning process to educational outcomes.

é. The above shift requires accounting faculty to develop
their teaching skills, implement new teaching methods,

~ to de-emphasise the procedural complexities, and
expand attention to substantive issues. At present

accounting classes are dominated by lecture and

problem solving discussions.

6. New approaches to teaching will reduce the attention
given to the procedural complexities because these can

be acquired in practice as the need arises. Less
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attention should be given to teaching the content of the

Uniform CPA Examination.
7. It 1s relatively easy to evaluate students’ knowledge and
ability to do complex computations and analysis, but it is
more difficult to evaluate students’ communication

abilities, comprehension of technology, analytical

capabilities and the skills gained through small group

activities.

Novin and Pearson (1989), Novin et al. (1991), Bhamomsiri and Guinn
(1991), and Deppe et al. (1991) determine the common body of knowledge for related
subjects. The difference between their work and that of Needles, Jr. and Guinn is they
start with an outward looking scope rather than going back to the same model. They
start by highlighting the comments on the 28 recommendations made by the Bedford
Commuttee's report. Many relate to more than just technical accounting knowledge.
The outcome of their work is a list of necessary skills and characteristics
recommended by the practitioners. They also allocate class time to various areas of
study in the accounting programme and reduce instruction time consistent with the |
strengths and weaknesses of entry-level accountants in public practice. They focus on
accounting educators and how they teach accounting subjects. They encourage the

integration of knowledge from courses with practice. They also recommend that

students be more responsible for their own education.

The work by Novin et al. (1991) identifies the desired knowledge and skills

needed in management accounting. In addition to their recommendations for the

43



inclusion of elective courses to remedy identified weaknesses, they also supported the
Certiied Management Accountants’ call to focus on problem solving and thinking

skills. Faculty will have to rethink course designs and activities. Communication

skills, writing, listening, verbal, and overall management skills are important skaills.
In another part of their survey, those skills are identified as the weaknesses observed
in entry-level accountants. Their findings also stress future accounting practitioners
should understand the microcomputer related software. Responding practitioners

indicate willingness to forgo some of the concepts of accounting to make time for the

development of computer skills.

Deppe et al. (1991) identify competences needed for successful professional
accountants, and the educational processes to acquire these competences. They
reviewed the various reports issued by committees appointed to improve accounting
education. According to them, the Perspectives documented the changing
environment facing the accounting profession that includes advancing technology,
proliferating regulations, increasing globalisation, and complexity of transactions.
The outcome of their work is a list of competences that are urgently necessary for the
successful practice of accounting. Consequently, they call | for newly trained
accountants to have communication skills, intellectual skills and interpersonal skills.
In addition, the job candidate is expected to bring along general knowledge,

organisational and business knowledge, accounting and auditing knowledge. The

traditional accounting curricula consistently miss these five categories of knowledge

needed for successful éccounﬁng practice.



Another report that Deppe et al. (1991) referred to was the Bedford Committee
Report. According to them the thrust of the report’s recommendation transcended the

technical subject matter to include the development of analysis, problem solving,

communication and synthesis. They also highlight the work by Shoenthal to identify
the differences in competences in newly licensed accountants in the United States and
Great Britain. The list of competences was developed from literature published in the
United States, Great Britain and by the International Federation of Accountants

(IFAC). The respondents indicated “lack of competence” to “full competence” using

a Likert-type scale.

Novin and Pearson (1989) produced ten skills and ten characteristics important
for public accounting practice. The ten skills are thinking, problem solving, listening,
writing, reading, speaking, microcomputer, social, management and marketing. Four
skills stood out in the survey, and they are thinking skills, problem solving skills,
listening skills and writing skills. The ten desired characteristics are common sense,

ethics, motivation, professionalism, confidence, appearance, personality,

assertiveness, leadership and intelligence. Common sense and ethics are deemed as

particularly vital.

Deppe et al. (1991) produced an expanded set of competences. This expanded

set is considered more relevant to the modern practice of accounting. The new set of
competences are grouped into seven categories consisting of communication skills,

information de\{elopment and distribution skills, decision making skills, knowledge of

accounting, auditing and tax, knowledge of business and the environment,

45



professionalism and leadership development. There are another 27 sub-competences

that can be grouped under the above seven categories.

The work by Bhamormnsiri and Guinn (1991) views the importance of the
various competences for promotion to partners in public accounting firms. Pertinent
to this project are five progression capabilities in private practice of accounting. The
five capabilities are technical competence, communication skills, interpersonal skills,
administrative skills and development of practice. They concluded that the
importance ascribed to each skill tends to increase from lower to higher promotion
levels suggesti;lg that' individuals who become partners are expected to demonstrate
progressively higher levels of competence in all of these skills. Technical skills can

be regarded as “fully” developed before a staff reaches the manager level position.

In addition to the technical accounting, auditing and tax skills and knowledge,

there are various other essential competences. Some are personal, interpersonal,

context skills and knowledge. Accounting educators need strategies to develop these
competences In students. How these competences can be developed through
accounting education and training programmes with time and resource constraints is
the main challenge. General statements of competences need to be translated into
practical pedagogical format and practices and help accounting lectu1;ers apply them.
In this respect the discussion continues with an analysis of the latest developments in

accounting programme models to develop needed competences.
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2.7 Accounting Education and The CBET Approach

There are several competence-based accounting education and training

programmes available. Hardern (1995) models Boyatzi’s conception of competence
through two approaches. The first focus determines personal attributes (e.g.
communication, analytical and social skills) associated with a competent accountar;t.
The second approach identifies procedures to achieve a complete profile of a
competent accountant; “what the person should be able to do”(p.17). Other
Competence-based accounting education and training models can be found in Birkett
(1992a, 1992b, 1993a, 1993b), Brown and McCartney (1995), Johns (1995), and
Hardy and Deppe (1995). All these deal with accounting education and training at the
bachelor degree programme. However a few issues are related to the semi-

professional accounting education and training programmes.

