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Constructing Constructivism in Management Accounting Education: Reflections from a
Teaching Cycle with Innovative Learning Elements
Abstract
Purpose:
The study addresses the possibility of integrating some elements of the ‘radical constructivist’
approach to management accounting teaching. It answers the following two questions: to
what extent should management accounting educators construct a ‘radical constructivist’
foundation to guide active learning? and in which ways can management accounting
educators use qualitative methods to facilitate ‘radical constructivist’ education?
Methodology:
The study uses a teaching cycle that implements innovative learning elements, e.g. learning
from ordinary people, designed following the principles of ‘radical constructivism’, to
engage students with ‘externalities’ at the center of their knowledge construction. It adopts
an ethnographic approach comprising interviews and participant observation for the data
collection, followed by the application of qualitative content and narrative analysis of the
data.
Findings:
The study findings and reflections illustrate that the majority of students respond positively to
radical constructivist learning if the educators can develop an innovative problem-solving
and authentic environment that is close to their real lives. The radical constructivist teaching
cycle discussed in this study has challenged the mind-sets of the management accounting
Students since it altered the traditional objectivist academic learning approaches that
students were familiar with. Its use of qualitative methods facilitated active learning. Student
feedback was sought as part of the qualitative design, which provided —a constructive
mechanism for the students and educators to learn and unlearn from their mistakes. This
process enriched the understanding of learners (students) as well as educators of successful
engagement in radical constructivist management accounting education and provides a base
upon which to design future teaching cycles.
Originality:
The paper provides proof of the ability of accounting educators, as change-agents, to apply
radical constructivist epistemology combined with multiple qualitative research methods by
creating new constructive learning structures and cultures associated with innovative deep-

learning tasks in management accounting education.
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1. Introduction

Drawing on conversations in constructivist learning theory (Vygotsky 1978; Hardy & Taylor,
1997; Gash, Steffe & Thompson, 2000; 2014; Riegler & Steffe, 2014; Ancelin-Bourguigon,
2019; Jacobson et al., 2019; Jack & Saulpic, 2019), this paper aims to address the possibility
of integrating some elements of the ‘radical constructivist’ approach into the teaching of
management accounting (von Glaserfeld, 1974, Vygotsky, 1978; von Glaserfeld, 1989). The
idea that teachers as change-agents bring their epistemological instances, from the
perspective of social or pragmatic constructivist learning, into the class room with their
research-lead teaching and qualitative approaches is not new in accounting education and
research (Jack & Saulpic, 2019). Since the 1970s, many educators and cognitive
psychologists have proposed constructivism as an alternative epistemology within which to
develop an ‘approach’ made up of motivation and strategy in higher education institutions
(Tonge & Willett, 2012; Turner & Baskerville, 2013; Wilkin, 2014). The argument
underpinning these proposals is that this epistemology allows students to interpret and
construct their own realities, based on their experiences and interactions in the particular
learning environment, with support from teachers (Marton & Saljo, 1976; Von Glasersfeld,
1995; Paisey & Paisey, 2005; Boyce et al., 2012; Fordham, 2012; Stanley & Marsden, 2012).
Constructivist education enhances the deep learning process as it leads to a deeper

understanding of the content and subject matter being studied (Turner and Baskerville, 2013).

In contrast with the traditional teacher-centred environment, in constructivist accounting
education, the agency of teachers creates an epistemologically social constructivist
environment through their learner- centred classrooms (Jack & Saulpic, 2019; Ancelin-
Bourguigon, 2019). Supporting this social constructivist view in accounting education, Boyce
et al. (2012) raise the issue that new university accounting subjects require a reflexive case
study approach that incorporates social and critical perspectives. They argue that such an
approach has the ability to integrate humanistic and formative education and deep and
elaborative learning. Similarly, Paisey & Paisey (2005), Doran et al. (2011), Tonge & Willett
(2012) and Wilkin (2014) advocate the use of more action research and research-led
problem-based learning tasks, within a constructivist learning environment, to improve the

accounting curriculum. More recently, Jacobson et al. (2019) have provided empirical
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insights from a case example on how to use pragmatic constructivism, as a basis for the

development of a paradigmatic foundation management accounting education.

However, this research in constructivist accounting education still focuses only on a subset of
intersubjective experiences, i.e. person-to-person interaction in social constructivism, which
contribute to the broader construction of knowledge. While this form of constructivism
creates a very important part of accounting students’ knowledge construction process, it
overlooks the ‘externalities’ at the center of their knowledge construction. For example, as
constructivist studies in mathematics education argue, “the students act as individual learners
and as their own constructors of knowledge, and they think and use seemingly independent
mathematical or scientific laws and theories to explicitly constructive processes that resolve
cognitive perturbations aroused by a failure to attain a desired goal state of meaning making
or problem solving” (Hardy & Taylor, 1997, p. 10). From the ‘radical constructivist’
perspective (von Glaserfeld, 1989), the information or knowledge cannot simply pass from
one person to another (e.g. the teacher to student), but the individuals construct and add new
knowledge and understanding to already existing knowledge and experiences, through active

learning (Von Glaserfeld, 2013).

In order to create this radical form of knowledge construction, the constructivist management
accounting educators therefore, must think about innovative ways to guide their students to
learn the principles of accounting, by engaging with externalities outside classroom, such as
external structures and everyday life experiences. One such example involves the ‘informal
accountants’ operating outside formal work places, e.g. home accountants, fishermen,
farmers or informal business people: they all tend to use accounting principles and techniques
such as oral accounting, home budgeting and relevant costing, to manage their family or
informal business income and expenditure (see Gallhofer & Chew, 2000; Jacobs & Kent,
2002; Jacobs & Walker, 2004; Jayasinghe & Wickramasinghe, 2007) yet the majority have
probably never learned accounting through passive objectivist teaching or training offered in
a classroom environment. Instead, they have actively generated this knowledge through their
life experiences and interactions with others. This paper therefore argues that in order to
create such an active learning environment, qualitative research methods such as used in the
ethnographic approach, need to be integrated more within management accounting teaching
cycles (see Jack & Saulpic, 2019). Addressing this gap, this paper attempts to answer the

following two research questions: (i) To what extent should management accounting
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educators construct a ‘radical constructivist’ foundation to guide active learning? and (i1) In
what ways can management accounting educators use qualitative methods such as

ethnography to facilitate ‘radical constructivist’ education?

The paper presents a teaching cycle that incorporated innovative learning elements designed
along the principles of ‘radical constructivism’, as an illustrative case study. Within the cycle,
management accounting students engaged with  ‘externalities’ at the center of their
knowledge construction, i.e. social interactions with their family members/friends. They were
also invited to reflect on their previous knowledge and life experiences with regards to facing
the external structures, in order to reflect on and learn about management accounting
principles. This teaching cycle, implemented in a UK university (Level 2, Management
Accounting module), highlights the potential of using everyday life decision scenarios, i.e.
financing and budgeting at home, to promote independent problem-based learning tasks in
management accounting education. Contributing to the accounting education literature, it also
showcases how qualitative methodology, in the form of an ethnographic approach that
includes informal interviews, participant observation (Geertz, 1988) and narrative analysis,
can be used to reflect students’ perceptions and approaches to learning and their learning
outcomes (Duff & McKinstry, 2007). The underlying pedagogical rationale for this teaching
cycle was to create an environment in which students could think, debate and argue actively
among themselves, before acting on and mobilising their individual capacities to achieve

module learning objectives.

