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Abstract

Yocation does not come from a voice ‘out there’ calling me to become something
I am not. It comes from a voice ‘in here’ calling me to be the person I was bom
to be. (Let your life Speak, Palmer 2000, p10)

The existing literature in accounting education identifies much that needs attention.
Among the many findings, current research highlights a particularly uneasy relationship
between accounting students and their chosen discipline. While accounting students work
hard to succeed at university and secure graduate work as accountants, they overwhelmingly
display an observable sense of detachment towards their chosen course of study (Lucas,
2005). In the wake of Inman et al’s assertion that accounting’s ‘brightest and best’ prefer
other disciplines (1989), much work and attention has been directed at understanding what
this might mean for the profession. In contrast, there is currently very little research in
accounting asking what such detachment might mean for the students themselves. How do
accounting students experience the contradictions of accounting education as idenufied by
Eoth literature and practice, and what do these tensions mean for the students and their
ves?

To explore these questions, the thesis uses the concept of vocation and draws from a
number of sources including theological texts. This research proposes the time and energy
students invest in accounting, while simultaneously remaining detached and largely
untulfilled by the discipline, represents what is essentially a crisis of vocation. By seeking to
understand how the pressures of accounting education exert themselves on the lives of
accounting students, and by developing the concept of vocation to inform the ways that
they might consider important decisions about their future, the thesis aims to highlight the
conilict of hopes experienced by so many accounting students today.
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Foreword

Motivation for the Study

In August of 2000, after a night of socialising, I watched a good friend and fellow accounting
oraduate fall on his knees in the street and shout at the glass doors of the firm where he
worked that he had sold his soul for £11,000. He was three weeks into his professional
accounting traineeship and his confession was heartfelt. In that moment, the idea for this
thesis took form. There is a passage from the famous Lord of the Rings tnlogy by J.R.R.
Tolkien, in which Strider the mysterious ranger tells Frodo ‘I know what hunts you'. That
night I recognised the feeling that hunted my friend and wanted to understand i.

All stories are personal and this one is no different. Throughout my university years, I
experienced a tug of war between my desires to do well academically while at the same time
craving a more personal, more spirited way of contributing to the world. By the final year of
my undergraduate accounting course, I had realised a career in professional accounting was
something I could not seriously consider because it felt incongruent with my deeper desires for
my life. During this time and through friendships with my student peers I came to realise
others were experiencing similar tensions. It seemed that for some of us, what we were
(arguably) gaining from our accounting degrees in terms of career advancement, we were
losing in our sense of personal worth and effectiveness. My experience has been that there 1s
much quiet desperation among undergraduate accounting students, and even in their early
twenties, many have resigned themselves to committing the best of their efforts to something

of limited personal importance.

Despite this, my friends had overwhelmingly opted to pursue qualifications to become
chartered accountants and they were bright, strong threads for the Big Four' tapestry. After
graduating, I saw them at various social events where we would meet and compare stories with

some regularity, Without exception, the conversation was dominated by work. Some of these

' The four largest international accounting firms are colloquially called the ‘Big Four;j they are
PriceWaterhouseCoopers, KPMG, Ernst and Young, and Arthur Anderson,



friends were uneasy about choosing to train as chartered accountants; for others it was blatant
discontent. Their discussions about work were laced with sarcasm about how quickly they felt
they had abandoned other ideals, and they were cynical about their worth as individuals within
international corporations. It seemed to me that each of us occupied an uncomfortable space

between the desire to succeed and the desire to dissent. This was significant, not least because

this tension was ultimately self-imposed, but more so because we often spoke about it as

though it were not.

By November of 2000, after observing these career tensions for some months, I began to
think about whether the undergraduate accounting degree had played a role in this vocational
discontent. I was interested in how accounting students thought about their potential for their
lives, and how accounting courses influence their decisions about what they will do with their
future, It seemed that our accounting education had in part encouraged us in directions
inconsistent with our own desires and abilities, and had primed us for a career we did not
necessarily want. This observation led me to wonder whether something about accounting
education was causing students to become lost in the educational exchange, and as a result,
estranged from their own vocational needs. With this, I began to ask questions of the network
of accounting graduates with whom I was in touch, and their answers heightened my desire to
understand the relationship between accounting education and the vocational decisions of its
students. Repeatedly I found myself asking why so many young accountants were willing to
accept less than they desired for their own lives. In the end, this question was enduring

enough to cement the idea of genuinely trying to answer it.

Out of these experiences, many questions have emerged and become the driving ones behind
the research project. Is a conflict of hopes characteristic of the experience of accounting
students? If so, how and why do they experience such vocational tension and how do they
respond? What role does accounting education play in creating this conflict? And what
becomes of these other unlived vocations and the personal qualities that would have made
them a reality? Additionally, this research asks what role, if any, accounting education can play
in resolving this conflict. Could, and should, accounting departments do more to protect the
vocations of the students in their tutelage? Finally, is there a way - through accounting

education - for students to explore the vocational questions their lives present, and make



d L " .
ecisions that reflect their desires and abilities? My own hope is that there might be; and b
e; and born

of this optimism is the research endeavour.

111



Introduction

Vocation, the way I was seeking it, becomes an act of will, a grim determination
that one’s life will go this way or that whether it wants to or not... But if the self
seeks not pathology but wholeness, as I believe it does, then the wilful pursuit of
vocation is an act of violence toward ourselves - violence in the name of a vision

that, however lofty, is forced on the self from without rather than grown from within.

True self, when violated, will always resist us, sometimes at great cost, holding our
lives in check until we honour its truth. (Parker Palmer, from Let Your Life Speak,
2001)

Well in my opinion, what’s going to happen after this is that we’re going to walk out
and be very unsettled, but you know, I don’t think anyone in this room would ever
quit accounting. No matter how much you hate it, I don’t think anyone in this room

would ever quit. (Matthew, First Year Chartered Accounting Trainee)

Introduction to the Research Thesis

The existing literature in accounting education identifies much that needs attention. Among
the many findings, current research highlights a particularly uneasy relationship between
accounting students and their chosen discipline. In 1995, Bebbington et al noted that while
accounting was the first choice of academic study for 82% of accounting students, only 15%
of those individuals said they found the subject interesting. Davidson and Etherington (1995)
have shown that those drawn to study accounting are not necessarily those who will succeed
within the profession, while Nelson and Vendrzyk (1996) demonstrate that by the end of the
introductory year of accounting, students exhibit a decrease in their intrinsic motivation and
adopt learning techniques that indicate a more superficial connection to the material. ‘The
emerging picture is that while accounting students work hard to succeed at university and

secure graduate work as accountants, at the same time they overwhelmingly experience an



observable sense of detachment towards their chosen course of study, their professional

education and their likely future profession (Lucas, 2005).