A more relevant discussion can be found in Langley (1 995) who describes the

renewal of the Education and Training Scheme for the United Kingdom Association
of Accounting Technicians (AAT). This AAT’s education and training scheme has
been described as a competence-based approach. Even though the AAT addresses
itself as a “professional” association, responsibilities of its graduates represent the
work of accounting support staff. They exhibit a high degree of similarities with the

responsibilities assumed by other non-professional accounting programmes graduates.

The renewal process undertaken by AAT sought to secure confidence in the

assessment process whilst ensuring that the skills and understandings assessed are
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vocationally relevant. Before the renewal process, AAT determined that the current

education scheme:

1. Was founded on a traditional approach to professional

accounting education rather than on any analysis of

technician work,

2. Provided unreliable evidence of specific competence

since the overall passing marks of 40% for a

combination of “broad” syllabus, and;

3. Neglected the importance of computerised accounting.

AAT found support for change in the technical and vocational sectors
introduced by the NCVQ and advo catéd use of the competence-based approach. The
Industry Lead Group from the Accounting sector started the competence-based
programme by developing the required standard. Consultation sessions with
employers, professional bodies and accounting staff determined employment-led
standards. Further consultations with employers and colleges developed sfaﬁdards to
be merged in the new education and training scheme. During the development
process, two main concerns were identified. The first was related to the position of
knowledge and understanding as well as other “tacit” personal and contextual matters
to be stated in the competence statements. Competence statements should c.;:(plicitly
identify knowledge and understanding critical to performance. The second concern is

related to qualities incompatible with “judging performance only” assessment.

To address the problems identified above, the AAT introduced validity,
reliability and practicality in developing assessment procedures. Clear statements of

needed abilities and skills provide clear evidence of validity. Consistency ensures
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reliability of the assessment. Cost-effectiveness was also considered in assessment
procedures. To maintain a highly valid, reliable and practical assessment practice, the

AAT produced criteria for assessment. The criteria included:

1. The knowledge and understanding required to underpin competent

performance, and;

2. The extent to which the assessment could be carried out in the work

place.

AAT identified several factors that may limit assessment in the work place:

1. Many of the students would not have access to some of
the functions on which standard tasks were based, and
this would apply especially at the later stages when

competences involved less routine matters, and,

2. The difficulty in assessing ability to respond to new

situations and understanding contextual matters.

The AAT concluded work place assessment can have a high degree of validity
but the range may not be adequately reliable or practical. This is because the sole
method of providing evidence of competence is not adequate. “Devolved

assessments” and “central assessment” are required. According to the AAT, devolved
assessment requires evidence to carry out practical tasks as defined by the standards.
The central assessment was deemed appropriate because it assesses underpinning

knowledge and understanding, the interrelationship of separate competences and
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aspects such as transferability to new contexts. Central assessments confirm ability to

carry out basic practical processes.

Accounts provided by Langley (1995) demonstrate that the AAT education
and training scheme exhibits characteristics of CBET models. The major departure
from the earlier CBET model is that AAT recognised the importance of underpinning
knowledge and assessment in the teaching and learning processes. It also
aehlowledged the limitation of “observable” performance procedures by introducing
additional assessment principles and procedures. The introduction of central
assessment demonstrated innovations and creativity required by colleges and
examjning bodies. In addition to adopting the teaching and learning practicé,
definitive statement of abilities and knowledge not found in traditional syllabuses are
required. The importance of understanding “why” as well as “how” is a major
determinant in designing assessment instruments. In the early stages, concerns were

frequently voiced but were increasingly recognised and accepted as problems

(Langley, 1995).

2.8 CBET in Malaysia

The Cabinet Committee Report on Training (Economic Planning Unit and

Ministry of Education, 1991) contained three major recommendations. The report
suggested the need to review constantly the courses and the curriculum according to

labour market neeQS. The second recommendation by the committee is for a total

- competency-based technical/vocational education approach to be used to develop the
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curricula. The report also suggested involving the private sector in the planning and

development of courses and curriculum.

In response to such recommendations, the country saw a new approach to the
design of training under the auspices of the Ministry of Human Resource in December
1992. The basic thrust of the change is to reinforce the adoption of competency-based
education/leaming (CBE/L) in the development of the National Occupational Skill

-Standards (NOSS) (Leong, 1995). Two major challenges identified were:

1. To adopt a model of CBE/L most appropriate for the

Malaysian context, and;

2. To develop the requisite support systems for the CBE/L
to be fully operationalised.

As the mgin training agency in Malaysia, NVTC undertook an extensive
programme of staff training and development in collaboration with Humber College
in Canada and Ohio State University in the United States. The outcome was the
adoption of an adapted model of the CBE/L propagated by Humber College for
training in Malaysia ‘(s ee appendix E). To ensure that the newly introduced systems
had the requisite support, the Designing/Developing a Curriculum (DACUM)
approach in the process of developing NOSS, competency-based learning guides and

modules was adopted (Leong, 1995). The national skill testing and certification

programme had to be made compatible with the principles of the CBE/L. Following

recommendations made by a special task force, the new “Accreditation System” was

introduced in 1993 (ibid.).
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The NVTC became the sole “Awarding Body” for accrediting organisations.
It established occupational skill testing centres to award the Malaysian Skill

Certificates. The assessment and verification of skills complied with the requirements

of NOSS approved by the NVTC (ibid.).

According to Leong (1995) DACUM is based on the following premises:

1. Involving people in industries and maintaining a strong

link with the relevant industries,

2. The standards developed were more rigorous and
comprehensive in its contents, particularly for
instructional design and development and for

assessment and certification purposes, and;

3. Reduced NOSS development time to only 5 months as
compared to a longer time period taken in the previous

process.