The paper is organised and presented as follows. The first section elaborates the current state
of constructivist accounting education research and practice. This is followed by a description
of the case study context and information about the teaching cycle that was the focus of this
study. The next section explains the research methods adopted in the study and the study
design which combined explains an innovative radical constructivist case study with an
ethnographic approach. The analysis of perceptions, approaches and constructivist learning
outcomes from the perspective of the students’ learning experiences is presented in the
following section. The final two sections offer some overall reflections on the teaching cycle
and concluding remarks, with a discussion of how the study’s findings contribute to the

knowledge and future development of management accounting education and research.
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2. Current state of constructivist accounting education research and practice

Since the 1970s but more especially, since the 1980, a number of accounting researchers have
attempted to study accounting practices in the contexts in which they operate, using
qualitative methods, and to understood accounting as both a social and an institutional
practice (Paisey & Paisey, 2005; Doran et al., 2011; Boyce et al., 2012; Tonge & Willett,
2012; Wilkin, 2014; Ancelin-Bourguigon, 2019; Jacobson et al., 2019; Jack & Saulpic,
2019). At the same time, accounting educators have been criticised for still emphasising
information transmission through simplified teaching materials and examination questions
that can be answered from lecture notes (Accounting Educational Change Commission,
1990). In response, many accounting educators have reported that their students have
achieved better learning outcomes through engaging in innovative learning environments
and programmes based on constructivist learning (e.g. Montano et al., 2004; Stout & West,
2004; McPhail, 2005; English et al., 2004; Flood & Wilson, 2008; Ballantine et al., 2008;
Byrne et al., 2009; Watty et al., 2010; Doran et al., 2011; Boyce et al., 2012; Tonge &
Willett, 2012; Wilkin, 2014; Ancelin-Bourguigon, 2019; Jacobson et al., 2019; Jack &
Saulpic, 2019). Montano et al. (2004) emphasised the importance of encouraging accounting
students to develop non-technical skills, and presented evidence based on using decision-
oriented complex case studies in a financial statement analysis class. Stout & West (2004)
described the positive experience of managing an innovative management accounting
graduate course, while McPhail (2005) discussed a community service project designed for
an Accounting and Business Ethics course, aimed at encouraging students to consider the

public interest.

Studies conducted by English et al. (2004), Flood & Wilson (2008), Ballantine et al. (2008),
Byrne et al. (2009) and Giraud & Saulpic (2019) identified a positive relationship between a
deep approach and qualitative differences in learning outcomes. For example, Byrne et al.
(2009) carried out a comparative analysis of variations in learning approaches among first-
year students at a UK and an Irish university and reported that while both groups used more
strategic approaches, the UK students seemed to apply more deep-learning approaches than
the Irish students. The researchers went on to argue for the importance of including graduate
capabilities/generic skills in accounting education, and that teachers should create
environments that engage students deeply in group work, professional and academic writing,

and the like.
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Such approaches require educators to integrate their innovative teaching cycles with a
qualitative research approach (Ancelin-Bourguigon, 2019; Jacobson et al., 2019; Jack &
Saulpic, 2019). For instance, portraying educational science research and concepts, Ancelin-
Bourguigon (2019) provides evidence for the importance of integrating qualitative research
into constructivist management accounting teaching. Overall, these studies suggest that the
current accounting education environment does encourage learners to become involved in the
active construction of knowledge, for example through case studies and action research (Duff
et al., 2008; Samkin & Francis, 2008), and to engage with the subject matter and its logical
and intellectual challenges, through their own ideas and creative work (Doran et al., 2011).
The teaching cycle described in the current paper was motivated and informed by these

initiatives.

Taking the above discussion to an epistemological level, some researchers have tried to
understand the foundations and principles behind the deep learning approach (Ancelin-
Bourguigon, 2019; Jacobson et al., 2019; Jack & Saulpic, 2019; Jacobson et al., 2019).
According to them, it follows the constructivist epistemology, which views learning as an
active, constructive, intentional, complex, contextualised, reflective and collaborative
exercise and encourages learners to construct meaning through relevant learning activities
(Fosnet, 1996; Biggs, 2003; Chapman et al., 2005; Duff & McKinstry, 2007; Lucas &
Mladenovic, 2009). The literature, theory and framework of approaches to learning are based
on a constructivist approach and grounded in the daily world of the learner, and allow
him/her to develop meaningful student-directed deep learning, and to create meaning for
him/herself (Fosnot, 1996; Biggs, 2003; Duff & McKinstry, 2007). This type of learning
effectively takes place within a social or participatory environment that encourages reflective

dialogue and collaboration.

Education researchers have pointed out that interactivity has a strong effect on learning and
have demonstrated that people learn faster and develop stronger attitudes towards learning,
when they engage in a participatory environment in which they are actively constructing
knowledge (Lucas & Mladenovic, 2009). Such students expect multiple perspectives,
authentic activities and real-world cases, in order to associate with the constructivist learning
environment. Particularly, Wilson & Cole (1991) noted that the constructivist epistemology
in relation to deep learning, requires educators to combine four principles so as to create a

constructivist design for the teaching and learning environment: (1) the embedding of
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learning into a rich, authentic, problem-solving environment; (2) providing authentic versus
academic contexts of learning; (3) providing for learner control; (4) using errors as a
mechanism to provide feedback and enrich learners’ understanding (Wilson & Cole, 1991,
pp.59-61). This level of active learning environment requires the educators to adopt a ‘radical
constructivist’ approach in their innovative teaching cycles. However, the current accounting
studies that adopted the constructivist epistemology mostly followed either social
constructivist (Ancelin-Bourguigon, 2019; Jack & Saulpic, 2019) or pragmatic constructivist
positions (Jacobson et al., 2019) and their interest in more radical constructivist approaches
was rather limited, partly constrained by the limited time and resources Problematising this
knowledge gap in management accounting education, this paper presents the findings of a
teaching cycle in management accounting that incorporated innovative learning elements,
designed along the principles of ‘radical constructivism’, to demonstrate how students’ deep
learning outcomes are achieved, within the context of radical constructivist epistemology. In
addition, the paper shows how a qualitative methodology, in the form of an ethnographic
approach and narrative analysis, was designed and implemented for a level 2 Management
Accounting module, and also to analyse students’ perceptions of the task environment and

module learning outcomes.

3. Case Study

3.1. Context of the course

The Management Accounting module that provided the context for the teaching cycle, which
ran over two semesters and consisted of 36 lecture hours and 8 tutorials. The module was
taught by two lecturers/educators, the author of this paper being one of them. The author of
this paper was given the responsibility to manage the coursework element, since the first five
lectures of the module had been taught by him. It was considered to be a core module of the
year 2 programme of Accounting and Finance degree, pre-requisites being level 1 courses
(first-year) Management Accounting 1 and Financial Accounting 1. Management Accounting
1 was assessed through written coursework and in addition, informal conversations with the
whole class revealed that the majority of students had some part-time work experience (in
various business environments), although not directly related to professional accounting. In
the following year (year 3), the students would be expected to do the Advanced Management
Accounting module, for which the module under study here was one of the pre-requisites.
Overall, there were 60 students enrolled in the module and the coursework. According to the

admission records, the students enrolled in this degree course (Accounting and Finance) had
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generally obtained a tariff score of 300 marks from their GCE (A level) exams with the
volume and depth of ‘A’ level or equivalent of 80 marks. The demographic profile of the

students on the course is presented in Table 1.

The BA in Accounting and Finance was mainly taken by accounting specialists (students who
aspire to have a career in accountancy). The degree scheme was accredited by the Accounting
Institute’s Board of Accreditation and has also attracted exemptions from the Association of
Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA). This accreditation reduces the number of
subsequent examinations students need to take after graduating in order to become a qualified
accountant. This has created great motivation among the students to commit themselves to

the practical learning activities that take place in and outside the class.

3.1.1. Intended learning outcomes of the module

The main aim of the course was to help students develop the knowledge and skills required in
management accounting. The course requires the students to apply the concepts, techniques
and thinking from management accounting to business decision- making. The ‘overall
learning outcomes’ of the Management Accounting module are presented in Table 2. In
addition, Table 2 shows the intended ‘topic learning outcomes’ and their connection with the
‘overall learning outcomes’ of the Module (also their connections with the SOLO taxonomy).
Accordingly, the coursework tasks that were designed for the module assessment were
mainly aimed to achieve the ‘topic learning outcomes’ and by doing so creating the ground
for achieving ‘some parts’ of overall learning outcomes of the module (1-3). However, it was
not the aim of this coursework to make the students achieve entire learning outcomes of the
management accounting module. In terms of transferable skills, the aim of the planned
assessment tasks (30%) was to give students the opportunity to analyse data, apply judgment,
solve problems and communicate effectively in writing through clear and concise word-
processed essays. In contrast, the final examination of the module (70%) targeted technical
proficiency in the major areas of management accounting, with questions aimed at testing
self-assessment and application skills. The final exam was also supposed to determine
whether the students could translate the learning gained through other assessment tasks into a

“management accounting” context.
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3.1.2. Assessment tasks, and teaching and learning activities of the module

The module assessment consisted of two parts: 70% was allocated to a two-hour examination
and 30% was allocated to one piece of coursework (both in Semester 2). The previous year’s
academic session of the module expected to educate the students about the role and
applications of management accounting techniques in formal business organisations. Its
course work design (30%) anticipated the students to provide answers to a written case study
question involving some practical accounting issues and problems in a given decision-making
scenario of a formal business organisation, e.g. preparing a Balanced Scorecard (BSC) for an

Airline company and providing advice on some managerial decision making.