The academic and professional communities are aware that this detachment is important.
Many, many studies are addressing the question of how to reengage accounting students in the
classroom (Boyce 2004, Harwood 1996), how to encourage critical thinking as a way to
demonstrate relationships between accounting and the real world (Hines 1988, Loeb and
Rockness 1992, McPhail 2001), and whether (and how) to challenge the perceived
homogeneity of the student group itself (AECC 1990). Much of this work is concerned with
understanding what such evident student detachment implies for the future of the profession
(Case 1988, Hecht 1991), the focus of the university accounting departments (Bebbington and
Thomson 2004, McPhail 2004), and the approach of individual educators (Boehm 1992,
Friedlan 1995, Teach and Govahi 1993). In the wake of Inman et al’s assertion that
accounting’s ‘bnghtest and best’ prefer other disciplines (1989), much work and attention has

been directed at understanding why that may be the case.

In contrast, there is currently very little research in accounting asking what such detachment
might mean for the students themselves. To successfully graduate from a university
accounting course in the UK. requires, at the very least, a high degree of self-discipline and
commitment. However, to discipline oneself consistently for a goal that appears to offer so
little intrinsic reward beyond a genuine desire for employment security (Gul et al 1989, Graves
et al 1992, Paolillo and Estes 1982) may well have wider implications for accounting students
and their life experiences. How are the contradictions of accounting education, as identified
by both literature and practice, experienced by accounting students? And what do these
tensions mean for these students and their lives? The thesis will focus on this largely

uncharted research area.

To ask these questions and explore some possible answers, the thesis uses the concept of
vocation and its application to accounting students. In general terms, the word vocation refers
to “a call or sense of fitness for and obligation to follow a particular career”, and this research

proposes that the time and energy students invest in accounting while simultaneously

! Definition taken from the Collins English Dictionary



remaining detached and largely unfulfilled by the discipline, represents what is essentially a
cnisis of vocation. The thesis also embraces the traditional association with this term; namely,
that a vocation implies something spiritual in nature. Therefore, in addressing itself to the
research questions the work will draw from a number of sources including theological texts.
By seeking to understand how the tensions of accounting education exert themselves on the
lives of accounting students, and developing the concept of vocation to inform the ways that
accounting students might consider important decisions about their future, the thesis aims to
address these gaps in the existing literature. In doing so, this work seeks ‘to acknowledge, and

enter into, the students’ own worlds of accounting’ (Lucas, 2000 p502).

Research Aims and Contrnibutions

The thesis has four distinct research aims:

1. First, the research aims to develop a theological understanding of vocation and
demonstrate the relevance of this perspective in explaining the career tensions of

accounting students.

2. Second, the research aims to use existing literature, and in particular the work of
Paulo Freire, to crtique current pedagogy in undergraduate accounting and
demonstrate that the underlying assumptions implicit to accredited education are
oppressive towards the students.

3. Third, the research aims to explore the experiences of undergraduate accounting
students during their degree course, with the aim of creating a more sophisticated
understanding of their experience at university. Specifically, the thesis intends to
examine students’ beliefs about themselves, their education, their future, and the
ways that accounting education atfects their vocational pursuit,

4, Finally, the research aims to demonstrate the potential of emancipatory pedagogy
within accounting education to challenge oppression and re-humanise the students.
In particular, the thesis intends to demonstrate the extent to which educators using

dialogic educational techniques, as described by Freire, can re-empower the

vocational pursuit of accounting students.



Based on these research aims, the thesis intends to contribute to the existing literature in four
cotresponding ways. First, by extending the discussion of theological perspectives in
accounting; second, by demonstrating the application of Paulo Freire’s theory of dehumanising
education in the lives of accounting students; third, by providing new insights to the ‘lifeworld’
(Lucas 2005) of accounting students and their vocational hopes; and finally, by exploring the
potential for dialogic education to support accounting students as they endeavour to reconcile

their vocational hopes. This section will explore these contributions in turn,

Extending the Discussion of Theological Perspectives in Accounting

The research in accounting that draws explicitly on theological perspectives is still relatively
new within the discipline, Most notably, a special issue of the Accounting, Auditing and
Accountability journal brought together a first collection of papers specifically devoted to
exploring the potential relevance and application of theological ideas in accounting (Davison
2004, Gallhofer and Haslam 2004, Kreander et al 2004, McKeman and MacLullich 2004,
McPhail et al 2004). At this stage, the theological perspectives in accounting have not yet
extended into accounting education and this new area of research is where the doctoral
research aims to contribute. By applying theological concepts to the research methodology,
and through an extensive analysis of the allegory of the biblical book of Genesis, the research
aims to present a scriptural understanding of what it means to be ‘have Lfe and have it to the
full’ (John 10:10%). The thesis asks how biblical insights can develop the limited application of
vocation that exists in the current literature, and proposes that this richer understanding can
inform the vocational tensions of accounting students. By arguing that the detachment of
accounting students from the leaming experience is, in part, an expression of vocational
indifference, the thesis aims to encourage pedagogy that implicitly supports the divine aspect
of the human person. Also, the research aims to contnbute to existing literature by
demonstrating that where contemporary accounting courses disregard the unique giftedness of
students, they risk directing them into roles inconsistent with their vocational desires and
needs. Ultimately, the thesis argues that without this vocational understanding, accounting

students will find it difficult to conceive of their personal role in the wider process social

transformation.

? Throughout the thesis, scriptural references are made using this traditional format: chapter number and
reference follow the biblical book name.