'NOSS was developed in two stages. During the first stage, “job analysis”
identified components and skills associated. The outcome was a DACUM chart
outlining the duties of each occupation along one side and individual tasks needed to
accomplish each. The second stage is “task analysis” whereby all the tasks are
analysed further to determine terminal performance objectives, procedural sub-tasks,

enabling requirements, and safety issues, as well as tools, equipment and materials

required for the specific task (ibid.).

A complete set of NOSS will consist of (ibid.):
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1. Occupational title and definition based on the
Malaysian Dictionary of Occupational Classification,
and the International Labour Organisation,

International Standard Classification of Occupation,

2. Job duties (8 to 12 duties) and tasks (6 to 30 tasks for

each duty) that are outlined in the form of DACUM
charts, and;

4, Task profiles that specify the performance objectives
and standards expected by the world of work.

Also in response to the CCRT recommendation to improve public training
institutes, TED 1s 6onsideﬁng the Canadian, Humber Community College DACUM

strategy and incorporated industry in curriculum development (Ahmad, 1991 as cited

in Khair, 1997).

Despite the proposed action by the Cabinet Commuttee for the public technical
and vocational education,” the country witnessed a dramatic reversal and TED

refocused its priorities. In 1992 in the effort to rewrite the TED agenda, the director
of TED stated TVE would have it; main focus in building cognitive ability., Less
emphasis was placed on narrow hands-on skill components. This dramatic change
was an attempt to adjust to Malayéia’s industrialisation programme that requires a

different level of work force. The workers are expected to be flexible and mentally

competent to change with technological requirements and should be easily retrained

(ibid.).
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2.9 CBET: The Way Forward

The required steps are not simple and clear. What 1s required 1s a long-term
solution that benefits all the parties involved. The initial step is to acknowledge there
is no “one” solution. Decisions, choices, concession, and compromise need to be
made to “satisfy” all the competing pressures. To minimise the negative impact in
terms of the potential development of the learner is the highest priority. The literature

is replete with “polarised” arguments and counter arguments. Some of the authors’

ideas and hypotheses should be understood.

Barnett (1994) had no problem with the term “competence” but was
concerned with 1ts use. Short (1984) agreed contributors made an important
contribution from an “illuminating” discussion of the nature of the term. He stressed
that the term 1s normative bound by the context. Alternative models begin with a
broader definition of “competence”. Barnett (1994) citing Jurgen Habermas, stressed,
“life-world becoming” competence. They argue that the life is greater than corporate

and academic competence. The following paragraphs mention some of the salient

features of the model (see also Table 2.1 on page 56 and Table 2.2 on page 57).

The life-world competent concept is not only about “know how” and “know
that” but strives for “reflective knowing”. It is more sensitive than the other two
concepts because 1t embraces knowing and enquiry. The other two concepts are
interested in limited knowledge by definition. The life-world accepts knowing as
partial and seeks more. All forms of knowledge are acceptable and none given
special status. The model operates in open-ended situations as opposed to pragmatic

definitions or definitional constraints. Both types of competences should be used
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along with aesthetic sensitivities, collective will-formation, action-based
understanding and value choices. Dialogue and argument are the focus to this model

and must undergo constant renewal (ibid.).

In terms of transferability, the model assumes that the underlying question 1s
less operational skills (as with meta-operation) and more a state of mind.
Transferability involves one of comparing, contrasting, exchanging, reviewing and
expennmenting across the manifold domains of one’s own human projects. It 1s not
strictly a notion of the individual but involves collaborating with others. In addition
“meta-critique” 1s an internal dialogue that is explained as a continuing and parallel
array of consultancy reports and self-commissioned. The model also proposes “meta-
learning” as opposed to experiential learning. Individuals continuously renew their
cognitive state through learning and critical examination. Table 2.1 on page 56
depicts searching coilaboratively for wisdom. This model calls for “better argumental
dialogical communication”. In relation to teaching and léarning situations this

concept encourages everyone to communicate as well as learn from each other (ibid.).

In Figure 2.2 on page 60, Hodkinson (1992) proposes an “interactive” model
of competence based on work by Mead. This model introduces culture, history and
interactions with others and the concept of learning. Learning is the ‘“use and

development of schemas” and is an interaction between the learner and the learned.
A schema is a mental representation of a set of related categories. New encounters
require a “repertoire of schemas to make sense of it”. The process of learning is a

dialectical process where our beliefs and existing understanding described as schemas
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Table 2.1: Beyond Competence
(source: Bamett, 1994)

Operational Academic Life-world
: Epistemology Know how Know that Reflective
i

Defined Defined by Open definition

Situations pragmatically intellectual field (with use of

multiple
approaches

Outcomes Propositions Dialogue and
argument as such
o
Communication Disciplinary Dialogical

Value Economic Relative strength | The “common
Orientation Survival of discipline good” (defined
consensuall

Organisation Norms of Practicalities of
conditions norms intellectual field discourse

Critique For better For better For better
practical cognifive practical
effectiveness understanding understanding
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1.

Table 2.2: Experience Encourage for Students

(source: Bamett, 1994)

Systematic reflection on one’s own actions (action being interpreted to include

one’s own thinking),

. Reinterpretations of the presenting “situations’; a curriculum in not a éet of
impositions on the student but is a set of possibilities and practical hopes in part
framed by the student, |

. Genuinely open dialogue, with the student being encouraged to develop his or her
dialogical competence, |

. Adherence to the rules of rational discourse, yet a mutual recognition that the rules

are conventions and themselves should be interrogated from time to time,

. A willingness to develop arguments for the appraisal of the other participants on
the course,

. An openness to possible forms of analysis, perspective and arguments, a
determination not to be hedged in by any particular “method” buf to embrace
every possible perspective and approach,

The development and potentially continuous expression of a sceptical outlook,

. Attention (by the students) to and maintenance of the character of the dialogue, |

being sensitive to the claims of others who wish to enter the dialogue and

encouraging them to do so,

9. A continuing reappraisal of one’s own learning (aided by peer iﬁteraction),

1

1

0. Testing the implications of and (where appropriate) the validity of the arguments
in pragmatic situations, where tests of validity include ethical evaluations, and;

1. Exploring the implications for our social, political, economic and other institutions

of the arguments held to have (some) validity.
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filters experience and the schemas themselves are changed through contact with new

experiences (1bid.).

