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ABSTRACT  

Cooperative learning models of teaching are the most suitable teaching models for the 

development of professional accounting competencies in the new millennium. Currently, the 

role of accountants has changed from being a technical job to one more client-oriented. The 

teaching and learning of accounting is adjusting accordingly to match the challenges of this 

new accounting role. Universities are searching for a number of strategies to teach the 

professional accounting competencies currently required in the profession. Australian 

accounting teaching and learning standards provide a thorough set of criteria for determining 

what is necessary in accounting education. Joyce, Weil, and Calhoun (2009) categorised a 

wide variety of teaching models into four families including: information processing, 

behavioural, personal, and social models. This paper applied the Australian Accounting 

Teaching and Learning Standards criteria to the models of teaching categorised by Joyce, 

Weil and Calhoun (2009) to evaluate which teaching and learning model would be most 

appropriate in the education of future accountants. The findings indicate that the social 

interdependence theory and the cooperative learning model are the most appropriate to test 

for teaching accounting in the new millennium. 
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INTRODUCTION  

The major objective of accounting education is to prepare students for work places.  

For many years  academics (Accounting Education Change Commission 1990b; Albrecht & 

Sack 2000) and professionals (Andersen 1989) are seeking to restructure accounting 

education to meet the requirements of business environment. However, currently accounting 

education as a model has failed to focus on developing graduates for successful careers 

worldwide (Awayiga, Onumah & Tsamenyi 2010). Whereas, accounting education should 

enable students to possess the necessary skills for work place. It seems that accounting 

literature still has debates for what necessary skills the graduates should possess and how can 

these skills be delivered to them. 

The objective of this paper is to apply Australian accounting learning and teaching 

standards criteria (ALTC 2010) to the models of teaching categorised by Joyce, Weil and 

Calhoun (2009) to evaluate which teaching and learning model would be most appropriate to 

teach future accountants. The First section explores the background regarding the skills 

needed by accountants, and the subsequent accounting education challenges.  The second 

section outlined the criteria to evaluate the teaching models, the research question, and 

highlights the teaching models as categorised by Joyce, Weil and Calhoun (2009). The third 

section presents, the application of the criteria to the teaching models and their related 

learning theories. Finally, the paper concludes on the advantages of the cooperative learning 

model as compared to traditional models. Inclination to test the model as part of PhD research 

is also discussed.  

1. BACKGROUND AND DEVELOPMENT OF RESEARCH QUESTION  

Skills needed by accounting professionals  

Currently, the role of accountants has changed from being one of a technical nature to 

one which is  more client-focussed. Change is a significant characteristic of the environment 
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in which professional accountants work. Pressures for change come from many sources, 

including (a) globalization, (b) advances in technology, (c) business complexity, (d) societal 

changes, and (e) the expansion of stakeholder groups, including regulators and supervisory 

bodies and the broader community. Change requires professional accountants to maintain and 

develop new and/or more specialized knowledge and skills throughout their careers (IFAC 

2009; Reckers 2006). The rapid development and ever-changing needs of the global business 

environment have resulted in evolutionary changes in the skills required by accountants to 

add value for their clients (De Lange, Jackling & Gut 2006). In times of such change and 

development few would deny that the role of the traditional accountant as a mere 

score-keeper is no longer a viable contributor to business (Jackling & De Lange 2009). 

While technical accounting competencies remain obligatory for the professional 

accountant, these competencies alone are insufficient in today’s workplace. A study by 

Rebele (1985) found that accounting students are inclined to rank technical accounting 

competencies and oral communication skills higher than other skills. However, recent studies 

indicate that development of students’ generic skills is required for career success.  For 

example, Hurt (2007) emphasised fundamental skills rather than a technical orientation. He 

advocated that the development of critical thinking skills in future accountants is of primary 

importance. Schmidt, Green and Madison (2009) surveyed 122 accounting administrators 

from North American institutions with the largest enrolments in accountancy programs. Their 

results showed that communication skills—especially writing skills—are considered 

important and most valued in the accounting curriculum. Kavanagh et al (2009) emphasise 

the ability to really listen to and understand clients’ needs as an essential communication 

skill. Accounting practitioners are no longer merely required to undertake the necessary task 

of information provision such as bookkeeping and data analysis; rather, they are regarded as 
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information facilitators. This has resulted in the need for future accountants to be forward 

thinkers, skilled strategists and team players (Jones, G. & Abraham 2008).   