Demonstrate the Reality of Dehumanising Pedagogy in Undergraduate Accounting

The second contribution the thesis intends to make is to demonstrate the reality of
dehumanising education in undergraduate accounting. Paulo Freire’s theory of oppressive
education (1970, 1972, 1976, 1985, 1994 and 1997) is one that is widely recognised 1n the
general education literature and has some recognition in accounting education research. His
work demonstrates the potential for education to dehumanise students and impose myths of
inferiority upon them as they learn. 'The thesis contributes to this debate by providing an
extended discussion of the central characteristics of Freire’s theory and presenting evidence
from the data collected which demonstrates evidence of his theory in accounting. By
examining the nature and implications of the learned ‘duality’ (Freire 1970, p30) that is
manifest in the lives of accounting students, the study demonstrates the powerful reality of
vocational capture. Additionally, by examining the potentially divisive role of the educator, the
research demonstrates the difficulties that can arise when educators exercise unchecked
institutional power over the student. 'This new evidence provides further insight into how
oppressive education can undermine accounting students’ humanity and silence their voice
within the educational dialogue. The thesis contribution specifically demonstrates that
students who have strongly identified themselves with the accounting discipline often believe

they have lost touch with their ability to intervene effectively in the world.

Providing New Insights to the ‘Lifeworld’ of Accounting Students

In 2000, Geiger and Ogilby observed that ‘no empirical study in accounting education has
directly assessed the perceptions of accounting students regarding any individual accounting
course’, nor have they ‘adequately addressed student attitudes’ (p65). Lucas (2000) also pornts
out that ‘what is missing from existing research is a sense of how students ecperience their
learning of accounting, of what constitutes lesrming accumting for them and they way in which
they swdastand accounting™ (p490). Additionally, current literature recognises that we can
reveal new insights into the lifeworld (Lucas 2005) of accounting students by studying the
experientially based perspective of individuals (Linder, 1993), and their natural attitude within
it (Husserl 1970, Spurling 1977). In light of this gap in the literature, the thesis intends to
make a third contribution by creating a more sophisticated representation of the experiences of

undergraduate accounting students during their degree course. Specifically, the thesis intends

3 Oniginal emphasis



to examine students’ beliefs about themselves, their education, and their future, as well as the
ways accounting education affects their vocational pursuit. By creating a developed discussion
of this relationship between accounting pedagogy and vocational hopes, the thesis aims to
create research that will allow a wider audience to appreciate of the conflicted aspect of the
students’ learning experience. As Chapter 2 (Methods) will demonstrate, the rich research
environment has provided a particularly good opportunity to contribute to the debate in this
way and the chance to present new evidence about the ways in which students and educators
‘inhabit rather different worlds within the same classroom’ (Lucas and Meyer 2005). Chapters
5, 6 and 7 will demonstrate that the depth and richness of the qualitative data is a particular
strength of the doctoral research.

Demonstrate the Effect of Dialogic approaches on the vocational Pursuit

Finally, the research aims to contribute to the existing literature by investigating the potential
of dialogic education within accounting to challenge oppression and re-humanise accounting
students (Freire 1970). At present, there are a small number of examples within the literature
that demonstrate the humanising potential of dialogic approaches in accounting (McPhail
2004, Thomson and Bebbington 2004). The thesis aims to develop these by demonstrating the
centrality of authentic dialogue in creating the conditions for accounting students to emerge
from oppression and reclaim the fullness of their humanity. In particular, the thesis hopes to
clanfy the extent to which Freire’s theory of authentic dialogic can re-empower the vocational
pursuit of accounting students, and the essential role that humanising educators play in

supporting students as they seek to claim their transformative abilities.

To make these contributions, and to identify the relationships between this research project
and other existing work, the thesis chapters will discuss the relevant aspects of the literature
and present the empirical evidence from the study. Since the thesis aims to bring together
ideas from accounting, education, and theology, this will mean introducing the central
concepts throughout the discussion. There is no obvious way to expose the important
elements of an argument that intends to synthesise ideas from such varied disciplines, rather

the thesis can only try to introduce these concepts to in a way that allows as much clarity as

possible. With this in mind, the structure and exposition of the discussion are as follows.



Structure of the Thesis

Chapter 1: Methodology

Chapter 1 looks at the ontological, epistemological and methodological underpinnings of the
research project. It highlights the central assumptions about reality and knowledge implicit 1n
the study and explores how these assumptions define the collection and synthesis of the
research evidence. The chapter outlines a theological ontology and examines how a relational
methodology has influenced the epistemological and methodological decisions. The chapter
also seeks to clarify the basis on which the research is legitimate and the boundaries within
which the conclusions are applicable. Additionally, the chapter further explores the research
aims, examines what the research hopes to achieve, and explores how realistic these hopes are
in light of the methodological position adopted. Finally, the chapter looks at how it is possible
to judge the research outcomes and discern whether they do indeed provide valuable insights

into the question of accounting education.

Chapter 2: Methods
Chapter 2 is a detailed description of the research methods, the purpose of which is to make

transparent the process of empirical data collection and analysis for the study. The chapter
intends to highlight the central method decisions and demonstrate the application of the
methodology to achieve the research aims. As mentioned above, the methodology is a
relational one; therefore, it was essential to choose research methods that would allow the
possibility of authentic interaction between individuals and groups around the research
questions. Chapter 2 will demonstrate that through participant observation, focus groups,
interviews and questionnaires, the participants were able to provide detailed insights into the
pedagogical experiences of accredited accounting students. By bringing the reader into the
successive ‘research selves’ that have defined the data collection (Coffey 1999), Chapter 2 aims

to establish a defensible foundation from which to present the research findings.

Chapter 3: The Relevance of Genesis

Chapter 3 introduces the discussion of the literature, and uses theological sources to present a

scriptural understanding of the concept of vocation. Basing this discussion on the biblical

book of Genesis, the chapter explores the symbolism of this creation narrative, and proposes



that the scriptural insights therein can inform our understanding of humanity and therefore
our relationship to the divine. This chapter aims to reorient the common, and somewhat
narrow, understanding of vocational education by demonstrating that scripturally speaking a
vocation is something highly personal and deliberately gifted from God. This chapter also
introduces a scriptural understanding of freedom and illustrates that self-awareness, choice and
consequence are fundamental to empowered decision making. Ultimately, Chapter 3 aims to
demonstrate that considering the relevance of scriptural ideas can provide a clearer
understanding of how best to educate so that students may be vocationally empowered. These

ideas in turn have the potential to transform the teaching/leaming engagement in accounting,
and empower student to fulfil their ‘original selthood given at birth by God’ (Palmer 2000).