As shown in Figure 2.2, competence is one of three closely related
components. Perception, role, and situation determine competence. A change in
performance requires change in schema that requires the involvement of a complex
intellectual process. Changing any of the components changes others in unpredictable

ways. The three components are intimately related to culture and context.

Developing competence is an intellectual process that may change the way the
world is viewed. Underlying the model, referring to Schon, is how professionals deal
with new situations. This involves previous experiences. “Intelligent practice” is
adopted from an earlier work by Ryle and stresses the ability to leamn from one

performance, so that the next performance will be different, rather than a replication

(ibid.).

Hodkinson’s model requires a mixture of context specific knowledge, skills
with generalised abilities, and strategies to tackle the unknown (Hodkinson, 1992).
Under this model teaching and learning are not taken for granted but are central to the

development of intelligent practice. Teaching and learning are seen as consisting of a

mixture of academic styles of learning and the innovations. It is accompanied by
tutorials giving insights into learners’ understanding and ability to theorise. As a

reminder Hodkinson (1992) states this model is not a “panacea” but part of the

learning and assessment process.
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Hyland (1994) introduces two alternatives of CBET models. The first model
is proposed by Eraut with incremental and career-long development focuses of

knowledge and skills. The five incremental stages of occupational development are:

novice, advanced beginner, competent, proficient and advanced. The first is used in
nurse education and police officers training. This notion of stage is associated with
“generic competence” described by Norris (1991). The competence approach favours

empirical investigations to establish competences, which discriminate between
average and expert performers. According to Eraut (1995), this model is used more as

a focus on mid-career professionals than trainers and more on selection than training,

Next is the “experiential” model of professional development that is associated
with Argyris and Schon (Hyland, 1994). This is similar to a model by Hodkinson.

This work draws on the concept of developing “expertise”. Hyland (1994) cited from

an earlier work by Chi et al. that listed characteristics of “expert” professionals:

1. Have a considerable amount of domain-specific

knowledge,

2. Perceive meaningful patterns in their professional activity,

3. Faster and more economical in judgement and decision-

making than novices, and;

5. Have strong self-monitoring skills.

This model has a strong underpinning of professional principles and practices

and acknowledges the importance of using a wide range of assessment techniques.

According to Hyland (1994), the model has been applied by Challis et al. for an

undergraduate medical training course; Winter (1992) in social workplaces emphasis
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Figure 2.2: An Interactive Model of Competence
(source: Hodkinson, 1992)
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on “critical thinking” as well as “core assessment criteria” emphasising knowledge,
principles and values of professionals. Wood and Power (1987) encourage use of
“elaborative procedures” to probe the knowledge structure and cognitive strategies of

children, novices and experts.

Eraut (1989) at the University of Sussex locates various stages and
components of education and training experiences for the student teachers. The
framework illustrates education as the continuous professional development of the
student teachers. In the first part he introduces a three dimensional Model of Job
Performance consisting of the performance domain, activities during a performance
period and developing a knowledge base. In the second part he adopts Dreyfus and
Dreyfus’ work that indicate readiness to go from initial education and to training in
the work place. The term “qualifying line” indicates skill acquisition and
development 1s an incremental process, and the learner continues to develop skills

until an expert. Concurrently new roles and skills are added.

van Loon (1998) provides an account of introducing a CBET in general

education in Australia. Williams and Tay (1999) discuss a CBET approach to
polytechnic in Singapore. WHO (2001) contains European Strategy for Nursing and

Midwifery Education adopting CBET. Lachiver et al. (2001) highlight effort to

implementing competency-based curriculum in electrical and computer engineering
education in Canada. Earnest and de Melo, S.J. (2001) describe the salient features of

a CBET engineering curricula in Indian Polytechnics. Gonczi (2000) provides a

review of international research on CBET.

61



2.10 The Notion of CBET - A Working Definition

Most recent literature on competence-based education addresses employment
performance. This forms the basis for current development in vocational education
and training (FEU 1984, TAG 3, 1988, Herman and Kenyon, 1987, UDACE, 1989,
Fletcher 1991). Because of this exclusive context, a clear conceptual understanding of

competence 1s necessary to develop a model which encompasses the "breadth" of

work roles as opposed to restriction within narrow task specifications (Dcbling, 1989,

Mansfield, 1989).

It is clear that the Technical Vocational Education (TVE, now Technical
Education Department, TED) in Malaysia is not about developing specific narrow job
related skills. According to Khair (1997, p.211) the position taken by TED in the face
of uncertainties 1s to set the focus “towards the strengthening of mind and building

cognitive ability”.

The statement above suggests that employers in Malaysia emphasise all-round
proficiency rather than mere technical qualifications. In terms of the competences
that should be emphasised, he cites Lee and Singh who state that “many occupations
do call for certain occupation-specific competence, (but) emphasis must be placed on

the ability to think and to solve problems”. “Social and learning competencies should

be emphasised 1n addition to technical competencies” (ibid., p.209).

In the 1990s TED made clear the priority of achieving greater economic and

human resource development. Despite the heavy emphasis on producing “skilled”
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workers by the Cabinet Committee on Training (Economic Planning Unit and
Ministry of Education, 1991), TED believes that it has a long-term human resource
development role. Subsequent papers by Abdullah clarifying TED’s vision and role

are cited by Khair (1997, p.203) with the following comments,

"For several years, the function of the Ministry is to
provide education first; hence the name of the division that
oversee TVE is Technical and Vocational Education. The
word training is not included for it is felt that other
agencies and private sectors best provide the training
component. In order to balance these demands, TVE will
have its main focus in the future towards the strengthening
of the mind and building cognitive ability, giving less
emphasis on the narrow hands-on skill components. This 1s
to adjust to Malaysia’s industrialisation programme which
is moving towards high order skill and precision industries
which requires a different level of work force who must be
flexible and mentally competent to change with
technological requirements and can be retrained easily”.