Accountants need intellectual skills such as problem solving and critical thinking. 

Intellectual skills include the ability to relate concepts learned to new situations, the ability to 

think for oneself, to critically assess new information and situations, and to apply knowledge 

from one workplace context or problem to another. Kavanagh et al. (2009) defined problem 

solving as the ability to apply theory to practice, as well as critical analysis and thinking 

skills. Mohamed and Lashine (2003) defined critical thinking as the ability to reach justifiable 

conclusions to questions that cannot be answered definitively—and where all relevant 

information may not be available. Intellectual skills help accountants to: a) exercise judgment 

based on comprehension of an unfocused set of facts; and b) display a capability for 

inductive-thought process and apply value-based reasoning in unfamiliar settings (Awayiga, 

Onumah & Tsamenyi 2010). 

Communication skills are essential to the success of accountants and are seen as 

vitally important in satisfying the requirements of the workplace (Kavanagh et al. 2009). 

Communication skills are concerned with the ability to transfer and receive information 

easily (Andersen 1989; Awayiga, Onumah & Tsamenyi 2010; Ballantine & Larres 2009; 

Hancock et al. 2009). In addition, communication skills include listening effectively to gain 

information, understanding opposing points of view, and having the ability to present ideas 

orally or in writing and discuss matters with others (Fortin & Legault 2010; Hancock et al. 

2009; Jones, G. & Abraham 2008; Rebele 1985). 

Interpersonal skills enable accountants to work with others to achieve the goals of the 

business. Companies require employees with good interpersonal skills and the ability to work 

in a collaborative environment (Accounting Education Change Commission 1990a). 
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Interpersonal skills include the ability to interact with and influence different kinds of people 

from different backgrounds and with different value systems, and to negotiate work 

collaboratively. Interpersonal skills also include the ability to organize and delegate tasks, 

motivate, resolve conflicts, and enhance client relations and decision making (Awayiga, 

Onumah & Tsamenyi 2010; Ballantine & Larres 2009; Jones, G. & Abraham 2008; Kennedy 

& Dull 2008). Watson (1928 in Gillies & Ashman 2003) noted that groups think more 

efficiently than the best member of the group working alone. Vygotsk (1978 in Kozulin et al. 

2003) asserts that a person is able to perform a certain number of tasks alone, however, in 

collabration a greater number of tasks can be performed.   

The need for a broader set of skills beyond technical accounting competencies, 

intellectual, communication, and interpersonal skills includes: a) accountants can cope more 

efficiently in a challenging business environment; and b) it will increase accountants’ 

competencies levels required by the global market (Jackling & De Lange 2009; Jackling & 

Watty 2010; Kavanagh & Drennan 2007, 2008; Kavanagh et al. 2009; Mohamed & Lashine 

2003). Specifically, Jackling and De Lange (2009) believe a mixture of skills is a major 

requisite of employers as it helps in solving a diverse range of business challenges. This 

raises the issue of how universities provide the accounting profession with suitably qualified 

graduates (Albrecht & Sack 2000). 

Accounting education challenges 

Numerous studies have explored the development of accounting graduates. Stoner and 

Milner (2010) stated that accounting educators should work closely with various stakeholders 

to prepare graduates for lifelong learning and successful business careers. Typically, these 

studies suggest major changes to the teaching and learning of accounting (Accounting 

Education Change Commission 1990b; Albrecht & Sack 2000; Andersen 1989) in preparing 

students for work in an accounting career. Howieson (2003) put forward that the new 
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millennium will require even greater changes in accounting practice to meet changes in the 

business environment which, in turn, will further influence the future directions of accounting 

education.  

Because current teaching models are no longer considered adequate, universities are 

actively seeking updated and contemporary strategies to teach and enhance professional 

accounting competencies. Teaching models which emphasise memory and recalling of facts 

are considered a less desirable approach when teaching accounting and may result in passive 

students (Jackling 2005). Kavanagh and Drennan (2007) state that current teaching models 

place little emphasis on development of students’ professional accounting competencies. 