Responding proactively as the change-agents of the management accounting teaching group,
two educators involved with this module agreed to make two changes to the module’s design
and delivery compared to the previous academic session, in an attempt to promote students’
critical analysis and evaluation abilities. Firstly, the module scope was expanded from typical
organisational-level accounting to the societal level, with the intention of demonstrating how
accounting is embedded in all social actions and, in particular, how accounting concepts and
decision models are used by ordinary people with or without any previous knowledge (e.g.
home accounting). The objective was to introduce management accounting as a broader
phenomenon rather than just a technical and private-sector-oriented practice. Secondly,
appropriate outside the class-room case study activities were included in the
coursework/assessment, requiring students to analyse and evaluate certain decision scenarios
from everyday life, e.g. buying a family house, using management accounting concepts. The
objective of this format was to motivate students to develop a deeper understanding of the
application of management accounting techniques and to appreciate their limitations and
behavioural aspects, through critical analysis and evaluation. This teaching and learning
methodology was entirely based on the principles of radical constructivist epistemology with
a deep-learning approach (Bruner, 1986; Fosnot, 1996; Biggs, 2003; von Glaserfeld, 1989;
Hardy & Taylor, 1997; von Glaserfeld, 2013). However, the purpose of this change in the
current year was not to make the entire course embedded into this constructivist philosophy.
Since this year’s coursework (30% of total marks) is expected to provide an initial experience
for much bigger changes in coming years, the main course was blended with both objectivist
and constructivist teachings and assessment procedures (see Ancelin-Bourguignon, 2019).
The SOLO taxonomy method (Biggs and Collis, 1982; Biggs and Tang, 2007) allowed the

researcher to focus the management accounting class and add layers to the students’ learning.
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The levels of thinking and learning that make up the SOLO taxonomy and the learning tasks
in the management accounting coursework, are presented in Table 3. A brief introduction to

the SOLO taxonomy model is presented in the data analysis section.

3.2. The planned assignment

Three steps were followed in implementing the action research cycle. First, the students were
provided with the required theoretical knowledge on the above-mentioned topics, through
interactive lecture sessions, during which students were asked to form small groups and
informally interview each other to identify accounting decisions from their own personal
lives (Figure 1). This social constructivist approach promoted student interaction (both
lecturer-student and student-student), and allowed the lecturer/researcher to link the lecture
topics to the students’ lives. Lectures were partly framed and conducted based on the
students’ own findings, with particular concepts applied, i.e. incremental/relevant cost
analysis, decision-making models, and qualitative factors in decision-making, to help them to

analyse their own findings.

In order to translate their personal experiences into management accounting knowledge and
relate them to the application in a management accounting context within organisations, the
students were then asked to compare and contrast their personal experiences (constructively
discussed above) with the actual business contexts. In order to facilitate this task, following
an ‘objectivist’ approach (see Ancelin-Bourguignon, 2019), several mini-cases from the
recommended text book, i.e. incremental/relevant costing techniques and the importance of
qualitative factors in business contexts, were discussed in the class. The final quarter of the

lecture was then spent on summarising the topic learning outcomes.

Second, the students were asked to submit a 100-word plan (in advance of Semester 2),
stating the types of decisions they were going to investigate, the ordinary people (non-
accountants), e.g. family members or relatives, they were going to interview and how they
would manage the interview process. They were advised to include a timeline for the entire
piece of work, explaining their strategy for meeting the assignment deadline. They had to
submit this plan in the middle of the autumn term (Semester 1) and the final coursework was
due at the end of the spring term (Semester 2). A workshop was conducted in the sixth week
of the autumn term (Semester 1) to provide an opportunity for further consultation with the

course lecturers and tutors before the proposed fieldwork was then to be conducted during the
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Christmas and New Year holidays. In the final and critical step, students were asked to

produce an individual report of 1500-1800 words, as presented in the methodology section.

The coursework question was as follows: “Consult between 6 and 8 people known to you and
identify any major decisions they have made in the recent past (i.e. past 6 months). Conduct
an in-depth interview, focusing on the objectives, steps and criteria they used to make their
decisions. Then, critically and comparatively analyse their objectives and any alternatives
they considered, what decision-making rules they followed, what incremental costs were
concerned with those decisions, and what qualitative factors were involved in the decision

analysis. Finally, compare and contrast the behaviour of these decision makers and identify

the decision-making model/models each one adopted (e.g. rational, bounded rational,
political). Explain the reasons for your judgments.” This question was designed to get the
students to understand how management accounting concepts can operate beyond work
organisations, and in particular in people’s everyday lives, and how those concepts interact
with financial and also non-financial and social elements, i.e. emotions, family interests,
throughout people’s decision-making processes. This would then encourage students to
integrate the concepts learned throughout the course. This radical constructivist approach
required them to analyse ordinary people’s economic decisions, made to achieve various
livelihood objectives, and analyse any identified critical issues involved with their decisions.
In terms of the teaching resources and guidance, the detailed guidelines on the purpose and
methodology of the assignment were provided through an introductory session/workshop that
took place at the end of Semester 1. Additional queries/issues relating to the coursework were
answered at the end of regular lecture sessions and by e-mail. All the assignment guidelines
and related lecture notes were uploaded onto “Blackboard”, the virtual learning website of the
university. The students seemed to respond positively to the concepts, as they asked very
constructive questions. Finally, a presentation structure was proposed during an interim
workshop organised in the semester 2. The structure was left open and flexible so as to

accommodate creative adaptations and modifications (Figure 2).

In order to ensure that the deep learning tasks (based on principles of radical constructivist
epistemology) were properly encouraged (see e.g. Vygotsky, 1978; Entwistle, 1988; Beattie
et al., 1997; Biggs, 1994, 1999, 2003; von Glaserfeld, 1989; Hardy & Taylor, 1997; von
Glaserfeld, 2013), the educator displayed a genuine personal interest in the subject

throughout, confirming that the students had enough time to discuss key concepts during
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lectures (using practical everyday life examples) and encouraging them to ask questions by
email to clarify any misconceptions. The educator also attempted to create an active learning
environment through student-student (e.g. small group discussions) and student-lecturer (e.g.
answering individual questions) interactions, based on social constructivist principles, during
lectures and practical tasks related to the assignment (e.g. interview data collection). As the
assessment itself required careful thought, analysis and evaluation of people’s behaviour, the
students had to combine a variety of ideas (e.g. to compare and contrast behaviour). Because
of the radical constructivist nature of the coursework design, they were free to choose their
own interviewees and interview topics and were expected to use previous knowledge (e.g.
decision models and cost concepts, personal experiences) in a new context (i.e. interviewing
people). This freedom of choice on interviewee selections and interview topics and the
informal support and encouragement provided by the two educators have made the students
authentically interested and intrinsically motivated to engage in this form of learning. They
were given plenty of time to identify and correct mistakes prior to finalising the work
(without any penalties). The educator made it clear to the students that his guidance and
marking scheme would be consistent and fair in assessing the declared learning outcomes.
The students were clearly informed that marks would mainly depend on the interviews,

methodology, analysis and reflective discussion parts of the report.

4. Research methods
4.1. Aligning the teaching cycle design and student feedback with qualitative
methods

The teaching cycle in this study included an experimental form of educational practice
(constructively learning from ordinary people without any previous accounting knowledge) in
the first phase, followed by critical reflections on its successes and failures in the second
phase. The approach offered a way of working that linked educational theories such as radical
constructivism, with practice, into one whole: ideas-in-action, the aim being to improve the
quality of teaching and learning actions within accounting education to help students to
achieve deep learning outcomes. In particular, as the teaching cycle was conducted by, with
and for students, rather than on students (Elliott, 1991; Reason and McArdle, 2007), the hope
was to create a democratic environment for increased collaboration between all
“stakeholders”, namely students, staff and administrators, involved in the inquiry process and
to provide opportunities to construct a grounded knowledge of the learning environment

directly relevant to the issues being studied (Hudson et al., 2003). For example, in the
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planning stage, detailed guidance on how to conduct interviews was not initially included. It
was expected that students would receive that knowledge from the subsequent research
methodology module and through their life experiences. Based on student requests and
feedback after stage one (the first workshop), however, an interview training and guidance
component was added to the coursework plan. Also, at the beginning there were no
restrictions on who should be included in their sample of interviewees. However, as a result
of too many queries from students and the apparent inconsistencies in their sample selections,
it was subsequently decided to provide specific instructions on whom to include in their
samples. Based on the views of Hudson et al. (2003), it is hoped that these intrinsic
connections between the stakeholders, e.g. students and educators, have made this current
teaching cycle more reflective and critical and helped the educator to better understand the
actual learning context of these management accounting students, with a view to suggesting

improvements.