The statement clearly refers to secondary vocational systems and engineering

courses as well as technical and vocational programmes. The mission is no longer

one of developing narrow job skills but should include the “strengthening of mind and
building of the cognitive ability”, as well as flexibility and adaptability in the

employment market.

In terms of the educational goals, the issues facing the curriculum developers

at TED is to determine, as discussed by Khair (1997), “how” best to identify various
subjects necessary for inclusion and “what” should be emphasised. He stressed the
option between the “expected and the feasible”. Another issue faced by TED is how

to appropriately translate the “buzz” words, communication and language skills,

problem-solving skills, creativity and initiative, into concrete and practical terms.
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There are wide-ranging interpretations of these words and they are difficult to
- translate into educational and training practices. However these are the words that are

used by employers to express their “measure of skills - the competence” required for

future employment (ibid.).

What is shown by the discussion above is a tremendous challenge to
curriculum developers. This requires them to identify and employ a | systematic
approach that can work satisfactorily in delivering a TVE system within the
Malaysian political, economic and social context. The problem is to find a balance
between achieving the educational mission and fulfilling employers’ expectations.
The meaning of the term “competence” will determine the' outlook and the
characteristics of the actions taken. At this juncture it is appropriate to discuss

“competence’ and its implications for education and training.

The focus of this project includes skills, knowledge, understanding and
performance in the work place. Also included is “generic”, “macro”, “soft”, “meta”,

“high-order” or “life-world” competence used in the literature related to CBET. In
terms of CBET, the project reflects the education and training systems and is

associated with the broadest meaning of the term. The focus is on the whole person
and life in general. Thus the polytechnics® curriculum should be technically related to
employment and to developing the youth of Malaysia. The broad usage of the term

must realistically reflect the limited time to prepare students. This requires a life-long

learning initiative for students. The education and training offered by polytechnics

should be looked upon as a continuum from formal education to beyond their studies



at the polytechﬁics. Employers as well as professional boards must understand this -

process. With this understanding it is possible to achieve the benefit of CBET.

Thus the first step is to determine how individuals in the accounting
environment view these skills, knowledge and attributes. Educators studying CBET
as an alternative must be careful not to be trapped by adopting too narrow a definition.
Accounting practitioners in Malaysia can give direction on how to improve

accounting programmes. The outcome may determine whether CBET should be

introduced in the polytechnics in Malaysia.

711 A CBET Diploma in Accounting Approach in the Polytechnics of

Malaysia — A Theoretical Framework

This study proposes a framework for a CBET approach to the Diploma in
Accounting programme in the polytechnics of Malaysia based on the literature
review. First, the premise underlying the framework that the Diploma in Accounting

programme should be based on the duties and task performed by its graduates. A

large body of literature shows that accounting educators need to develop accounting
curriculum based on genuine work place activities in order to make the programme
relevant. Second, the Diploma in Accounting programme should integrate the

development of accounting knowledge and skills and extended competences across
the curriculum during the teaching and learning process. The literature review
indicates that accounting professionals expect accounting programmes to develop

these competences in their programmes. The contribution of. this study is that it

specifies the components accounting educators in Malaysia can employ to develop an
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appropriate CBET Diploma in Accounting programme. Specifically, each component
requires input that reflects the perceptions of the various individuals. Further,
extended competences involving complex sub-competences require accounting

educators to explicitly identify them in the curriculum document.

This study hopes to contribute to accounting educators theoretical knowledge
and understanding by integrating the various input into an interrelated framework.
The findings would contnibute in developing relevant Diploma in Accounting

programme and effective teaching and learning practices for accounting educators 1n

the polytechnics of Malaysia.

2.12 Conclusion

This chapter provides an account of the extent of CBET development and
applications. Understanding of the nature, applications and implications of CBET is
an essential to implementation in Malaysia. To assist in developing an approach
appropriate for the Diploma in Accounting programme in the polytechnics of
Malaysia, literature review, data on accounting practice in Malaysia and the existing
Diploma in Accounting programme must be integrated. An integrated model that ties

together a range of theoretical frameworks that underpin this study is proposed. This

will be discussed in the following chapters.

The rest of this study is organised as follows. Chapter 3 elaborates on the
method used to gather input from three different groups of respondents, Chapter 4

analyse data obtained from interview sessions with TED personnel, *Chapter' 5
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identifies duties and tasks performed by accounting support staff, Chapter 6 explores
employers’ perceptions with regard to an extended list of competences and Chapter 7

provides the discussions, conclusions and recommendations.
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CHAPTER 3

RESEARCH METHOD

3.1 Introduction

The objectives and content of the problem in this research determine the
appropriate research method. éohen and Manion (1994) describe research method as
the various approaches adopted in educational research to gather data that can be used
to make inference and interpretation, for explanation and predictiﬁn. According to
Robson (1993) the appropriateness of a method depends on the nature of the problem
to be investigated. In ﬂﬁs project data were collected to understand employers’ needs,
demands, and expectations and identify “gaps” between employers’ needs and exiéting
accounting programmes. These “gaps” have directed this research. This chapter

consisting of seven sections explains the methods and procedures used in this research

in order to achieve the intended results. Section 3.1 is the introduction. Section 3.2

conceptualises and provides the objectives of the fieldwork. Section 3.3 discusses the
development of the data gathering instruments. It is divided into five sub-sections
with each section explaining the rationale for developing a separate set of instruments.