Universally, the training and education of accountants has been the subject of much debate 

(Mohamed & Lashine 2003). Albrecht and Sack (2000) stress the significance of skill 

development throughout accounting programmes.  Accounting educators need to address the 

expected shift in accountants’ skills by developing courses and teaching models that are more 

interdisciplinary and analytical in their orientation (Howieson 2003). Suggested strategies for 

addressing the identified deficiencies have focused on broadening the curriculum and 

developing alternative delivery strategies.  

Some research in accounting education emphasises the importance of teaching 

accounting students problem-solving and group skills. For example, Hodson (1988) argued 

that since identifying and solving unstructured problems is an essential requirement in the 

business environment, students should identify and solve unstructured problems by using 

multiple information sources. Farrell and Farrell (2008) state that team work in a university 

subject is sound preparation for participation in the workplace. Zakaria and Iksan (2007) 

assert that accounting students must work in groups as they need these skills in the business 

enviroment. Mohidin et al. (2009) stated that by working in groups, accounting students 

fostered greater participation, self confidence and leadership ability. Most employers do not 
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expect their employees to sit in rows and compete with colleagues without interacting with 

them (Johnson & Johnson 1994). Therefore, teaching of accounting should enable students to 

develop the necessary communication and business skills (Albrecht & Sack 2000; Jones, G. 

& Abraham 2008). 

Research in accounting education has urged the adoption of alternative teaching 

models to develop professional accounting competencies. For example, the Accounting 

Education Change Commission (1990b) suggests that accounting instructors should adopt 

alternative teaching methods to develop ‘critical thinking’ skills in accounting graduates. 

Jones (2010) examined the nature of generic skills and presented a conceptual overview for 

theorising generic skills. She emphasized that generic skills need to be taught and understood 

as part of the professional and scholarly practice of accounting. Fortin and Legault (2010) 

found that using mixed teaching methods promoted generic skills of accounting students 

more than traditional lectures; and Mohidin et al. (2009) advocated the importance of 

adopting teaching methods that help students better understand accounting as a discipline. 

Accounting educators must also implement alternative teaching methods to help achieve 

more effective learning outcomes. Concern has been expressed that accounting education 

over-emphasises the technical abilities of graduates to the detriment of other competencies 

and suggest the need for alternative teaching models to engage students in the learning 

process and develop skills such as critical thinking (Kavanagh & Drennan 2007).  

As a result of these findings, the question arises that if accounting teaching models 

require change, which teaching models would be the most appropriate to teach accounting in 

the new millennium? This paper evaluates the possible alternative teaching and learning 

theories which focus on the delivery of professional accounting competencies in university 

programmes. The first step in choosing an appropriate novel teaching model for accounting 
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education is to categorize and describe the criteria for choosing the teaching models and the 

potential teaching models options as discussed in the next section.  

2. CHOOSING THE MOST APPROPRIATE TEACHING MODEL 

(i) Teaching models criteria  

The Australian Learning and Teaching Council through the Learning and Teaching 

Academic Standards Project have provided a thorough set of criteria for determining what it 

is necessary to teach in accounting education. The statement prescribes threshold-learning 

outcomes that all providers of Bachelor and coursework Master degree programs in 

accounting are expected to meet. These criteria meet international academic standards for 

accounting. In a report published recently by the Australian Learning and Teaching Council 

and Learning and Teaching Academic Standards Project (ALTC 2010) the knowledge and 

skills required by accounting graduates in the changing business environment, are identified.  

This report states that the threshold learning outcomes for Bachelor graduates in 

accounting from all Australian tertiary providers will  be able to demonstrate the following:  

Knowledge 

Integrate theoretical and technical accounting knowledge that includes a selection of 

auditing and assurance, finance, economics, quantitative methods, information 

system, commercial law, corporation law, and taxation law. 

Judgement 

Exercise judgement under supervision to solve routine accounting problems in 

straightforward context using social, ethical, economic, regulatory, and global 

perspectives.  

Application skills 
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Critically apply theoretical and technical accounting knowledge and skills to solve 

routine accounting problems.  

Communication and teamwork 

Justify and communicate accounting advice and ideas in straightforward collaboration 

contexts.   

Self- management 

Reflect on performance feedback to identify and action learning opportunities and 

self-improvements. 