As a part of the teaching cycle, the educator integrated the interpretive paradigm and
qualitative research methods, within the teaching cycle tasks undertaken by the students. This
consisted of adopting an ethnographic approach facilitated by interviews and observations
with home accountants (Davies, 1999; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Hammersley, 2014).
In addition, the educators’ reflections on the planned cycle of action for this research was
based on informal interviews, participant observation of student learning activities and tasks,
and fieldwork notes about student reactions and responses, so as to subjectively analyse the
students’ experiences, knowledge and perceptions. Adopting the interpretive paradigm and
qualitative research represents an attempt to create a radical constructivist approach to
learning and to reflect the behaviours of both home accountants and students in a natural
setting (Brewer, 2000). As the constructivist and qualitative approach essentially led to the
deep learning experiences of students, it was thought appropriate that the student feedback
should also come from a similar perspective. The other belief was that it would be difficult to
assess any cognitive learning exercise solely by adopting a quantitative method such as a

questionnaire with closed questions (e.g. multiple choice).

4.2.  Data analysis method
The study applied the SOLO taxonomy (Biggs and Collis, 1982; Biggs, 2003; Biggs and
Tang, 2007) for its data analysis, as it provided a normative structure for the identification of

variation in students’ understandings of teaching cycle tasks, and in particular to illustrate and
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analyse the contextualisation (or de-contextualisation) of SOLO descriptors within the
selected management accounting programme. Thus, based on Biggs and Collis (1982), Biggs
(2003) and Biggs and Tang’s (2007), the SOLO taxonomy (Structure of Observed Learning
Outcomes) and the constructive alignment model are important for educators to study and
align learning objectives, activities and to finally assess the learning outcomes in accounting

programmes, modules and teaching cycle tasks.

The SOLO taxonomy describes the increasing level of complexity of a student’s
understanding of a subject, through five stages (namely, pre-structural, uni-structural, multi-
structural, relational and extended abstract), and is claimed to be applicable to any subject
area (Table 3). However, not all students get through all five stages, and indeed, not all
teaching (and even less “training”) is designed to take them all the way. In other words, the
use of the SOLO taxonomy provides a normative structure for the identification of the
variation in students’ understanding (Duff and McKinstry, 2007; Lucas and Mladenovic,
2009). Research findings (e.g. Campbell, 1998; Sims, 2006) indicate that to promote a
student’s understanding of a subject , all the following factors are required: instructional
methods; personalised teaching (e.g. small groups); greater faculty-student and student-
student interaction (social and academic); active and interactive teaching methods (e.g. case
studies) based on constructivist epistemology; explicit discussions of learning/teaching skills
(clarity and openness); and encouraging student input into module goals and methods

(flexibility).

The qualitative content analysis of the students’ coursework documents was the main method
used for this evaluation (Downe-Wamboldt, 1992; Schreier, 2012). By using this method, the
educator made subjective interpretations on the students’ coursework content of text data and
interview narratives, through a systematic classification process of coding and identifying
themes or patterns, based on SOLO taxonomy features (Biggs and Collis, 1982). It helped the
educator to identify variations in students’ understanding of disciplinary concepts in the
marking guide, and then categorise the potential deep and surface outcomes from the radical
constructivist teaching cycle. For example, the current study looks at how the students’
approach to learning and the narrative analyses presented in coursework content, reflect
SOLO descriptors, particularly when they contextualised relevant management accounting
concepts, e.g. relevant costing. First, how do they identify and name one or a few aspects of

the underlined management accounting concepts and tasks? Then, how do they combine and
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describe them using their skills? Next, how do the students apply the concepts and make
critical arguments in their findings? Finally, how do they create propositions and reflections,
based on their theoretical understanding? Overall, the parameters from the SOLO descriptors
were also used to measure the students’ specific learning outcomes from the radical
constructivist teaching cycle and to understand the extent to which the students achieved the
educator’s expectations, i.e. engagement with the context specific nature of accounting and
the reasoning required to support their explanations. Both educators involved in teaching the
management accounting module conducted the marking and qualitative content analysis of
the students’ essays. Both have expert knowledge of qualitative data analysis through
previous case study research and interdisciplinary work experience. For example, both
lecturers have published articles in sociologically oriented accounting research. A description
of the hierarchical levels and categories identified for the current study (through the lens of
the SOLO taxonomy) and their connections to the topic learning outcomes, is provided in
Table 3. In addition, the inter-rater agreements about coursework marking, developed in
association with the SOLO taxonomy and the learning approaches used by the students, are

presented in Table 4.

The underlined assumption was that the students who display uni-structural and multi-
structural levels of learning can be seen as adopting a surface approach to learning while
those who display relational and extended abstract levels of learning can be seen as adopting
a deep approach to learning (Biggs and Collis, 1982). The analysis using the SOLO
taxonomy involved the categorisation of responses into the predetermined categories shown
in Table 4. The coursework answers were categorised following independent analysis by the
two educators. In the qualitative content analysis (to identify the student performances and
various learner categories), the student responses were reviewed, with a focus on identifying
any trends or repeating patterns in their narrative analysis of interview transcriptions
(presented in the coursework content). It was expected that the reflections from the students’
narrative analysis would demonstrate their understanding of what the question asked and the
underlined management accounting concepts they learned. This process helped to rank the
coursework answers (Table 4) from descriptive to integrative for the purpose of critically
analysing student learning approaches and topic learning outcomes. Any potential
discrepancies in inter-rater classification were resolved through discussion between the two

educators involved.
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In order to maintain the reliability (stability, reproducibility and accuracy) of the inter-rater
agreements and the qualitative content analysis of coursework essays (Downe-Wamboldt,
1992; Krippendorff, 2004; Schreier, 2012), detailed model answers and general guidelines
(for the allocation of coursework marks) were also provided to the two educators
(coursework markers) and some discussion took place before, during and after the marking
process. The allocation of marks in key areas is presented in Table 4. The marking scheme
was designed to identify the following aspects: (i) whether the students had used the concepts
with the proper meaning and understanding; (ii) how they had conducted the interview
process; (iii) the number of interactions they had had with the interviewees; (iv) how they had
distinguished between argument and evidence and linked them to the central question of the
assignment. Finally, an attempt was made to determine whether the students had actively
related the course content to real life (both the interviewees and their lives), which was the
main purpose of this radical constructivist coursework. In order to maintain the reliability of
inter-rater agreement, a discussion was held between the two educators after a sample of five
student essays had been marked by each. Afterwards, every piece of coursework was second-
marked (by the other educator) to ensure accuracy and consistency in the marking. For
instance, through careful analysis of the students’ coursework, an attempt was made to find
out how many of them had focused on the central question of the assignment and how many
had applied the appropriate concepts (as previously and or newly learned) in their analysis.
Overall, the marking and qualitative content analysis of the coursework were both aimed at
identifying evidence of creative thinking, critical analysis and radical constructivist
interpretations, as the central themes of successful student approaches to learning (von
Glaserfeld, 1989; Hardy & Taylor, 1997; Duff and McKinstry, 2007; von Glaserfeld, 2013).
It was also expected that this evidence could help the researcher to “analytically generalise”
the study findings (Yin, 2003). In analytical generalisation, qualitative researchers argue that

case study findings from one particular context can be generalised to other similar contexts.