Section 3.4 describes the respondents. This section discusses the characteristics of
focus groups as respondents. Section 3.5 highlights three main criteria for developing

the scales used in the project. Section 3.6 is divided into five sub-sections. Each

section provides rationale related to data analysis and tabulations of results. Section

3.7 discusses validity and reliability issues.
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3.2 The Field-Work — Conceptualisation

This research project adopts a descriptive approach. Gay (1996, p.248)
defines descriptive research as, “... the collection of data in order to test hypotheses or
to answer questions concerning the current status of the subject of the study™.
Descriptive research 1s used when a researcher is concerned with the assessment of
attitudes, opinions, demographic information, conditions and procedures (ibid.).
Descriptive research can be used to “look at individuals, groups, institutions, methods
and materials in order to describe, éompare, contrast, cléssify, analyse and interpret
the entities and the events that constitute their various fields of enquiry” (Cohen and
Manion, 1994, p.67). In this research the researcher intends to determine the process
and outcomes of the Malaysian Polytechnics’ Diploma in Accounting programme as
perceived by selected representatives of the Malaysian TED personnel. This research
also determines to report about accounting support staff duties and tasks in order to
develop Malaysian accounting support staff work profile. Another objective of the

research is to solicit perceptions of selected representatives of employers with regard

to accounting support staff competences.

Gay (1996) distinguishes types of descriptive research according to how data are

collected whether through self-report or observation. Survey research, developmental
research, follow-up and sociometric studies were regarded as self-report research.
Questionnaires and interviews were regarded as the two methods of data collection
under survey research. In this study a .self-report survey approach was adopted

employing postal questionnaires and interviews to gather data from subjects of this

study.
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The survey methodology is adopted since it is well suited to descriptive studies

and in studies to explore aspects of a situation (Robson, 1994). This method can help
to develop profiles and generate statistics of a chosen sample that may be generalized
to the population. Martella et al. (1999) suggest that mailed surveys are appropriate
when sampling large numbers of individuals dispersed over a large geographical area.
Survey yields data that are easily coll-ected, managed and analysed (ibid.). Gay (1996)
suggests that surveys can be used to obtain a variety of information such as attitudes,

opinions, characteristics, and demographic information cheaply and quickly.

According to Gay (1996) one of the limitations of a survey is that it does not
permit the researcher to ask follow up questions or to clarify ambiguities of quantified
data tabulated from the surveys. To obviate these problems, structured focus
.interviews were scheduled. The focus interviews were conducted with individuals
sharing a comfnon experience or position (ibid.). In this research interviews were
conducted involving predetermined groups of respondents. Scheduled focus
interviews were necessary in this research in order to clarify and to support findings
from postal questionnaires administered. According to Schloss and Smith (1999) in
depth interviews are useful in obtaining large amounts of information quickly.
McBurney (1998) encouraged face-to-face interviews because it establishes rapport
between interviewer and interviewee. Face-to-face interviews provide opportunities
for interviewers to probe for more complete answers. Graziano and Raulin (2000)
recommended, even when using a survey instrument, to follow up with a standardised
set of questions and a standardized method of recording the answers. To facilitate the

development of the survey instrument as well as the standardised questions for the
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focus interviews, the problem of the study was analysed and divided into items based

on specific research objectives.

The objectives for the fieldwork which were derived from the objectives of the

research are:

1. To obtain data on the selected operations of the
Diploma 1n Accounting programme in the

Polytechnics of Malaysia in terms of programme

and graduates,

2. To establish a work profile of assistants to
accountants working in accounting, ‘-auditing,

taxation, or finance in the private and public sector,

and;

3. To obtain descriptors from accounting practitioners

of attributes of successful assistants to accountants.

Thus the data from the postal questionnaires collected from Malaysian

Polytechnics’ Heads of Departments, TED personnel, practitioners and employers were
tabulated. In addition interview data collected employing focus interviews involving

employers’ representatives were analysed and interpreted. These two processes yielded

the information necessary to fulfil the objectives of the fieldwork. The end results were
three data bases: (1) The first data base depicts the present and future operations of the
Diploma in Accounting programme; (2) The second data base shows the collective
perceptions of assistants to accountants work in accounting, auditing, or taxation in the

private and public sector, and; (3) The third database compiles attributes of successful

accounting practitioners as perceived by accounting practitioners.
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Individual perceptions may not determine duties and tasks performed by
accounting support staff nor change accounting education and training programmes.
But if a group of respondents consistently identify a specific weakness, it is difficult

for a programme to ignore such concerns. Such data may help accounting educators

change the structure, content, teaching, learning, and assessment approaches used.

3.3 Developing the Data Gathering Instruments

Fraenkel and Wallen (2000) describe four modes of data collection in a survey
research as follows:

i. by administering the survey instrument live to a group

ii. by mail,

iii. by telephone, and;

1v. by face-to-face interviews.

Direct administration of data gathering instrument live to respondents 1s appropriate if
the researcher has access to all of the respondents at the same time in a same place
(ibid.). According to Robson (1994) postal or telephone survey is appropriate if
respondents are dispersed over a geographical area. Gay (1996) encourages face-to-
face interviews if in-depth data is required. Two categories of data gathering
instruments used 1in this research are postal questionnaires and face-to-face interviews.
Postal questionnaires enable the researcher to reach respondents scattered in several
parts of Malaysia while focused interviews were conducted involving a predetermined
groups of Malaysian Polytechnics’ Heads of Department, TED personnel and
employers’ representatives. The advantage of postal questionnaires is that it is

inexpensive and it permits the researcher to have access to respondents that might be

72



hard to reach in person or by telephone. However disadvantages of mail surveys are
that there is less opportunity to encourage the co-operation of the respondents and thus

there is a tendency to produce low response rates (Fraenkel and Wallen, 2000).