The above outcomes are used as criteria to evaluate possible teaching models to teach 

accounting. So the main research question of this paper becomes: 

R Q: Which teaching and learning model would be most appropriate to the development of 

the prescribed learning outcomes in undergraduate accounting programs? 

Critical to this is an understanding of appropriate teaching models and related learning 

theories as discussed in the next section. 

(ii) Teaching models and related learning theories 

Joyce, Weil and Calhoun (2009) categorised a wide variety of teaching models into 

four families including: information processing, behavioural, personal, and social models. 

They discuss the characteristics of their underlying learning theories, examine the research 

that has tested them, and illustrate their uses.  Each of these families was examined in relation 

to the criteria listed above, and the most appropriate teaching models were chosen to teach 

accounting. 
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The information processing family and its related teaching models view students as 

receptacles of memorised information that needs to be organised. The models in the 

information processing family focus on the way learners handle information. The information 

processing family emphasises ways of enhancing a student’s innate drive to make sense of 

the world by acquiring and organizing data. The most typical instructional methods suggested 

by the information processing metaphor are lecturing and presenting textbooks. The role of 

the teacher in the information processing system is one of a dispenser of information and 

students are the recipients (Mayer 1996). Information processing models focus on how 

people attend to environmental events, encode information to be learned, and relate the 

information to knowledge and memory (Schunk 1996). Information processing models take a 

mechanistic view of the mind and objectify the student as an unimaginative passive object 

(Mayer 1996).  

In the behavioural family and behavioural theory, students learn passively when the 

teacher reinforces positive behavioural responses. Teaching based on the behavioural family 

relies on exercises that provide consistent repetition necessary for effective reinforcement of 

response patterns (Reid 2005). The most typical instructional methods suggested by the 

behavioural models are drilling and practise on basic skills. Behavioural theory assumes that 

learning takes place as a result of a response that follows a specific stimulus. The role of the 

teacher in behavioural theory is a dispenser of rewards and punishments (Mayer 1996). Banet 

and Ayuso (2003) stated that the theory of constructivism rejects behavioural models because 

behavioural models assume students are passive receptors. Therefore, behavioural models 

miss opportunities to engage students more actively in their own learning.  

The personal family of teaching models focuses on the development of the integrated 

feeling and thinking self. The personal family of teaching models shapes the environment 

around the capacity for self-education and the need to develop self-awareness and 
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understanding (Joyce, Weil & Calhoun 2009).  In the personal family an individual constructs 

and organises his or her reality (Ji-Ping & Collis 1996). The teacher respects the students’ 

ability to identify their own problems and formulate solutions (Joyce, Weil & Calhoun 2009). 

Students only focus on their self-interest, and are responsible for their own destinies and 

personal success—they ignore as irrelevant the successes and failures of others (Johnson, 

Johnson & Smith 2007; Joyce, Weil & Calhoun 2009).  

The similarity between constructivism theory and personal family is their focus on 

constructing knowledge by individuals. The main principle of constructivism theory is that 

knowledge is not transmitted directly from one to another; rather, the knowledge is 

constructed by the learner (Baviskar, Hartle & Whitney 2009; Fosnot 1989; Ji-Ping & Collis 

1996; Joyce, Weil & Calhoun 2009). Constructivism recognises that challenging and helping 

students to correct their preconceptions and misconceptions is essential for effective learning.  

The social family of teaching models is oriented toward developing social interaction 

among students to promote academic learning. Most advocates of social family models 

believe that the central role of education is to prepare citizens to generate integrative 

democratic behaviour, both to enhance individual and social life and to ensure a productive 

democratic social order (Joyce, Weil & Calhoun 2009). When students engage in dialogue 

with their peers, they internalise the language of interactions and use this language to 

organize their individual learning. In other words, when students work together and interact 

with their peers and teachers, they can explain and discuss each other’s perspectives—which 

leads to a greater understanding (Johnson & Johnson 2002). A key benefit of social family 

models is that cooperative interactions in classrooms are beneficial for students socially, as 

well as intellectually (Joyce, Weil & Calhoun 2009). 
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The social family of teaching models is oriented toward developing social interaction 

among students to promote academic learning. Social-interdependence theory is part of the 

social family and focuses on the social interactions among students as a primary source of 

knowledge that cannot be gained in isolation from other students. Johnson and Johnson 

(2005) stated that in social-interdependence theory learning occurs when the goals of 

individuals are affected by each other’s actions . Individuals are open to the influence of 

others and are willing to exert influence on their collaborators. The teacher’s role in 

providing students opportunities to promote each other’s success produces the necessary 

interaction among students required for mutual success (Summers & Svinicki 2007). 