In addition, informal interviews/discussions with selected students were used to obtain
feedback ‘“narratives” from the students’ perspective. This involved selecting two opinion
leaders (always asking questions), two enthusiastic students (regularly attending classes), two
easy riders (who regularly missed lectures) and two students who did turn up regularly but
were neither opinion leaders nor enthusiastic (“silent behaviour” in the class), so as to gain
views from a range of student personalities (and, potentially, different learner types). These

students were selected using cluster sampling, combined with the researcher’s first-hand
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knowledge of student behaviours in the class, i.e. regular attendance and participation in the
lectures and class room exercises. In addition, the attendance registers were used to monitor
the students’ commitment to class room learning. After identifying the clusters based on
unique behavioural patterns and personalities (opinion leaders, enthusiasts, easy riders,
silent), the researcher randomly selected two from each cluster for the interviews. The
purpose of using cluster sampling was to help the researcher obtain feedback from the
relatively homogeneous and natural groupings, and collect feedback representative of the
diverse personalities of the students under study (Kelly, 2006). This method was preferred
over a survey, because the qualitative interviews with superficially selected students helped
the researcher to motivate the students to give more active feedback on their experiences.
However, at the end of the course, a survey was also conducted using a standard feedback
form. It also encouraged students to provide their feedback on the overall assessment

methods used in the Management Accounting module.

The feedback narratives from qualitative interviews were then analysed using the narrative
analysis method (Reissman, 1993). The educator carefully analysed the interview responses
of the management accounting students, in an attempt to understand the relationships
between their coursework experiences and the teaching and learning environment. To achieve
this, the educator grouped the interview data around the main study themes. In the interviews,
three open-ended questions were asked to find out the students’ general opinions about the
coursework, any problems they had faced, and suggestions for improvements. The narratives
were then analysed in order to understand the students’ meanings and their overall
perceptions about the assigned deep-learning activities. The feedback interviews with the
students were conducted after they had submitted their coursework and also after the final
examination (most were done at the beginning of the next academic year), in order to avoid
any potential bias/influence created by the researcher’s personal investment in the project and
to ensure that the students did not feel constrained that they might harm their grade if they
said the wrong thing. Moreover, support was obtained from the co-educator and a few tutors
[graduate teaching assistants (GTAs)] who had delivered the seminars and administered the
module. They conducted half of the interviews to avoid bias in the interview responses that

would be caused by a single interviewer.

The student feedback narratives were compared with their individual (and overall)

performance on the coursework. Moreover, the formal feedback obtained through the
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departmental “module feedback forms” was also used as evidence to measure the students’
perceptions of the module teaching and coursework assessment, and in particular to cross-
examine the interview narratives and themes. Finally, participant observations of student
behaviour (e.g. active participation and attendance) in the module (during
lectures/tutorials/coursework) were used to inform the feedback-taking process (e.g.
identifying easy riders). These so-called “other types of student performance” were also
monitored/observed by the co-educators and the module tutors. Regular discussions were

held with them to find out their personal reflections and about their class experiences.

5. Findings and reflections from the teaching cycle

5.1. Students’ module and topic learning outcomes

In order to assess the students’ module and topic learning outcomes, the coursework
submitted by the students was first- and second-marked anonymously. The distribution of
marks was analysed to obtain an initial assessment of the students’ performance. According
to the overall statistics, the mean mark given was 52.14 with a standard deviation of 9.362
(see Table 6 for the classification of marks). In general, the coursework methodology and
marking received positive comments from the external examiner and were also praised by
some of the senior colleagues in the School of Management and Business. For example, one
colleague remarked: “You must make a presentation to the whole school on this. We must
encourage this type of coursework in other modules and departments.” With such
encouraging feedback, it was decided to repeat the same coursework (with further

improvements) in the following year.

As was shown earlier (Table 5), the highest marks were allocated to the discussion and
analysis and evaluation sections (55% of marks). This had a significant impact on the final
marks and the students’ grades, as shown in Table 6. The SOLO taxonomy and inter-rater
agreements (Table 4) were used to mark (and rank) the discussion and analysis sections of the
coursework. Accordingly, students who received low marks (49% or below) had reflected
uni-structural or low multi-structural levels of competence. In fact, they had produced highly
descriptive analysis sections, mostly focusing on one decision-making model or only a few
aspects of the relevant cost concepts. The students in the 50 to 59% bracket had shown high
multi-structural but low-level relational competence, having comparatively analysed various
decision-making models and relevant cost accounting practices in many related aspects and

elaborated each point with illustrations/case study examples but only in a few parts of the
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essay. In contrast, the students in the 60 to 69% bracket had extended their discussion of the
above models and practices with examples throughout the whole essay. They had reflected a
greater attempt to achieve high-level relational competence by making overall analytical
generalisations of the major concepts (decision-making models/accounting techniques)
learned in the module. Finally, the students who obtained 70% and above had consistently
reflected the connections between the decision makers’ life choices, decision criteria and
accounting language, and attempted to theoretically generalise their ideas throughout the
essay. Some of these students even presented their self-reflections by relating some of the
interviewees’ experiences to their own lives. In fact, by showing their competence in
developing extended abstracts and interpretations, some of them had even made and asked
reflective and critical comments and questions about the underlying decision-making
assumptions and techniques they had learned in the module. This has demonstrated the
significance of adopting radical constructivist learning approaches, since these students had
the freedom to actively learn, unlearn and question, the basic assumptions behind the topic
being learnt. Overall, the majority (62%) of the students received 50% or more and achieved
a high level of multi-structural competence and low relational competence regarding
decision-making models and relevant cost techniques. 18% of the students achieved 60% or
more and gained high relational competence on the above models and concepts and some

knowledge on reflectivity and analytical generalisation (extended abstracts).

Alternatively, the final written exam (70%) was comprised of all numerical questions with
interpretative  elements, including a  few  questions  attaining  detailed
and descriptive information on the chosen exam topics. Its results presented in Table 6
demonstrated that 40.9% of students in this module have obtained the written exam marks
above 60%. level (second class - upper or first class), while only 18%. reported having
similar marks to the coursework element. On the other hand, more failures (10. 71%) were
reported in the written exam than in the coursework marks (4%). This reflected the difficulty
of establishing a direct link or relationship in the grades between the two parts. Moreover, in
the overall exam marks, only 8.9% of student reported as failures. Based on these results it
seemed difficult to imagine that the 30% coursework had any direct impact on the surface
learning students’ pass rates. It appeared that the 70% weight of the written examination
might lead to re-evaluation of the percentage between the examination and the coursework. In
fact, more students were performing better in the coursework with more constructivist

elements than the written examination. It can be argued that these learning outcomes resulted



oNOYTULT D WN =

Qualitative Research in Accounting and Management

from the students’ constructivist approaches to learning and their perceptions of the task
environment (Duff and McKinstry, 2007). Of these, first, an analysis of the students’

approaches to learning is presented below.

5.2. Students’ approaches to constructivist learning

The qualitative content analysis results indicated that there were three main student groups,
based on learning strategies that could be recognised from the narrative contents of the
essays. As presented in the above section, three main levels of learning outcomes were
achieved in the assessment: (I) high relational skills and some skills in developing extended
abstracts (18%), (II) high multi-structural and low relational skills (44%), and (III) uni-
structural and low or moderate multi-structural skills (38%). According to Duff and
McKinstry (2007), this reflects the relatively different approaches to learning adopted by

management accounting students.

Group I (ranked 6-7) students were mainly creative, insightful, critical, reflective and
methodical, and had an extended abstract knowledge of the meanings of concepts and the
application of appropriate theory to data analysis. Many had successfully analysed their
findings by combining various aspects of the decision-making models and incremental cost
analysis. They also provided extensive evidence from core and associated readings in
recommended text books and academic research papers. They managed to clearly distinguish
between argument and evidence, and comprehensively focused on the central question. Their
interview process was well managed, with good organisation, interaction and reflections.
Many of them had logically and carefully planned their interviews with “non-native speakers
of accounting” (people without any previous education in or experience of accounting) and
conducted lengthy and constructive interviews. They linked the course content to everyday
life with appropriate examples and even used many relevant narrative accounts to support
their analysis and conclusions, thereby demonstrating their radical constructivist approach to
learning (von Glaserfeld, 1989; Hardy & Taylor, 1997; von Glaserfeld, 2013). Finally, they
were very careful to make excellent presentations that were well-structured and used an
appropriate, academic style of writing. This group appeared to have taken an in-depth

approach to completing the task.