3.3.1 Survey Questionnaires Development

Two sets of questionnaires were developed and administered (see appendix H

and I for copies of the questionnaires). They were specifically developed for different

groups of selected respondents. The groups are:

1. Assistants to the accountants in the Accounting,
Auditing, Taxation or Finance Departments, and,

2. Supervisors (or their equivalent) in the Accounting,

Auditing, Taxation or Finance Departments,

Guided by the original objectives and assisted by the initial literature revieﬁr,
several key questions were developed to determine the work profile of accounting
support staff and the expectations of employers on them. The questions identified
critical areas and gave direction to the actual questionnaire and interview schedules
development. In order to determine accounting support staff work profile a set of key
questions developed were distributed to sixty fifth semester accounting students in
industrial training. The set of key questions requested information about_the duties
and tasks performed by accounting support staff in their organisations. Together with
the set of questions sent to the sixty students was a set of questions to be distributed to

their supervisors. The purpose of the separate set of questionnaire was for supervisors
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to determine competences regarded as essential by employers to accounting support
staff. The list of duties and tasks as well as the list of employers’ perceptions of
essential competences of accounting support staff produced from the preliminary
survey was not sufficient to develop the set of questionnaires. However the list of
duties, tasks and employers’ expectations produced from the preliminary survey was

used by the researcher as a guide to identify appropriate materials through further

search of accounting literature.

3.3.2 Rationale for the Development and Use of the Emplovees' Questionnaire
Set

In order to achieve the second objective of the fieldwork a questionnaire (see
appendix H) was developed. The purpose of the questionnaire is to establish a work
profile of assistants to accountants working in accounting; auditing, taxation, or
finance in the private and public sector. The first step in developing the profile of the
duties and tasks of the accounting supporting staff was to find out what they do in the

work place. The preliminary survey conducted involving sixty fifth-semester

polytechnic students provided a readily available list of duties and tasks. However
further search of the accounting literature indicated that information material for
training accounting technicians produced by the Association of Accounting

Technicians Education and Training Scheme (AAT, undated) contains an extended
list of duties and tasks performed by accounting support staff. The researcher

considered the extended list of duties and tasks identified as appropriate to be adopted
in the questionnaires. The AAT specified a course that met the requirements for the

National Vocational Qualification level 2 to 4. The AAT list of duties and tasks was
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more comprehensive than the list of duties and task obtained from the preliminary

survey. The most suitable materials were incorporated into the questionnaire.

The employees’ questionnaire set contains three sections. The first section
gathers demographic data. Demographic data provides background information of the
respondents involved 1n the research. Questions related to employees’ perceptions
with regard to the importance and the time spent on a list of duties and tasks were
included in the second section. The outcome is a profile of work performed, plus how
they perceived work, and the time spend performing it. The third section contains
questions soliciting accounting support staff perceptions of the importance and time

spend on computer applications in their workplace.

The list of duties and tasks in section two of the questionnaire adopted from

the AAT accounting technicians training material contains a list of 23 duties and 69

tasks.  The questionnaire required respondents to document duties and tasks
performed. The responses identified duties and tasks commonly performed by
accounting support staff. Responses to section two of the questionnaire will be used
to develop work place profile of accounting support staff. Space was provided at the
end of the section for respondents to include tasks and duties not listed. The list of

duties and the tasks included in questionnaire to be administered to a group of

accounting support staff is shown in table 3.1 on page 76 as follows:
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Table 3.1: A List of Duties and Tasks for Developing Accounting Support Staff
Work Place Profile (source: AAT, undated)

Duties and Tasks

1 | Duty: Data Processing and Using Spreadsheet
Tasks:
1. Inputing information from source documentation into a computer
system.
2. Locating and retrieving recorded details of requested item from a

computer,

3. Generating and printing standard reports on a computer system.
4. Producing spreadsheets for the analysis of numerical information.

2 | Duty: Recording and Accounting for Cash Transactions
Tasks:
1. Recording and banking monies received.
2. Making and recording payments.

3. Maintaining petty cash transactions.
4. Accounting for cash and bank transactions.

Duty: Recording and Accounting for Credit Transactions
Tasks:

1. Processing documents relating to goods and services supplies on credit.

2. Processing documents relating to goods and services received on credit.
3. Accounting for goods and services supplied on credit.

4. Accounting for goods and services received on credit.

Duty: Recording for Payroll Transactions
Tasks:
1. Making authorise payment to employees.

2. Making authorise payments, claims and returns to external agencies.

5 | Duty: Preparing Financial Accounts
Tasks:
1. Recording income and expenditure.

2. Preparing accounts from incomplete records.
3. Preparing the extended trial balance.

Duty: Preparing Reports and Retumn
Tasks: .
1. Preparing periodic performance reports.
2. Preparing reports and return for outside agencies.

Duty: Preparing VAT Retumn .
1. Preparing value added tax returns.
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Duty: Recording Capital Transactions |
1. Maintaining records and accounts relating to capital transactions.

Duty: Recording Cost Information

Tasks:
. Operating and maintaining a system of accounting for material costs.
. Operating and maintaing a system of accounting for labour costs.

Operating and maintaining a system of accounting for expenses.

Operating and maintaining a system for the appointment and absorbtion
of indirect costs (overheads).

BN

Duty: Operating a Budgetary Control System
Tasks:

1. Preparing forecasts of income and expenditure.
2. Preparing draft budget proposals.

3. Monitoring the actual performance of responsibility centres against
budgets.

Duty: Preparing Information for Cost Analysis and Control
Tasks:

1. Preparing and presenting standard cost reports.
2. Analysing accounting information.

3. Collecting, analysing and disseminating information about external
costs.

12 | Duty: Preparing Information for the Appraisal of Activities and Projects
Tasks:

1. Preparing cost estimates.

2. Evaluating proposed current activities.

3. Appraising long-term projects.

‘

Duty: Drafting Financial Statements (Accounting Practice/Industry and
Commerce) -

Tasks:

1. Drafting limited company final accounts.
2. Drafting sole trader and partnership final accounts.

Duty: Drafting Financial Statements (Central Government)
Tasks:

1. Drafting limited company final accounts.
2. Drafting public body final accounts (Central/State Government)

Duty: Drafting Financial Statements (Local Government)
Tasks:

1. Drafting limited company final accounts.
2. Drafting local authority financial statements.
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16 | Duty: Managing Accounting System
Tasks:
1. Supervising an accounts section.
2. Improving the effectiveness of an accounting system.