Chapter 4: Literature Review and Freirian Framework

Having established a scriptural understanding of the concept of vocation, Chapter 4 looks at
the educational literature in accounting. This chapter reviews some significant educational
theories and examines the contributions of these works to both the accounting discipline 1n
general, and accounting education in particular. There are many, many writers whose prior
work can inform this research question and by exploring their significant ideas, this chapter
hopes to clarify the role that accounting education might play in determining whether students
are able to heed the voice within them telling them ‘the person they were bomn to be’ (Palmer
1983). From this discussion, the chapter identifies the work of Paulo Freire and his theory of
dehumanising education as a particularly relevant theoretical framework within which to locate
the research observations and the thesis discussion; therefore, the second half of Chapter 4
describes the fundamental elements of Freire’s theory. These sections explore the distinction
between dehumanising education, which uses a ‘banking’ approach, and humanising education,
which uses a process of ‘problem-posing’. This aspect of the discussion focuses on the
characteristics of oppressive education, demonstrating that the aim of such an approach is to
dehumanise individuals, and ultimately undermine their vocation to full humanity.
Additionally, this literature chapter identifies some of the indications of dehumanising

education in accounting and discusses current criticisms of Freire’s framework.



Chapters 5, 6, and 7: Introduction to the Evidence

The aim of Chapters 5, 6 and 7 is to present the lived experiences of accounting students. The
relational methodology and the qualitative methods have produced some very nich insights into

what it means to be accounting students and accounting educators; therefore, for clanty of

discussion, I have outlined the evidence in three distinct chapters.

Chapter 5: The Experiences of Students with Accounting Identities

Chapter 5 presents the experiences of the students who graduate from the fully accredited
degree in accounting and whose educative identity is an accounting one'. This chapter uses
evidence drawn from focus group 1, as well as the participant observation and questionnaires,
to describe the experiences and ways of thinking that are characteristic of students with an
accounting identity. Specifically, it explores their beliefs about themselves, their education, and
their future, paying particular attention to how the students think about their vocational
pursuit, The purpose of this chapter is to describe the experences of accounting identity
students during their undergraduate degree, which Chapter 3 will argue is charactenised by
some dehumanising assumptions. The chapter is concerned with the way students think about
their vocational desires and act upon them, and whether such educative assumptions affect
their beliefs. It establishes that students with an accounting identity display signs of noticeable
duality around the issue of their vocational decisions, and explores the extent to which these

beliefs are attnbutable to the dehumanising assumptions implicit in the fully accredited degree.

Chapter 6: The Experiences of Students with Non-Accounting Identities

Chapter 6 presents evidence collected from technology and business studies (IBS) students to
introduce the comparative experiences of students with a non-accounting identity, These were
~ students who completed the fully accredited accounting degree but did not associate
themselves with the accounting discipline. This chapter uses evidence from focus group 2
(FG2), to illustrate the insights that emerged from this group and does so with the specific
intention of demonstrating that there were significant differences between this group and the
first accounting group. While the non-accredited group experienced the dehumanising

assumptions of accredited classes in a similar way to the accredited group, it became clear
throughout the data collection and analysis that they think about and respond to this

¢ .Tl_mt is, they identify themselves with the accounting discipline and think of themselves as accountants. ‘This
distinction will be fully developed in later chapters.



oppressive pedagogy quite differently. Specifically, this chapter will show that in companson
to the accounting identity group, the non-accounting identity students held significantly
different beliefs about their potential and their ability to intervene in reality. While this group
still experienced the oppression of the accredited years, their understanding of themselves as
individuals who could respond actively to these educational experiences, made them more able
to take action to create change in their own lives. Consequently, this chapter demonstrates
that the group with non-accounting identities were more actively involved in pursing their
sense of vocation and seeking to fulfil their own hopes for their lives. Again, these insights are
supported with evidence from the questionnaires demonstrating that these experiences are

characteristic of student experiences beyond those who participated in the focus group.

Chapter 7: Dialogic that Reawakens Vocation

Finally, Chapter 7 introduces evidence that indicates there is the potential to direct accounting
education such that it becomes a dialogic exchange. Using the example of the honours year,
this chapter identifies signs that suggest accounting students and educators are finding ways to
emerge and claim their rght to ‘life to the full’ (John 10:10) through dialogic education. This
chapter revisits Freire’s theory to describe the roles and experience of both student and
educator in dialogic pedagogy and demonstrates that, despite the widespread existence of the
limiting assumptions identified in Chapter 4, it is sull possible to create more humanising ways
to engage with accounting material. Notably in this chapter, it becomes clear that the role of
accounting educators is essential in creating the conditions in which students can pursue their
vocational hopes, and the educator’s decision to bear the inherent risks of dialogic teaching has
a direct and personal effect on the degree to which the students feel empowered.

Additionally, by presenting further evidence from the focus groups, as well as supporting
evidence from the participant observation and questionnaire responses, the chapter argues that
this re-humanisation need not be confined to the final year. In fact, if accounting education is
to empower the vocational diversity of its students, dialogic education must become a reality
throughout the accounting degree. Ultimately, the chapter proposes that by using Freire’s
understanding of dialogic education it is possible to challenge oppressive dynamics in

education and as a result, for students of accounting to reclaim their transformative abilities

and honour their vocational pursuit.
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Conclusions

Ultimately, the thesis hopes to demonstrate that many undergraduate accounting students
currently experience a real sense of duality and a significant conflict of vocational hopes in
their lives. At the same time, accounting pedagogy (often inadvertently) uses banking methods
of education that are profoundly dehumanising, and which have an observable spintual and
educational cost to the student. The accredited accounting degree is an important educational
experience, and the thesis proposes that it plays a tangible role in the way accounting students
construct themselves and the social world. In turn, these constructions affect the ability of the
student to recognise and pursue a particular vocational path. As we will see throughout the
following chapters, most accredited courses currently engage in only a limited exploration of
why students have come to accounting and what it i1s they hope to do with that education
beyond university. Such courses assume, perhaps reasonably, that the majority simply want to
be equipped to work in accounting or a related field. Unfortunately, this assumption creates
circumstances in which accounting students are rarely empowered to become stakeholders in

their own education, and in particular, students who strongly identify themselves with the

accounting discipline feel disconnected from their sense of purpose, giftedness and ‘onginal
selfhood’ (Palmer 2000).