Group II students (ranked 3-5) showed sound knowledge of the essential material, a

reasonable understanding of accounting theory and some level of analytical ability. Their
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attempts were generally matched to the coursework question and were generally accurate,
including predominantly, the correct use of methods and techniques (where relevant). Many
of them managed to analyse their findings by combining various aspects of the decision-
making models and incremental cost analysis but showed a low level of interest in comparing
and contrasting different decision-making models and relevant cost concepts. They had
conducted the fieldwork interviews with some determination and showed some evidence of
genuine effort and social constructivist approach to learning (e.g. a reasonable number of
interviews of a good length that reflected some analytical abilities, appropriately linking the
interview data to the incremental costing theory and appropriate decision-making models).
Overall, this group appeared to be deep learners. However, a subset of this group that had
only paid attention to the methodology and analysis sections. Their answers contained
occasional mistakes and/or information that was not well organised and presented. There was
some evidence that they had done the recommended reading and accessed other relevant
materials but only a few had gone beyond the core reading. These learners seem to be very
much closer to the category of pragmatic constructivists (Jacobson et al., 2019). This group
were also somewhat careless in their organisation and presentation. For example, they made
some mistakes in their referencing. Thus, it appeared that this group took a strategic approach
to completing the task, reflecting the characteristics of strategic learners. They seemed to

have a certain mark in mind and to be just trying to achieve that.

Finally, the main features of group III students (ranked 1-2) were sparse case notes and an
absence of clear focus, theory and analysis. Their work was often accomplished with tabular
analysis and less with textual explanations. While they made serious efforts to combine
various decision-making models and relevant cost concepts in the essay, they showed very
little interest in going beyond that level and comparing and contrasting those models and
concepts or identifying their diverse applications in practice. They showed an inability to
make (or less interest in making) critical interpretations with appropriate links to decision
models and accounting theory (e.g. incremental costing). Their work was more descriptive
than analytical and often had little relevance to the essay question. There was not much
evidence of their having reviewed relevant materials outside the core reading. Their interview
process was weak and they managed to conduct only a few interviews (below the required
number and of less quality). The length of their interview notes showed weaknesses or
inability to do organised work with a clear focus. Their essays were poorly organised and

inconsistently presented. Often it was noticeable that they had reproduced the class notes and
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incorporated their case notes into the body of the report in order to achieve the word limit.
Overall, this group reflected an inability (or lack of genuine effort) to link the course to
everyday life. To the lecturer/researcher, this group appeared to take both the surface and

strategic approaches to completing the task.

The findings from the above qualitative content analysis also reflect the complexity involved
in recognising and distinguishing learner categories. There were significant differences and
overlaps (both strategic and surface learners in one group) between and within these three
student groups. Since learner characteristics are qualitative and closely related to the
individual’s motivation in the particular context (Ramsden, 1992; Campbell, 1998), it is
obviously difficult to draw clear-cut boundaries between these groups. However, regular
observations of student behaviour, coupled with a close examination of the coursework,
provided a complementary mechanism to support and validate the above relative
categorisation. For example, regular observations confirmed that the easy riders (students
who regularly missed lectures and tutorials) were mostly in the surface learner category
(group III above). Such students often collected handouts from fellow students, accessed
course information from the Blackboard virtual learning facility, and seemed to have tried to
work out how to pass the coursework rather than engaging in any academic interaction with
fellow students or the lecturer. According to accounting education scholars, students’
approaches to learning are also affected by their perceptions of the task environment (Duff
and McKinstry, 2007). Thus, an analysis of the management accounting students’ perceptions

of the assessment task is presented below.

5.3. Students’ perceptions of radical constructivist task requirements

The students must show some enthusiasm and motivation from their side if they want to
participate in, and achieve, deep learning through a constructivist approach (Biggs, 1994,
1999, 2003; Biggs and Tang, 2007; Ancelin-Bourguigon, 2019; Jacobson et al., 2019; Jack &
Saulpic, 2019). This requires an intrinsic curiosity in the subject, a determination to do well,
mental engagement in academic work, appropriate background knowledge and experience to
provide a sound foundation, the time to pursue specific targets through good time
management, and a positive prior experience of education that has led to confidence in their
ability to understand, reflect and succeed. In addition, Duff and McKinstry (2007) state that
specific student factors (i.e. prior knowledge, motivation and affect) as well as the learning

context (i.e. intended learning outcomes, teaching and learning activities and assessment
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tasks) have a big impact on students’ perceptions of task requirements and thereby, on their

approach to radical constructivist learning.

On this note, based on the educator’s observations, it would appear that the students who
performed poorly in this Management Accounting module (mainly those in group III)
generally lacked these individual qualities (student factors). For example, these students on
this module displayed different types of motivation, rationalisation and reflective monitoring
of their actions. The diverse motivational levels expressed by deep, surface and strategic
learning categories of students engaged in the module, reflect different types of commitment
to constructivist activities, rather than a lack of understanding of the learning objectives set
by the educator. Their motivation determined their potential and commitment to accomplish
the radical constructivist actions required for the coursework. The findings show that most
students rationalised their coursework actions via their theoretical understanding of the basis
of learning activities, rather than any planned misinterpretation. Many of them had rarely
asked questions in lectures or tutorials, in spite of the lecturer’s repeated encouragement to do
so (no intrinsic curiosity); they failed to regularly attend lectures and tutorials or attempt
tutorial questions, regardless of advice and warnings (no determination to do well); and/or
they started the interview process too late and made last-minute enquiries about the essay
question, again despite regular reminders (poor time management). By contrast, the students
showing satisfactory performance in terms of deep learner characteristics (mainly in group I
and some in group II) showed they had adopted the correct developmental and constructivist
approach, by constructively engaging with their research subjects, generally producing good
reflective reports and case summaries. Overall, this group of students demonstrated a high
level of motivation in terms of attending and asking questions in class. They all reflexively
monitored their own actions, not only observing and reflecting on themselves but also on
other students and home accountants (interviewees), and on the contexts, both social and
physical, through which the learning activities took place. Thus, benchmarking and choosing
their own level of performance by constructively looking at other students, was a common
practice among the accounting students in this teaching cycle context. These behaviors
indicate the potential for the introduction of more social and/or radical constructivist teaching

cycles and activities to management accounting learning.

Next, informal interviews with selected students were specifically employed to assess student

perceptions of the radical constructivist coursework tasks. As an understanding between the
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students and the educator had already been established, the selected student interviewees
were enthusiastic and keen to provide feedback. A few general and open-ended questions
were asked and students were given the freedom and flexibility to provide detailed answers.
Importantly, they were invited to make critical and constructive comments, and overall, some
interesting and useful views were reported. For example, the following narratives/statements
made by the student interviewees reflected positive attitudes and optimistic feelings and
perceptions regarding the assignment. One remarked: “I really enjoyed this assignment. It is
different to our previous experiences. It is good to meet people and share their experiences.
Actually, I learned accounting from non-accountants.” Another enthusiast (a student
previously identified as “enthusiastic”) said: “It is a creative assignment. By doing it, 1
learned many things for the future. Not only about accounting but how to interview people,

’

analyse interview data and write reports. Even my family enjoyed it, as I interviewed them.’

One of the “opinion leaders” interviewed said: “Always [ like practical work. It promotes our
thinking. It trains us how to apply and test the things we learn. Main thing is this exercise is
not boring. Actually, 1 had some doubts when this was introduced. But everything was
cleared [up] after the workshop session.” Another “opinion leader” commented: “The
assignment is good. I tried very hard to do it [to] my best. But I am not fully happy. I should
have done a better analysis. I think we need[ed] pre-training for the data analysis — I mean
before the coursework. But this is a useful and innovative assignment. I love it. [ know many
enjoyed it.” While such views presented by the enthusiastic students and the opinion leaders
were almost inevitably positive and constructive, the content of these statements also clearly
shows the individual characteristics of deep learners, as they were all happy and motivated to
learn by doing innovative and social or radical constructivist tasks in their coursework. This
reflects an intrinsic motivation and curiosity from their individual perspective. The statement
made by one of the opinion leaders, “The assignment is good. I tried very hard” in particular
showed his/her desire/hunger to learn and a dissatisfaction and self-criticism about his/her

own work.

