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Abstract

Accountants require specialised knowledge, competencies and skills to deliver quality
services. In the modern business environment, this can take the form of financial accounting,
reporting, planning and decision-making. This thesis identifies the need for change in the
accounting curriculum to meet the requirements of the professional accountant of the future.
In response to this need, a framework is developed for the design of a holistic academic
curriculum in accounting that includes knowledge, competencies and skills. By drawing on the
sociology of knowledge, this study identifies the production sites and analyses the knowledge
and knower structures of accounting, and describes how knowledge is rearranged and
transformed to become pedagogic discourse. These findings, including the design of the
framework, are illustrated using a case study of specialised accountancy knowledge. The
study contributes to the field of accounting education in that the framework demonstrates the
design principles required to achieve an incremental and integrated approach for the selection,

ordering and pacing of specialised accounting knowledge.
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Summary

Research problem and study purpose

This study investigates the problem of curriculum change in accounting. Several calls for
change in the education of accountants have identified the need for accountants to have
specialised knowledge and the right mix of competencies and skills to perform their work and
remain relevant when presenting quality accounting, auditing and consulting services.
Accounting knowledge and skills are developed through higher education programmes and in
the workplace, ultimately producing competent professionals. The purpose of this study is to
provide a framework for the design of a holistic academic curriculum in accounting. With
reference to the sociology of knowledge and using an educational lens, this study considers
the epistemic and social relation of accounting knowledge. This study explores the field of
production of accounting knowledge, knowledge and knower structures and codes, and shows
how these have been rearranged and transformed to become pedagogic discourse. The
framework demonstrates the design principles required to achieve an incremental and
integrated approach for the selection, ordering and pacing of specialised accounting

knowledge.

Research design and approach

This study follows a qualitative research methodology in that the data collected was
purposively selected and analysed. The data sources informing this thesis include primary
data collected from 22 purposively selected professional accountants, and secondary data
comprising of 40 academic research studies, several other documents, guidelines, insights,
and artefacts produced by professional accountants and auditing institutions and firms. A case
study approach is adopted to scrutinise a specific section of knowledge in the accounting
curriculum. With reference to the Business Combinations and Consolidations (BCC) case
study, the data sources offer a broad spectrum of insights and perspectives that inform the
research questions and findings. Further, the respective data sources provide for the effective
use of data triangulation, thereby reducing the risk of systematic biases or limitations of a
specific method and allows for a better assessment of the validity and generality of the

explanations developed.

In this study Bernstein’s (2000) pedagogic device is used to describe the social structures of
accounting knowledge, while Maton’s (2014) Legitimation Code Theory (LCT) is used to
identify the epistemic and social relations and specialization codes of accountancy. The

descriptions of the field of production of accounting knowledge are informed by an analysis of
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the academic research studies, insights and guidelines produced by professional accountants,
while the investigative data obtained from expert participants (accountants in the profession)
informs the structure of accounting knowledge, the knowledge and knower codes, and the
recontextualizing logics in the epistemic pedagogic device. Descriptions obtained from the
expert participants of the structuring and scaffolding of knowledge in accounting and the need
for integration with knowledge in other disciplines inform the pedagogic discourse for the

development of a framework for the design of an accounting curriculum.
Findings

By focusing on the specialised field of BCC knowledge, findings of three research questions
inform the construction of a framework for the design of a curriculum for the education of
professional accountants. First, this study finds that the hierarchical knowledge structure of
BCC knowledge is specialised as it is gained through education and experience. The sites of
production of BCC knowledge are located in the regulatory standard-setting process supported
by guidelines published by accounting and auditing firms. Academic research contributes to
the critical analysis of challenges associated with the compliance and application of the

accounting standards.

Second, the descriptions of the knowledge and knower structures of accounting and the
dimension of ‘Specialization’ point towards BCC knowledge as having stronger epistemic
relations. The epistemic relations are initially weaker (for the novice accountant) and with the
acquisition of knowledge and skills and the ability to make informed decisions and judgements,
the epistemic relations are developed and becomes stronger. The responses obtained from
expert participants (accountants in the profession) show that the legitimacy of a professional
accountant is based on the possession of both specialist knowledge and being the right kind

of knower through the acquisition of expert skills and techniques.