Consequently, the thesis will call for a change in accounting education. Using the dialogic
potential of the honours year as an example, the thesis aims to demonstrate that accounting
pedagogy does have the power to re-humanise accounting students. In particular, accounting
educators have the ability and opportunity to create the intellectual space for students to
pursue these essential questions and make decisions that honour their nature. As the evidence
in Chapter 7 will show, students who undertake this year display genuine signs of emergence
from oppression and begin to recover a sense of joy in the educative process. Having said this,
the thesis also finds that containing dialogic education to the final accounting honours year
does not provide enough opportunity for students with a strong accounting identity to reclaim
their full transformative abilities. Nor does it allow students with non-accounting identities to
go beyond their reactive dismissal of the accounting discipline. 'Therefore, while dialogic
education in the fourth year clearly has a significant humanising effect on the students, without

dialogic pedagogy in the accredited years, accounting education will continue to produce
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vocational extremes in the lives of accounting students. As we will see from the theological
aspect of the discussion to follow, any authentic vocation will be freely chosen; consequently,

the thesis proposes that accounting pedagogy can support students as they reconnect with

their vocational selves, and there is no reason to fear what accounting will become as result.
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Chapter 1: Methodology

1.1 Introduction

Gold there is, and rubies in abundance, but lips that speak knowledge are a rare
jewel. (Proverbs 20:15)

The following chapter aims to outline the beliefs about reality, and therefore what we can
know about it, which underpin this research endeavour. In a sense, the methodology of the
thesis is the raison d’etre for the whole project, in that, the belief that it 1s possible to uncover
some small but useful insight about the world through research is the dnving assumption
behind any work of this sort. The purpose of the methodology chapter is to identify the
assumptions about reality and knowledge that are implicit in this work. In making these
assumptions explicit, it is my hope that readers can appreciate the framework within which I
intend to examine the research questions and fulfil the research aims. That is, by making my
assumptions about the relationship between knowledge and knower as transparent as possible,
readers can understand the boundaries within which my conclusions are applicable, and

therefore judge the merits of the work relative to their own assumptions. This motivation is

the starting point for the methodological statement.

First, this chapter outlines the underlying assumptions regarding ontology, epistemology and
methodology respectively. The ontological discussion will address the form and nature of
reality and therefore the scope of what we can potentially know. The epistemological
discussion will explore the assumed relationship between the researcher and what can be
known. The methodological discussion will discuss how, given the ontological and
epistemological positions, we can legitimately find out what can be known about the research
phenomena. Second, the chapter will revisit the research aims to examine what this research
hopes to achieve, and explore how these hopes can be realised in light of the methodological
position adopted. Finally, the chapter will look at how it is possible to judge the research

outcomes and discern whether they do indeed provide valuable insights into the question of

accounting education,
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The methodology then, is the story of the beliefs that have shaped the project, and the
justification as to why these beliefs can underpin the project without negating my ability as
researcher to usefully observe the research phenomena. Ultimately, this chapter aims to
demonstrate the legitimacy of the research enquiry and the reliability of the ideas developed.
By inviting the reader into this story, I hope to illuminate the decisions, both conscious and

unconscious, which have brought the research to this point.

1.2 Ontological Assumptions

In the first instance, the ontological position of the thesis and therefore the underlying beliefs
about the form and nature of reality are theological ones. Most simply, the thesis assumes a
western Christian perspective. That is, my understanding of reality is that it exists objectively,
infinite and unchanging, and is presided over by a benevolent God. This all-encompassing
God is the author of creation and ultimately has the last word on matters of truth. Obviously,
this perspective has some direct implications for the pursuit of knowledge, and it 1s important

to take the time to explore them. Before doing so, it is important to clanfy three things.

First, it is useful to locate the thesis within existing theological thought. The theological
perspective of the thesis is significantly influenced by Roman Catholicism, and as we wll from
the later discussion of Paulo Freire’s work, it shares some important themes with Liberation
theology. While the thesis is not concerned with the question of poverty per se, nor does 1t
seek to comment directly on issues of social class and thus the discussion of Marxist theory
integral to liberation theology, it does argue for critical reflection in practice and promotes
God as liberator. In addition, it ‘emphasises individual self-actualisation as part of God’s
divine purpose for humankind’ (McGrath 2001 p116) and argues that oppressive situations are
to be resisted. The theology of the thesis seeks freedom in that it contends ‘we are given life
so that we may pursue it to its full potential’ (McGrath 2001 p115) however, it does not

promote violent resistance to oppression nor support the idea of a preferential God, as 1s

sometimes associated with liberation schools of thought. Lastly, the thesis supports the broad

charismatic belief that ‘modermn Christianity can rediscover and reappropriate the power of the
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Holy Spirit’ (McGrath 2001 p122) and argues for the centrality of the gifts and power of the
Spint.

Second, the debate over whether God exists illustrates an epistemological division between
rationalist thinkers and empirical or positive thinking, which notable philosophers, theologians
and more recently psychologists have consistently discussed. Fortunately, I do not consider 1t
a task of the thesis to ‘prove’ that God exists before introducing him ontologically; however, I
offer a brief comment on the reasonableness of such a position. The conflict between faith
and reason was resolved to a degree in Thomas Aquinas (Kung 1994, p108). Aquinas, despite
being a rationalist was not merely a supporter of faith alone (Kung 1994, p129), but also of
natural reason and he identified these two distinct types of knowledge in his writings. Aquinas
was anxious to apply reason to metaphysics and fele that while philosophy comes from reason
and theology from faith, they support each other in coming from the same source, which 1s
God. Therefore, Aquinas applied his ontological proof to support the existence of the divine;
God is the highest ideal, he is perfection and a fundamental charactenistic of perfection must

be existence.

Third, nothing from the following discussion should be taken to mean that this theological

perspective provides better knowledge than other perspectives simply by virtue of being
Christian. Indeed, the author assumes that God makes it his business to be at work in every
context, regardless of religious affiliations, therefore such a position would be inconsistent.
Rather, I describe the fundamentals of this perspective to explain my understanding of the
relationship between truth and knowledge; since these beliefs go to the very root of my
conception of reality, they are ontologically relevant. I have tried to find some neutral
‘academic’ language to discuss the implications of these beliefs for the thesis methodology but
the result was artificial and wordy. Instead, it makes more sense to be clear about these beliefs
in my ontology; therefore, the reader can judge the value of the work on its own terms.
Ultimately, despite the religious limitations the world tends to force upon God, the thesis

assumes that God’s definition of such things are much more creative than those with which

our society are familiar,
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1.2.1 Ontological Implications of a Theological Methodology

Science is a gift of the Father of lights; do not therefore consider it as barely the

work of your own mind or industry. (St. Vincent Ferer from Letters of the
Saints, Williamson, 1958)