In contrast, the following comments made by the student interviewees represented more
pessimistic and mixed feelings and perceptions about the coursework assignment. For
example, one opinion leader remarked: “It is different but difficult. Time consuming. In the
second semester we have more coursework (for other subjects). I think it is ideal to do it in

the first semester”. Another said: “It is good to do as a group work. I am not good at talking
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to people but I can write and analyse. It [would have been] good if I had [had] someone to
conduct the interviews.” One student was constructively critical about the coursework, saying
“I think you should give the marking scheme in advance. Maybe with the assignment
guidelines. Then, we can plan and work to get good marks.” One of the easy riders
interviewed emphasised all the negative aspects of the assignment: “It is quite challenging.
Interviewing people and selecting appropriate questions is not easy. It is time consuming and
hard work. We need some experience to do that.” One student who turned up regularly to the
class but could not be considered either an opinion leader or enthusiastic, said: “/ just attend
the classes because of the 80% attendance rule. I don’t mind about the assignment as long as
I can get the pass mark.” The above comments mainly highlight the characteristics of surface
(and also some strategic) learners who are searching for and adopting ways to avoid a heavy
workload and any new work (in other words, they organise things strategically so as to
manage their workload). Hence, their emphasis on other than academic factors reflects their
extrinsic motivation when doing the assessment tasks (Biggs, 1994; Biggs and Tang, 2007).
In particular, the comment made by one of the students: “I think you should give the marking
scheme...” reflects strategic learning to the extent that he/she indicates the importance of
being organised about earning marks and passing the coursework, and possibly that he/she is
primarily motivated by a fear of failure (Biggs, 1994; Biggs and Tang, 2007). Finally, another
student commented about her concern of relative performances of fellow students in the
class: “I feel like most of the others did well, better than me. They found it easier to contact
interviewees (family members), as most of them are native people (but I am from a foreign
country)”. This reflects the diversity of student perceptions and their behaviour of comparing

their work with other agents in the same context.

These comments offer very important insights for future coursework design, whether in a
similar exercise in the same context or implemented elsewhere. They indicate adjustments
that could be made to encourage surface learners and motivate them to become deep learners
by engaging with constructivist learning approaches. For instance, the inclusion of a general
marking scheme/assessment information in the coursework guidelines (e.g. sectional marks),
a special training session on interviewing skills (e.g. a tutorial), confidence-building talks
(e.g. explaining this year’s experience) and refining some aspects of the coursework (e.g. a
different context) may need to be considered. On the other hand, their view that “it is
different but difficult” reflects the greater challenge created by this coursework and the
students’ lack of familiarity with this type of assignment. These feedbacks and participant
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observations of student behaviour in this Management Accounting module also reflect that
some students had contextual (e.g. social, physical) limits, in terms of their capacity to pursue
and accomplish a multiplicity of learnings in the context of conflicting and complementing
assessment tasks that often intersect or run in parallel and may be either continuous or
disconnected in time (e.g. different modules and pieces of coursework in one semester).
Thus, it was challenging for the educator to understand particular student factors such as
individual behaviours and shortcomings simply through this one specific radical
constructivist coursework activity. There is a great need for educators to actively engage in
managing assessment tasks and teaching and learning activities, and to educate the students in
how to better execute their individual fieldwork plans, if they wish to create favourable

student perceptions of task requirements (Duff and McKinstry, 2007).

However, it has to be noted that giving a marking scheme may also violate the fundamental
assumptions of the deep learning approach and the constructivist epistemology, as the latter
require more of an open learning environment to encourage students’ creative thinking,
analysis and logical interpretations and reflections, rather than controlling them (e.g. through
a marking scheme) in a narrow direction. On the other hand, by not providing a marking
scheme or detailed guidelines, there may be a risk of losing (or not achieving) the learning
outcomes of the constructive learning exercise. Therefore, it can be argued that constructive
learning methods require relatively experienced educators to deal with the constructive
environment and to maintain a balance between the learning outcomes and the constructive
nature of the exercise. Similarly, any such innovations should be planned very carefully and
the learning outcomes tested regularly. The educator must also construct and analyse
narratives (interview excerpts) carefully, without manipulating the meanings given by the
students. For example, the narratives/statements of this study reflect how the learning
experience was perceived differently by different students, on the basis of their particular
student factors such as intrinsic motivation (Duff and McKinstry, 2007). Some students value
quantitative factors, such as increasing knowledge, memorising information and acquiring
facts, whilst others attempt qualitatively to make sense of what they learn, and try to

constructively understand different social realities (see Saljo, 1979).

6. Conclusions
This paper has reported the findings of a radical constructivist teaching cycle that sought to

create a constructive environment for students’ interactions with non-accounting people
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beyond work organisations, e.g. home, community to achieve deep learning outcomes
(Marton & Saljo, 1976; Marton and Saljo, 1976; Biggs, 1999; Von Glasersfeld, 1995, 2013;
Paisey & Paisey, 2005; Boyce et al., 2012; Fordham, 2012; Stanley & Marsden, 2012) within
management accounting education, via a UK university’s second-year (level 2) Management
Accounting module. It was motivated by the growing trend for accounting educators to adopt
a constructivist philosophy and apply qualitative methodology in management accounting
education (i.e. learning with understanding) (Vygotsky 1978; Hardy & Taylor, 1997; Gash,
Steffe & Thompson, 2000; 2014; Riegler & Steffe, 2014; Ancelin-Bourguigon, 2019;
Jacobson et al., 2019; Jack & Saulpic, 2019). These researchers state the benefits of
constructivist epistemology as it makes learning an active, constructive, intentional, complex,
contextualised, reflective and collaborative exercise and encourages learners to construct
reflective dialogue and meanings by themselves through relevant learning activities (Fosnet,
1996; Biggs, 2003; Chapman et al., 2005; Duff & McKinstry, 2007; Lucas & Mladenovic,
2009). However, these previous constructivist studies were limited in their focus toward
social or pragmatic constructivist approaches to management accounting education rather
than involving any and there was a lack of experimentation within a teaching cycle applying
a radical constructivist perspective. This study has addressed this gap in the management
accounting education literature. Accordingly, to find out on what extent management
accounting educators should construct a ‘radical constructivist’ foundation to guide active
learning, the designed teaching cycle invited a cohort of level 2 management accounting
students to analyse and evaluate certain decision scenarios from people’s everyday lives,
using accounting concepts (see Gallhofer & Chew, 2000; Jacobs & Kent, 2002; Jacobs &
Walker, 2004; Jayasinghe & Wickramasinghe, 2007). Then, to understand what ways
management accounting educators can use qualitative approaches to facilitate ‘radical
constructivist’ education, the study adopted an ethnographic approach consisting of informal
interviews, participant observations, qualitative content analysis and narrative analysis
(Davies, 1999; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Hammersley, 2014; Downe-Wamboldt, 1992;
Schreier, 2012) to create a constructivist learning environment for the students (e.g.
interviewing home accountants), and also for educators, to investigate and analyse student

learning outcomes and obtain feedback.

The study findings and reflections contribute to both the theoretical and empirical literature
on deep learning through constructivist epistemology (see Wilson & Cole, 1991) in

management accounting education in three specific ways. First, the study findings illustrate
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that the majority of students respond positively to radical constructivist learning if the
educators can develop an innovative problem-solving and authentic environment close to
their real lives, such as the one created by this study’s teaching cycle. Second, the study’s
radical constructivist teaching cycle has challenged the minds-sets of management accounting
students since it altered traditional objectivist academic learning approaches they had
encountered in the past. In particular, the study’s use of qualitative methodology provides an
alternative to the orthodox quantitative and objectivist approaches that still prevail (e.g.
questionnaires) in mainstream education (see Jack & Saulpic, 2019). The integration of
qualitative methods with radical constructivist epistemology has not only provides authentic
meaning to academic education, but also offers a form of control to students over there active
learning. Finally, student feedback gathered through qualitative feedback collection methods
such as informal interviews, participant observation and narrative analysis, has also provided
a constructive mechanism for both students and educators to learn and unlearn from their
mistakes, thereby enriching the understanding of learners (students) and the understanding of
educators in terms of successfully designing future radical constructivist teaching and
assessment programs. Importantly, the study reveals that the students as social agents were
mostly motivated, rationalised and willing to reflectively monitor their agential actions in the
constructivist learning process, while benchmarking and choosing their own level of

performance by looking at fellow students in the program.

Largely, the study findings suggest that management accounting educators should act as
change-agents in their own departments and introduce the constructive learning structures
(roles, rules, mechanisms, etc.) and cultures (constructivist educational theories, beliefs,
norms, etc.) associated with radical constructivist tasks in their teaching programs. Such an
approach can facilitate active thinking, debating and arguing within management accounting
students before acting and mobilising their individual capacities to achieve deep learning
objectives. For example, by introducing management accounting as a broader phenomenon
embedded in all social actions, both in organisations and society, and by assigning case study
tasks to students to help them understand how accounting concepts and decision models
apply in their own homes and communities, this teaching cycle made an attempt to
deconstruct students’ prior thinking that accounting was a technical private-sector-oriented
practice. This made them aim for certain outcomes differently than in their previous deep

learning experiences (although they were all attempting to achieve specified learning
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outcomes), to obtain certain results (although not always ones they liked) and to achieve

certain ends (although not always through their preferred means).