Cooperative learning is a teaching model based on the social interdependence theory 

(Johnson & Johnson 2007; Johnson, Johnson & Roseth 2010) where students work in small 

groups to help one another. Cooperative learning encourages interactive learning wherein 

teachers and students construct new knowledge through social interactions in a context that 

enhances creativity and a free exchange of ideas. Cooperative work rarely replaces teacher 

instruction but, rather, replaces individual lectures and drill work. If cooperative learning is 

organized and gives consideration to constructivism, students’ achievement and social skills 

will be improved (Acar & Tarhan 2007). An important rationale of cooperative learning is 

allowing students to develop their latent skills and knowledge to the greatest extent possible. 

The safety of the group allows the quiet student to gain self-confidence to put forward ideas 

in a secure environment  (Farrell & Farrell 2008). Cooperative learning not only enhances 

students’ learning, but also improves critical thinking, communication and group process 

skills (Fortin & Legault 2010).  

The accounting education literature states that cooperative learning helps to develop 

students’ professional accounting competencies and attiudes, even students previously 

educated in passive learning environments. For example, Ballantine and Larres (2007, 2009) 
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provided evidence that final-year undergraduate accounting students believe cooperative 

learning to be effective in delivering generic skills within a accounting degree. They also 

found that cooperative learning is a more effective model than simple group learning for 

delivering interpersonal and communication skills. Hwang, Lui and Tong (2005, 2008) found 

that cooperative learning is more effective than the traditonal model for students who were 

educated in a passive learning environment. Farrell and Farrell (2008) found that cooperative 

learning provides students with good opportunities to develop the interpersonal, professional 

and written communication they need in their professional life. Miglietti (2002) suggested the 

importance of using small groups in introductory accounting courses. He concluded that 

group learning could foster critical thinking skills, improve interpersonal skills and increase 

active participation in learning to enable students to experience greater empowerment and 

enhance their achievements. Cheng and Chen (2008) found that cooperative learning 

improved students’ attitudes toward accounting and learning of accounting. They advocated 

cooperative learning as a teaching model among accounting students.  

Cooperative learning needs a specifc environment—not just placing students in 

groups. Simply placing students into groups and requiring them to work together does not 

necessarily promote cooperative learning (Gillies & Ashman 2003). Teachers should 

structure the work in such a way that ensures the skills are covered in a cooperative learning 

model. Five elements should apply when teachers conducted cooperative learning, namely, 

positive interdependence; individual accountabilty; face-to-face interaction; appropriate use 

of social skills; and group processing (Johnson & Johnson 2005; Johnson, Johnson & Roseth 

2010; Johnson, Johnson & Smith 2007). For example, Ahern (2007) found teachers in civil 

engineering courses appear to ignore cooperative learning, rather, they tend to simply divide 

students into groups—which does not necessarily promote cooperative learning.  He 

emphasised the need for training in using cooperative learning to applying concepts in class. 
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3. RESULTS; THE APPLICATION OF THE CRITERIA TO THE VARIOUS 

THEORETICAL FAMILIES AND LEARNING THEORY  

The teaching models under information processing, behavioural and personal family 

families do not meet the criteria needed to teach accounting for the global business 

environment. The information processing and behaviour families can teach students 

knowledge of accounting; however, they do not do a good job of teaching students the full 

range of Australian academic learning and teaching standards. By memorising and staying 

passive in the classroom, students will not develop their own judgement, application skills, 

communication, teamwork and self-management. The information processing and the 

behavioural families are not appropriate choices to teach accounting in the new millennium. 

The most important criticism of teaching using the personal family is that it hampers teaching 

communication and teamwork skills by focusing on one individual (Table 1).  