The first ontological implication of this theological perspective is the belief that reality, while
perhaps chaotic on the surface, is in fact divinely ordered by an ultimate truth, which only God
as author, knows in 1ts entirety. This truth is infinite and unchanging, and it is the task of
humankind to spend their lives seeking and living this truth as best they can. Obviously, this is
no straightforward task, not least because theologically speaking, God has made 1t clear that
men and women cannot fully understand his truth in their imited human form. Moreover,
various theologians argue that humanity cannot know truth outwith relationship with God, but
truth is desirable because it is the source of human freedom (Kealy 1978, Manam 2002,
Merton 1979, Scanlan and Shields 1976). In part, this knowledge shortfall can be understood
as God’s way of encouraging humankind to seek and depend on a genuine relationship with
him (Powell, 1996). This is relevant to our discussion because, unlike secular perspectives, it
means reality in a sense ‘belongs’ to God. Therefore, when we attempt to define the nature of
reality and what we can know about it, it is central to understand that the thesis assumes
human knowledge is dependent on God’s revelations. Other ontological perspectives struggle
with the question of how to draw the most sophisticated insights about reality out of infinite
possible human constructions. In this case, I am concerned with how to create knowledge that
reflects something of what God has chosen to reveal as truth on earth. An arrogant task

indeed, but perhaps no more so than the idea of contributing to new knowledge generally.

For the Lord gives wisdom, and from his mouth come knowledge and
understanding, (Proverbs 2:6)

Furthermore, the intention to contribute to new knowledge is made particularly interesting

because, in practical terms (spiritually speaking), this ontological perspective holds that
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knowledge is a gift of the Spirit'. This belief is rooted in scripture and is perhaps unusual
because it implies (deliberately so) that the desire to create knowledge is not simply an act of
human volition. Rather the ability to create knowledge that reflects truth is primarily an
expression of the will of God and is mediated by the Spirit.

To one there is given through the Spirit the message of wisdom, to another the
message of knowledge by means of the same Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:8)

As we will see 1n later sections, scriptural sources also draw a distinction between ‘empty’
words that have little truth in them (Job 35:16, Eph 5:6), and words informed by the Spirnt
through the gift of knowledge, which provide genuine insight into truth. Therefore, in a sense
there are different types of knowledge existing between knowledge creations that offer insight
into truth, and superficial rhetoric that does little to illuminate our reality. It is useful here to
note that the thesis does not argue that there are knowledge constructions with no truth-value
whatsoever, simply because knowledge is something fundamentally creative. Since the
ontology holds that creative acts, including knowledge creation, have their source in God, they
cannot be entirely devoid of truth, no matter how much human intervention may have
distorted them, deliberately or otherwise. As is probably obvious, it will be both a difficult and
sensitive thing to discern the difference between these different knowledge constructions, but
since useful research will be concemed with the former, we will return to this issue later in the
chapter. What is important at this stage is the basic ontological assumption of the thesis that
objective truth does exist, and that we can legitimately strive to create knowledge that reveals

some part of it. 'This brings us now to the question of epistemology.

1.2.2 Epistemological Assumptions of the Thesis

Having outlined the basic assumption that truth underpins reality, this section explores the
relationship between that truth and our knowledge of it. Again, this is an important aspect of

the larger methodological discussion and it is crucial to take the time to clarify the relevant

assumptions applied in the thesis.

' “Spirit” here is used specifically to mean Holy Spirit defined as the third aspect of a Trinitarian God.
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First, we have seen above that the ontological perspective assumes we cannot know truth in its

entirety because only God can comprehend the full extent of reality. Second, the aspects of

truth that we do understand about reality are a gift of the Spirit, who mediates between divine

truth and human knowledge. This mediation of the Spirit is a central epistemological
assumption and has important implications.

Catholic theology’ describes the Spirit as the third aspect of a Trinitarian God, and specifically,
the Spirit is the force that animates the human person. The Spirit does this, personally and
uniquely, such that it animates no two individuals in the same way. This means that while

truth itself is objective, the Spirit still reveals truth on an individual basis. Even though truth is

universal then, our experience of it can still be highly personal. Also, since Spint expresses

itself uniquely thorough each person, the differences in our knowledge claims simply indicate
that God is leading us through the world in different ways (Lewis 1960). Our human
knowledge 1s subjective because Spirit animates us personally; therefore, we see the world
uniquely. We cannot separate our personal interpretation of reality from our own biases,
accordingly we do not ceste knowledge that reveals truth; rather, the Spirit reveals it to us
through our investigations. In this sense, nature reveals itself to humankind, rather than the
other way around, and as a result, forces we do not necessarily acknowledge or understand
inextricably influence our human activities. Despite underlying truth then, knowledge is still a
subjective endeavour, and no two individuals perceive what we know in exactly the same way.
In fact, it is an epistemological assumption of this work that while our pursuits to contribute to
knowledge do reveal aspects of the same truth, our understanding of them may well be
different, perhaps even to the extent that the commonality of our conclusions are
unrecognisable to us. In practice, this means we cannot realistically hope to reveal the truth
about reality in its entirety because our personal realities are constantly in motion. As a result,
truth reveals itself to each of us in a dynamic way, not because the truth of our world is
changing, but because we are (Hughes 1985).

Within this framework then, theoretical knowledge can be seen as a set of defined statements
about the world, which we can demonstrate to be applicable within specific boundaries. A

knowledge statement may reveal something truthful, but we cannot simply assume this is the

? I refer to Catholic theology specifically here because, of the Christian perspectives, it lays particular emphasis on
the Trinitarian aspect of God.
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case. This brings us back to the assumption that Spirit transcends human knowledge and
experience because rather than relying on our human abulities to create knowledge, 1n a sense
we are reliant on God to keep us in the healthiest state of ignorance (Valles 1987). Again,
these individual differences in understanding make sense within a theological framework. In
that same way that our knowledge shortfall keeps us dependent on God, the thesis proposes
that our different in perceptions of reality and truth keep us dependent on each other (Brown
1990). As Chapter 3 will demonstrate, theologically speaking, we are a social species and this
applies even to our knowledge constructions. What we do not understand in isolation will
perhaps make sense in community; therefore, this sense of rdationshsp is fundamental to the
methodology of the thesis.