Third, the recontextualizing logics that regulate what knowledge is included in the curriculum
and how this knowledge is selected, rearranged and transformed within and across the
curriculum are used to inform the development of a framework for the design of a holistic
curriculum in accounting. The hierarchical knowledge structure of BCC knowledge is used to
demonstrate the scaffolding and integration of regional knowledge while recognising the
contextual nature of professional practice. The framework exhibits a ‘building blocks’
approach, starting with a strong foundation level course (referred to as a ‘ground-stone
course’), supported by the horizontal, vertical and diagonal alignment of discipline specific and

regional knowledge, followed by an integrated capstone course at exit level.
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Originality, value and implications

This study contributes to the conversations of professional knowledge and the education of
professional accountants. The findings of this study have implications for the education of
accountants in the future. By following a new approach in analysing the education of
professional accountants, this study provides a framework for the design of a holistic academic

curriculum.

Drawing on the sociology of knowledge, the field of production of accounting knowledge is
identified and the knowledge and knower structures in accounting are analysed. Although LCT
has been used in other accounting education studies, this study is original in its recognition of
the knower code in accounting, including the identification of a code drift when the knower
acquires specialised knowledge and ‘developing a feel for it’. Further, the application of
recontextualizing logics to rearrange and transform knowledge to become pedagogic
discourse are uniquely demonstrated in a framework for the design of an accounting

curriculum.

In reaction to several calls for changes in the education of accountants, this study contributes
to the field by demonstrating how the incremental construction of specialised knowledge in the
curriculum requires an integrated approach. Using BCC as a case study, this thesis uniquely
refers to a specialised field in accounting that straddles knowledge, competencies, and skills
required of professional accountants. Within this specialised field, BCC knowledge requires
the attainment of meanings and concepts (‘knowing that’), conceptualising the process of
combining businesses (‘knowing how’) and the reporting of decision-useful financial
information (‘knowing why’). The significant concepts, processes and procedures associated
with BCC transactions are identified within the Financial Accounting discipline and in other
disciplines such as Business Studies, Law, and Finance. This provides for a unique and
valuable setting to demonstrate the selection, ordering and scaffolding of specialised
knowledge that enables the movement of an accounting student (novice) to become a
professional accountant (expert). The framework illustrates the rearrangement and

transformation of specialised accounting knowledge to become pedagogic discourse.

Limitations

The analyses, descriptions and framework identified in this thesis focus on the specialised
BCC knowledge as a case study. The selection of a different case study or focus area may
have resulted in some differences in the descriptions; however, as the curriculum design

framework is located within the recontextualizing logics, the principles remain valid.

Vi
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Chapter 1 Introduction

This introductory chapter sets out the rationale, purpose, and relevance of this study which is
positioned in the field of accounting education. My position as the researcher is articulated, followed
by a summary of the field of accounting education and professional knowledge. A brief outline of the
theoretical framework, the research design and approach are then provided. The chapter ends with

a discussion of this study’s contribution.

1.1 Rationale for the study

“The measure of intelligence is the ability to change.” (Albert Einstein)

Calls for change in the education of accountants have been the subject of many debates and
publications, asking about its relevance in the twenty-first century and whether the current
accounting curriculum is fit for purpose. Accountability, independence, stewardship and ethical
conduct are some of the challenges experienced in the accounting profession, resulting in calls for
changes in the education and training of accountancy professionals. Businesses today require
broadly skilled accountants with specialised knowledge who can cope with challenges such as
globalisation and responsible governance while embracing innovations in financial technology
(Lubbe, Myers & Van Rooyen, 2020). In South Africa (SA), social and economic inequalities, high
levels of graduate unemployment and the lack of high-level skills, emphasise the urgent need for

effective and relevant accounting education.

Accountants need specialised knowledge and the right mix of competencies and skills to perform
their work and remain relevant when presenting quality accounting, auditing and consulting services.
Accounting knowledge and skills (technical and non-technical) are developed through higher
education programmes and in the workplace (Billett, Gruber, & Harteis, 2010; Eraut, 2011), ultimately
producing competent professionals. However, educators are losing sight of what knowledge is —
described as a form of ‘knowledge blindness’ (Maton, 2014) — and are more concerned about access
and its broader role in reproducing or challenging social relations (Case, 2014) with current curricula

emphasising competencies and skills at the expense of knowledge (Smit, 2016).