However, it is a real challenge to all accounting educators to find the right balance between
radical constructivist and objectivist tasks, in order to effectively manage both surface and
deep learners in the same class. In fact, the accounting students in the current study reflected
a mix of responses (both positive and negative) to the radical constructivist methodology.
This raises the question of whether it is feasible to incorporate this type of assignment and get
positive feedback and results from a certain type of students, e.g. surface learners. Thus, the
findings of this study indicate that mere enthusiasm and optimism are not enough to produce
positive learning outcomes through constructivist approaches combined with qualitative
methodology. If accounting educators wish to be successful in creating and experimenting, to
produce more teaching cycles contained with innovative learning elements that are relevant to
the real world, they need to be very knowledgeable about these critical and interpretive
epistemological insistences. This kind of coursework thus requires more time and
commitment and knowledge and experience of qualitative research from the educator than
more convenient, objectivist forms of coursework. Therefore, the educators themselves must
express developmental and positive attitudes to ensure its success. It is also difficult to
measure whether the students translated any of the skills developed through this radical
constructivist coursework into their end of term examinations. Because of that difficulty, the
two internal examiners (co-educators) intentionally avoided the sections covered by the
coursework (incremental costing, decision-making models) in the later examination and
therefore did not re-test coursework knowledge. Despite these empirical challenges, it is
evident that the innovative learning discussed in this study managed to change the majority of
the students’ behaviour, for example in achieving certain learning outcomes, due to its radical
constructivist nature. This should encourage accounting educators towards radical
constructivist teaching cycles and embrace more innovative elements within management
accounting education. In turn, this might lead to grounded reconstructions of how
management accounting students can accomplish what they need to and how accounting

educators can create constructive learning environments to support them in doing so.
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Table 1. Demographic profile of students on the course

Key demographic factors | Statistics
Nationality Welsh 70%
Chinese 15%
9 English 10%
10 Other 5%
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13 Local (British) 80%
14 International 20%

15 Age group 20-21 years 90%

16 Above 21 years 10%
17 Gender Male 52%

Female 48%
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Table 2. Connections between SOLO taxonomy and module and topic learning outcomes

Qualitative Research in Accounting and Management

Assignment’s contribution to module and topic
learning outcomes

SOLO taxonomy levels and
categories

2.

Module learning outcomes:
1.

Describe decision-making models in practice.

Discuss and analyse decision-making scenarios using
appropriate accounting techniques.

Discuss and evaluate the limitations of accounting
techniques.

Critically evaluate and reflect on behavioural aspects
of management accounting (including its role in
organisations and society).

One relevant aspect (uni-
structural) competence.

Integrate  several  relevant
aspects into one structure
(multi-structural and relational

competence).
Integrate  several  relevant
aspects into one structure

(multi-structural and relational
competence).

Integrate several aspects and
theoretically understand a new
domain (relational and extended
abstract competence).

2.

Topic learning outcomes:
1.

Identify decision scenarios.

Discuss and analyse relevant decision criteria.

Identify incremental costs.

Analyse and categorise decision-making practices.

Translate and reflect criteria used by decision makers
into accounting language.

One relevant aspect (uni-
structural competence).
Integrate  several  relevant
aspects into one structure
(multi-structural and relational
competence).

One relevant aspect (uni-
structural) competence.
Integrate  several  relevant
aspects into one structure
(multi-structural and relational
competence).

Integrate several aspects and
theoretically understand a new
domain (relational and extended
abstract competence).

Source: Adapted from Biggs and Collis (1982) and Biggs and Tang (2007)
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Table 3. SOLO taxonomy and learning tasks

Level of thinking and learning

Learning tasks

Pre-structural

Participation in mini-class activities to understand
financial decision environment.

Uni-structural

Participation in mini-class activities to familiarise
themselves with the bounded rational model of decision
making.

Multi-structural

Participation in mini-class activities to familiarise
themselves with various decision-making models as a
whole and understand the relevant costing assumptions
and criteria that create the information that facilitates the
decisions.

Relational

In-depth interviews with 6 to 8 people, identifying any
major financial decisions they have made in the recent
past. Applying the decision-making models and relevant
cost techniques and analysing the decision-making
process.

Extended abstract

Critically reflecting on the connections between the
decision makers’ criteria and accounting language, and
theoretically generalising study findings.

Source: Adapted from Biggs and Collis (1982) and Biggs and Tang (2007)
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Table 4. Levels of SOLO taxonomy and inter-rater agreements for coursework marking

Levels of SOLO

Inter-rater agreements for coursework marking

Level of competence

Multi-structural

Relational

Extended abstract

taxonomy (ranking/coding)
Uni-structural Only mention one relevant decision-making | 1
models/accounting techniques.
Discuss two to three  decision-making
models/accounting techniques that are related to
the question asked but without much elaboration. | 2 (Low)

Discuss quite a number of related decision-making
models/accounting techniques but without much
elaboration.

Discuss many related decision-making
models/accounting techniques and elaborate each
point with illustrations/case study examples.
Analyse decision-making scenarios and practices
in many related aspects and elaborate each point
with illustrations/case study examples.

Analyse decision-making scenarios and practices
and include discussion paragraphs in several parts
of the essay.

Analyse decision-making scenarios and practices
in many different parts of the essay. An attempt is
made to provide an overall generalisation of the
major concepts (decision-making
models/accounting techniques) in the entire essay.
Consistently reflect the connections between
decision makers’ criteria using accounting
language, and theoretically generalise the ideas
throughout the essay. Also make critical comments
and questions regarding the underlying decision-
making assumptions and techniques.

3 (Moderate)

4 (High)

5 (Low)

6 (Moderate)

7 (High)

Source: Adapted from Biggs and Collis (1982) and Biggs and Tang (2007)
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Table 5. Allocation of marks

Key areas Marks
(100%)
Introduction and theory 10%

9 Methodology  (including 35%
structure and presentation)
Discussion and analysis 45%
13 (overall  structure and
14 style)

15 Evaluation and conclusion 10%
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Table 6. Analysis of marks (Coursework and Final exam)

Class Range Coursework (30%) | Final Exam (70%) | Total (100%)
First class 70% and over 4 (7%) 8 (14.2%) 6 (10.71)
Upper second | 60%-69% 6 (11%) 15 (26.7%) 13 (23.21%)
Lower second | 50%-59% 25 (44%) 12 (21.42%) 16 (28.57%)
Pass 40%-49% 19 (34%) 15 (26.78%) 16 (28.57%)
Fail Below 40% 2 (4%) 6 (10.71%) 5 (8.9%)
Total 56 56 56
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Figure 1. Mini-group activities promoted during lectures

Quick Quiz 1

Think of a decision you have made recently that involved some financial
implications.
Think about a decision that involved society/community, and had some financial
implications.

Quick Quiz 2

Think about a situation in your personal life where you followed a rational model to
make your decision. Explain the steps and criteria you followed.

Think about a situation in your personal life where you followed a bounded rational
model to make your decision. Explain the criteria you adopted.

Quick Quiz 3

Think about an everyday-life situation in which you applied the incremental cost
method in your decision making. Discuss in groups: Which model did you follow?
What relevant/irrelevant costs were considered? Any opportunity cost? Qualitative
factors?
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Figure 2. Detailed guidelines on assignment purpose and methodology

You are required to pick between 6 and 8 people for the study. You are advised to
choose decision-making situations that generally interest you (e.g. buying/renting a
new house/car, going on holiday, buying household items, changing careers, etc.).
However, the condition is that the situation should be recent and should have
involved a major financial decision.

You might have to think more creatively and critically about the application of
theories to the decisions in question.

You may want to do a bit of exploratory research on whether the selected people
considered two or three options before making the final decision.

Make sure you have enough data from the interviews to complete the project. To do
this, prepare your own questions and general guidelines for the interviews. Y ou might
focus on

the decision maker’s background (Who?)

the decision-making objectives (What? and Why?)

steps and criteria used for decision making (How?)

who else was involved/consulted? (Why?)

incremental costs and other information concerned with the decisions (the calculative
practice)

how did they make the final decision? (Why?)

qualitative factors involved in the decision analysis.

Make notes while interviewing (if possible, tape record).

Based on these notes, write down the individual stories of each interviewee (the
cases) and attach them in an appendix.
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