1.3 Methodology

Given the ontological and epistemological assumptions, outlined above, the third aspect of the
methodology chapter is to ask; how can we find out what can be known about the research
phenomena? Any hope of revealing something that informs our idea of reality is only realistic
if we pursue it appropriately; therefore, this section focuses on how to approach the research

project in a way that is consistent with the assumptions regarding reality and knowledge.

First, as we have seen above, although the thesis assumes objective reality does exist, it also
assumes we cannot simply choose to reveal it because the Spirit animates humanity and not the
other way round (Bach 1977). ‘Therefore, if all knowledge is a gift of the Spint, our
understanding of reality will always be constructed by that relationship: human knowledge will
be dependent on the will of God to reveal truth, and the power of the Spirit to work through
us to create knowledge. This leaves us in a methodological situation that sounds not only
dependent, but also somewhat fatalistic: until God rolls the dice in our favour, our attempts to
further knowledge through research will come to nothing, In fact, the thesis proposes that this

is not the case and there are things we can do as researchers to promote authentic knowledge

creation.

1.3.1 Methodological Open-heartedness
The first of these, is that for the Spirit to work through an individual to create knowledge and

understanding, requires the permission of that same individual. Chapter 3 looks at the
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theological concept of human choice in detail, but it is important to understand this
fundamental spiritual assumption of the discussion. Despite being the author of truth, God
honours the will of the individual, even where it is different from his own®. Therefore, this
methodological position proposes that the research activity must be characterised by what I
will call gpersheartedness. That is, for research to reveal something that reflects truth, ultimately
there must be the desire on behalf of the researcher to be open to the work of the Spirit'. This
18 not to say that all research will adopt a faith-based perspective. Rather, it is to say that to
create knowledge that reveals something truthful about reality, the research endeavour must
embrace a genuine sense of mystery around the researched phenomena, as well as a
tundamental respect for the larger unseen forces at work. To reveal truth in an inclusive way,
we must be open to the possibility that truth may well be much different from what we
ourselves would have imagined; therefore, the process of finding out requires an openness to
forces much more creative and unpredictable than perhaps is comfortable given our limited
understanding. God requires this openness of heart, or permission to work through us
because once given, our desire to control the project becomes secondary to the influence of
the invited Spint. Methodologically speaking, producing meaningful knowledge becomes
much more than controlling variables, rather, the research investigation becomes something
fundamentally creative by virtue of the Spirit at work (Haughey 1973). So then, the thesis
assumes that new knowledge will only reveal reality to the extent that we have allowed the
Spint to influence the direction of the work, and an essential prerequisite to such work is the
authentic desire to create it. This shows that while the thesis assumes we cannot work without
God, it also implies there are things that God cannot do without us, which brings us to the

second methodological point.

It may sound beyond arrogant to say that God needs human assistance, but this is exactly what

a theological ontology implies: repeatedly scripture demonstrates that there are things God

> This is because to disrespect their will would negate their ability to choose freely, thus rendering his own
creation mindless and without freedom.

* It 1s important to understand here that this does nt mean individuals who desire to reveal knowledge will
necessanly think of their relationship with God in these terms. In fact, the majority of individuals who consider
these methodological questions in accounting do so from a non-faith perspective, and many will be anxious to
avoid drawing any relationship between their contributions to knowledge and the question of whether, and how
God works in their lives, Despite this, I remind the reader of the overarching assumption that applies throughout
the thesis, that God is much more creative in his definition both of himself and his work than I can be.
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cannot achieve on earth without active human intervention’. To a degree then, the thesis
assumes that God is also dependent on us. Methodologically this is important because 1t
demonstrates that even though knowledge is a gift from God, we are not simply at the mercy
of some distant intellectual benefactor. On the contrary, while knowledge cannot be expressed
in human terms without our willingness to receive it, neither can that knowledge be employed
to any useful end without our activity to make its implications understood in the social world
(Leech 1981). Therefore, while we may not have direct access to the truth that underpins
reality, once we receive some insight about it, we are very much in control of what we do with
it. This demonstrates that knowledge creation is exactly that, an active partnership between
God and humanity, and the following sections examine the roles research can play in bringing
knowledge to a level of effective consciousness given the epistemological assumptions. To do
this we will look at how and why it is legitimate to say we can create new knowledge. These
following sections aim to demonstrate that the relationship between truth and knowledge,

Spint and humanity, 1s far from deterministic.

1.4 Application of the Methodological Assumptions to the Research Aims

Having laid the ontological and epistemological foundations for the study, we can look at how
the thesis intends to achieve the research aims within this framework. If we recall from the

introduction, there are four distinct research aims.

1. First, the research aims to develop a theological understanding of vocation and
demonstrate the relevance of this perspective in explaining the career tensions of
accounting students.

2, Second, the research aims to use existing literature, and in particular the work of
Paulo Freire, to critique current pedagogy in undergraduate accounting and
demonstrate that the underlying assumptions implicit to accredited education are

oppresstve towards the students.

> Certainly, they cannot be achieved in the same way. Occasions where God commissions humans to undertake
particular tasks can be found repeatedly; some examples are John 21:16, Matthew 28:19, and Corinthians 12.
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3. Third, the research aims to explore the expenences of undergraduate accounting
students during their degree course, with the aim of creating a more sophisticated
understanding of their expenience at university. Specifically, the thesis intends to
examine students’ beliefs about themselves, their education, and their future, as
well as the ways that accounting education affects their vocational pursuit.

4, Finally, the research aims to demonstrate the potential of emancipatory pedagogy
within accounting education to challenge oppression and re-humanise the students.
In particular, the thesis intends to demonstrate the extent to which educators using
dialogic educational techniques, as described by Freire, can re-empower the
vocational pursuit of accounting students.

As we can see, these aims imply that we can reasonably conduct research that has the potential
to explore, citigue and tramsform. These are important methodological assumptions; therefore,

the following sections take the time to examine them more closely.