Table 1: Application of the criteria ‘the threshold learning outcomes for 

accounting’ to the various theoretical families and learning theory examples 

  Theoretical Families  

 

Information 

Processing 

Behaviour Personal Social 

knowledge Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Judgement  No  No  Yes  Yes  

Application skills No No Yes Yes 

Communication and 

teamwork 

No No No  Yes 

Self management  No No Yes  Yes 

Related learning 

theories 

Information 

processing 

Behaviourism Constructivism 

Social 

Interdependence 
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The social-interdependence theory and cooperative learning model meet all the 

criteria listed above. Therefore, cooperative learning model based on the social-

interdependence theory is the most appropriate model to teach accounting in the new 

millennium. 

4. CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

(i) Conclusion  

This paper applied the Australian Accounting Teaching and Learning Standards 

criteria to the models of teaching categorized by Joyce, Weil and Calhoun (2009) to evaluate 

which teaching and learning model would be most appropriate in teaching future accountants. 

Analysis indicates that the traditional teaching model is not suitable to teach accounting. 

Teaching in this model focuses on the teacher’s delivery and the students’ capacity to 

memorize. In the traditional teaching model, the teacher starts the lesson by presenting 

information (delivers a lecture), while the students listen quietly (passively receive) (Ahmad 

& Gao 2004; Alhmali 2007). Instruction is based on the teacher’s presentation, regardless of 

the subject matter. Teachers teach the students the right answers instead of teaching them the 

process for finding the answers.  Most teachers using traditional teaching models believe that 

the teacher’s job is to demonstrate and teach the material. They do not give students 

opportunities to clarify vague concepts in the classroom (Sulaiman & Boumtarai 2007). The 

Traditional teaching model encourages students to concentrate on superficial indicators rather 

than on fundamental underlying principles, thus neglecting deep (active) learning (McCarthy 

& Anderson 2000). The traditional teaching model is considered a less desirable approach 

when teaching accounting and may result in passive students (Jackling 2005). Generally, in 

such a teaching environment, students rely on their teachers to decide what, when and how to 

learn. The traditional state of the classroom using the traditional teaching model depends 

heavily on lecturing and memorization.  
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However, in cooperative learning models teachers focus on discussion, guided 

discovery, and supervised participation in academic tasks. In cooperative learning models, the 

teacher starts the lesson by encouraging students to work together cooperatively. Instruction 

is based on the teacher’s discussion, regardless of the subject matter and  students work in 

groups where they are expected to help each other find answers to their questions, rather than 

seeking answers from the instructor (Johnson, Johnson & Smith 2007). Most teachers using 

cooperative learning give students opportunities to clarify vague concepts in the classroom.  

Cooperative learning model encourages students to concentrate on fundamental underlying 

principles, thus deep (active) learning occurs (Johnson, Johnson & Holubec 1993). 

Gomleksiz (2007) suggested that the learning environment be designed in a learner-centred 

style to ensure all students have an opportunity to contribute to their learning. Generally, in 

such a teaching environment students rely on each other and their teacher to understand the 

concepts in the classrooms and promote the social skills required by accounting graduates.   

(ii) Discussion 

This paper has highlighted the importance of the necessary professional accounting 

competencies needed to be successful in the workplace, as well as the need to include 

teaching these skills to accounting students in university programmes.  It has also highlighted 

Australian learning and teaching academic standards. Moreover, the research has applied the 

Australian learning and teaching academic standards to four groups of teaching models to 

choose the most suitable teaching model to teach the skills required by accountants in today’s 

contemporary business environment.   

A major finding to emerge from this paper is that a cooperative learning teaching 

model underpinned by  the social interdependence theory is the most appropriate model to 

teach accounting in order to develop the skills and knowledge required today of the 
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profession. This was initially identified by applying the Australian learning and teaching 

academic standards to four families of teaching models and their related learning theories. 

The result suggests that cooperative learning is the superior traditional model to teach 

accounting. These results provide a model for use by accounting educators as they grapple 

with ensuring accounting graduates achieve desired standards across the required accounting 

learning outcomes.   

This paper is part of an unpublished PhD proposal by Zraa (2010). The thesis will test 

cooperative learning models and compare them with traditional models of teaching with 

Libyan accounting students.  Specifically, it will assess the effects of cooperative learning 

(CL) and traditional models (TM) on students’ perceptions of empowerment, performance 

and the experience of students and instructor (researcher) in the development of professional 

accounting competencies under both teaching models.  Future research will apply the theory 

developed in the Australian context. 
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