A holistic curriculum selects, rearranges and transforms relevant knowledge to become pedagogic
discourse. The purpose of this thesis is to construct a framework for the design of a curriculum for
the acquisition of accounting knowledge and skills in higher education. Given the extent of
accountancy knowledge, this study refers to a specialised field, namely Business Combinations and
Consolidations (BCC), as a case study to describe the hierarchical knowledge structure of
accounting and illustrate the design principles of a holistic curriculum framework. The development
of the framework is explained through the application of recontextualizing logics and informed by the

identification of the production sites of accounting knowledge, the knowledge and knower structures
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of accounting and specialization codes. Bernstein’s (2000) pedagogic device is used to describe the
social structures of accounting knowledge, while Maton’s (2014) Legitimation Code Theory (LCT) is

used to identify the epistemic and social relations and specialization codes of accountancy.

Accountancy, in this study, refers to the broader professional accounting field, including disciplines
such as Financial Accounting, Financial Management, Auditing, Taxation and the field of practice.
BCC knowledge is located in the Financial Accounting discipline, however, knowledge located in
other disciplines is equally relevant. BCC is a curricular component of the accountancy programme,
while business combination transactions and the preparation and presentation of consolidated
financial statements are an integral part of accountancy practice. The scaffolding of knowledge within
the discipline and the integration with knowledge in other disciplines (region) are often excluded in
the planning of the curriculum, resulting in ‘silo’ teaching and learning. Similarly, the acquisition of
prior knowledge is often ignored, especially where a student is allowed to continue with another
course while some knowledge has not yet been mastered. As argued in this study, knowledge in
accountancy requires an in-depth understanding of knowledge located within the disciplines,

regional knowledge, and its application in practice.

1.2 Context and relevance of the study

Globally, the accounting profession has been linked to negative media publicity associated with
major financial scandals and questions relating to the continued relevance of the profession,
resulting in several studies calling for changes in the higher education accounting curriculum. While
Albrecht and Sack (2000) argue that accounting education fails to provide the required skills, durable
knowledge and lifelong learning opportunities, resulting in calls for major reforms (Craig & Amernic,
2002), Sikka, Haslam, Kyriacou and Agrizzi (2007) describe accounting education in the United

Kingdom (UK) as being “under the influence of the professional bodies” (p.4).

International studies that support curriculum change ask questions about the implication of
accountancy degrees imitating professional accounting courses, the relevance of accounting as an
academic discipline (Hopper, 2013; Hopper, Lassou & Soobaroyen, 2017), and the importance of
skills such as the ability to interpret financial information, applying critical and creative thinking, the
ability to generate practical ideas and time management (Paisey & Paisey, 2010). In most Anglo-
Saxon countries, accounting is almost exclusively oriented towards producing accounting
professionals versed in the latest techniques and rules, and where skills are skewed to the
computational at the expense of the critical and discursive (Duff, Hancock & Marriott, 2020). Similar
issues are evident in SA, and these are further challenged by the “scandals that highlight failures of
accounting practices and inevitably pose questions about the poverty of accounting education” that
“encourage students to learn rules and techniques, but with little reflection on their social

consequences" (Sikka et al., 2007, p.4).
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Accountants play an important role in ensuring transparency and accountability of business
transactions and events. Their role in both the public and the private sector requires ensuring
complete and accurate records of financial transactions, and the auditing of financial and tax
information, thereby contributing towards sustainable economic growth. Access to reliable and
credible business and financial information is important for government, investors, directors, and
other interested parties to make informed business and investment decisions. Thus, accountants are
required to deliver decision-useful information by preparing and auditing financial statements and
providing informed advice about business opportunities (Agbiboa, 2012). Their duties are based on
national and international standards of practice that have clear guidelines for identifying indicators
of fraud and other irregularities, and reporting these to the highest levels of authority (Faboyede,
2010). These aspects highlight the central role that accountants play in creating and supporting a
conducive enviro