Monitoring and control cash receipts and payments

4. Monitoring and control the collection of debts.

17 | Duty: Managing a Cash Management and Credit Control System
Tasks:
1. itor ' ,
2. Managing cash balances. -
3. Arranging the granting of credit.

Planning a systems audit
Conducting a systems audit

Conducting a computer audit

18 | Duty: Implementing Auditing Procedures
Tasks:
1. ! it.
2. ' 1t
3. Preparing a Draft Audit Report.
4, i 1t

Duty: Preparing Taxation Computation

Tasks:

1.
2
3
4.
.
6
7.

8.

BN

Calculating income from employment.

. Adjusting accounting profits and losses for trades and professions.
. Preparing computations of property and investment income.

Preparing capital gains tax computations.

. Preparing capital allowance computations.
. Preparing personal tax returns.

Preparing computations and returns of advance corporation tax and
income tax payable or recoverable by a company.
Preparing corporation tax computations and returns.

Maintaining an established storage system.

. Organising own files into storage areas for future use.

Storing, retrieving and supplying information for a specific purpose.

Obtaining non-routine information from a computerised Information
Management System.

Duty: Contribute to the Effectiveness of the Work Flow

Tasks:

1.
2.
3.

20 | Duty: Information Technology and Its Environment
Tasks

Planning and organising own work schedule.
Obtaining and organising information in support of own work.
Obtaining and maintaining physical resources tgo carry own work..
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LLE

22 | Duty: Create and Maintain Effective Working Relationships
Tasks:

1. Establishing and maintaining working relationships with other member of
staff.

2. Receiving and assisting visitors.

23 | Duty: Monitor and Maintain a Healthy, Safe and Secure Work Place
Tasks:

1. Monitoring and maintaining the security of the work place.
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Section three of the employees’ questionnaire solicited information on
computer applications by accounting support staff. The work by Rebele et al. (1991)
found that computer technology has implications for accounting education as reflected
in the works of Waller and Gallun, Cronan and Fries, Bean and Medewitz, Edmonds,
Guinn, Kocakulah and Wade and Salimi. Barjoyai (1992) found that graduates
believed computer subjects across the accounting curriculum contributed to their
understanding and applications of computers to accounting. The review of accounting
education literature by Rebele et al. (1991) indicated that Graham, Yang, and
Edmonds investigated the use of accounting software in accounting workplace. Their
studies provide as input to questions in section three. They identified skills, software
and usage as three categories of computer applications. The list of computer skills
that was included in the questionnaire were keyboarding, programming, software, and
computer communicating. Software categories identified and included in the
questionnaire were accounting packages, spreadsheet, word processfng and database.
Questions on computer usage in the questionnaire were administrating, planning,

analysing, audit database, wbrking paper and statistical sampling applications.

Information provided by the respondents in section three of the questionnaire
also helped to determine time spent on computers in the work place. The purpose of

asking the respondents to indicate the amount of time they spend using computers in
their work is to determine the extend computers are used. It is hope that the
information gain from these questions in the questionnaire will indicate the

importance of various computer skills, applications and use to an accounting support

staff.
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3.3.3 Rationale for the Development and Use of the Emplovers' Questionnaire
Set

In order to achieve the third objective of the fieldwork a second questionnaire
was developed. This intention of developing a second questionnaire was to obtain
descriptors from accounting practitioners of attributes of successful assistants to
accountants. The basis of developing the second questionnaire was a work by Deppe
et al (1991) that identify a list of competences necessary for the successful practice of
accounting. They argue that the world’s economy is experiencing major changes and
require accounting practitioners to also change. They found similar concerns in other
professional areas such as management and information systems. In their work they
identified seven categories of competences with twenty-seven sub-competences
important for successful accounting practice. Results from the preliminary survey
suggest a similar concern for immediate and future performance of staff. This
highlights the relevance of the work by Deppe at al. (1991) in enhancing accounting

education in Malaysia. However, in order to make the list relevant to this research an
additiongl area of competence was developed and added to the extended list produced
by Deppe et al. (991). The modified list of 8 categories of competences and 28 sub-
competences were used as question items in the actual questionnaire. The

competences ranged from technical accounting skills to cognitive abilities.

The employers’ set of questionnaire contains four sections. Section one
collected demographic data while section two solicited information with regard to

respondents’ duties. The purpose of both sections is to provide background

information about the respondents. Respondents’ perceptions of the importance of a
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list of 8 major competences for accounting support staff is included in section three.

Section four requires the respondents to indicate the strengths and weaknesses of
accounting support staff in terms of the list of 27 sub-competences. Table 3.2 on page

83 contains a modified list of 8 categories of competences and their corresponding 28

sub-competences adopted from an earlier work by Deppe et al. (1991).

Competence category number 4 and sub-competence number 12 are additions

made to the list of the competences produced by Deppe et al. (1991). Another
adjustment made to the original list of sub-competences was to remove sub-
competence number 13 from its original group number 5 to become a sub-competence
of category number 4. The above modifications were considered necessary in order to
make the list more relevant to the respondents participating in this research. At this
juncture the list of the competences and sub-competences was made more useful. If

one knows the perceived importance of various competences by novice and

experienced practitioners the material becomes more relevant and provides priority

areas of competences to develop when confronting limited resources. This aspect of
information could be used by accounting educators in the polytechnics to enhance the
present Diploma in Accounting programme. The Diploma in Accounting curriculum
not only focus on developing technical accounting knowledge and <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>