1.4.1 Exploring the Experiences of Accounting Students

One of the aims of the thesis is to explore the experiences of accounting students to create a
more sophisticated understanding of their experience at university. In particular, the project
aims to investigate an observed conflict of the heart in the lives of accredited students and
their related vocational decisions. To fulfil these aims requires a methodological approach that
allows research participants to report their personal experiences, but also allows the
opportunity to probe those experiences to develop shared understanding and clanty of

meaning,

As we have seen above, the epistemological position of the thesis assumes first that knowledge
s a function of a highly personal Spint, and second that our understanding is something
inherently social. Therefore, the research demands a methodological approach that allows the
opportunity for accounting students to fully describe, question, and interpret their experiences
to reveal something of the Spint in their understanding of reality. The thesis best achieves this
by adopting an approach that is fundamentally relational. Therefore, creating opportunities for
individuals to engage with each other around the research question, it is possible to build a
more robust picture of the research phenomena, specifically in this case, accounting education

from the perspective of the student. Chapter 2 will discuss the decision to employ qualitative
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methods but for now, it is enough to say that since the thesis assumes we understand reality
subjectively and that the Spirit is a creative, unpredictable force in this process, a methodology
that allows exploration of the richness of the participants’ thinking is essential. In seeking to
understand their experiences, the project aims to embrace the diversity of ways in which

individuals see the world., This exploratory aim has many implicit assumptions.

First, this aim assumes that individuals possess some insight into the nature of reality as a
result of their daily, lived experiences. That is, simply by existing in a context that requires
engagement with the researched phenomena, we are already in the process of absorbing
information that may reveal something about reality. The project assumes that throughout
their lives, individuals naturally begin to observe and understand aspects of their experience,
and their subsequent values, beliefs, and decisions convey useful information about both the
learning process and the lessons learned. This ‘experiential’ understanding reflects what the
individual has come to believe about the world through his or her own experience. In a sense
this is the most basic way of knowing because it does not necessarily involve the conscious
pursuit of knowledge, indeed on the contrary, we are often unaware of the process of coming
to understand something familiar. By tapping into these personal understandings, the research
assumes we can gather insights that inform the nature of the specific research phenomena, and

in tumn potentially reveal something about the nature of reality itself.

The second assumption of research that aims to explore, is that an individual can usefully
describe their experience of the research phenomena, and those descriptions can be interpreted
by others to develop shared meanings and understanding (Fine 1994). As we have seen, the
project assumes that while we share many common experiences, we do not necessarily
understand these experiences in the same way. Rarely therefore are we able to simply state
(and agree on) the nature of reality. Rather, we need to find ways to share our diverse
expenences, exploring their similarities and differences and use these insights to build shared
meaning. Methodologically, this exploration first requires an open, discursive space within
which participants can consider the research issue and feel out the complexities of the
embedded questions (Huxham 2000). Having done this they can begin to formulate responses
to those questions based on their related experience. The participants then interpret and build

on these initial responses with the researcher to create a second more developed response, and
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so on. This creates an epistemological cde, whereby the interaction between the participants
and the researcher creates new insights, which in tum become absorbed into the understanding

of the research phenomena (Eden & Huxham 1996a, 1996b). I have said above that the

research endeavour is fundamentally relational, and this terminology is deliberate.
‘Relationship’ implies something connective and social, resulting from the active involvement
of more than one individual, and in the first instance, this is specific to those involved.
Therefore, the methodology of the thesis recognises that revealing a more sophisticated
understanding of reality is a creative act that takes place between two or more individuals.
When individuals come together either directly or indirectly to share and reflect on their
experience of reality, the result is a meta-understanding which they have jointly created (Coffey
1999).

By adopting this approach then, participants are able to engage in trying to understand the
meanings behind their thoughts and actions. Throughout the project, the methodology
assumes the actions of participants in the social world reflect their understanding of that world.
Therefore, by creating the conditions for those same participants to reflect on and explicate
their thinking and behaviour, we can create a more sophisticated understanding of what we
know. This type of hermeneutic evaluation allows us to engage with how others understand
reality and therefore create a more robust and inclusive way of thinking about the world, which
would be impossible to do in isolation. When we assume individuals are communicating
something important about reality through their behaviour, exploring the decisions we make,
and the way we think about those decisions, becomes an important means by which to develop
useful knowledge. By highlighting diverse ways of understanding the world, such a
methodology embraces the complexity of the social world because in recognising the beliefs
that govern our behaviour consciously or otherwise, we begin to find ways to explore these
influences and their implications. Ultimately then, what we know then about reality is
constantly in flux and is constructed and reconstructed through the act of relationship, while
the Spirit continually influences our understanding such that it encapsulates something
truthful. This means accounting students have the ability to reflect and respond to questions

about their experience of reality in a useful way, despite not being sure of any objectively

shared reality.
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The third assumption of this exploratory methodology is that the very nature of the act of
research causes the researchers’ understanding to be inextricably bound up in the research
output (Agar 1980, 1986). The thesis does not consider this a weakness of the methodology;
rather it becomes a strength because the presence of the researcher as an interested party adds
something valid to the emerging insights, This methodological position assumes the
researcher can participate in the research context and record their observations without biasing
the findings to the extent that they no longer represent useful information. Given these
assumptions, the role of the researcher is explicit and the inclusion of their perceptions in the
research does not negate its worth; rather they add something to the perspective and context.
This is an appealing aspect of this relational methodology because it produces a unique body
of work. If we are not neutral creatures, because Spirit deliberately animates us to understand
the world subjectively, then lack of objectivity does not make the research less valid. Instead,
what is important is a commitment to transparency in recognising the preconceptions the
researcher brings to the project and the resulting context in which they place the research

findings. In part, this is addressed by the methodological discussion.

The final implicit assumption in the first exploratory aim of the thesis is that the research
project itself is an emergent creation (Huxham & Vangen 2000, 2001) the purpose of which 1s
to lead us towards revealing something universal. While in the first instance, this exploratory
research is a personal, specific process that aims to capture the experience of the research
participants in a particular context, it is also important that we can usefully apply these insights
beyond the boundaries of this project. One of the central concems of the thesis, and indeed
any research endeavour, is the desire to produce work that has some degree of universality.
Therefore, while the findings of this work are clearly embedded in the context of
undergraduate accounting education, the thesis assumes the research endeavour is a legitimate
means by which to record and present the emergent insights from the participant group such
that they inform other contexts. While this exploration of the experiences of students intends
first to create a more sophisticated understanding of education, it is also my hope that in doing

so we begin a process that reveals something about other environments.
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1.4.2 The Critique of Current Educational Practice

A second research intention of the thesis is to use the emergent insights to critique current
educational practice in accounting. In particular the thesis intends to demonstrate that the
underlying assumptions implicit in accounting education are often oppressive towards
accounting students. Again, this aim embodies particular methodological assumptions.

First, the desire to critique current practice assumes that what we reveal through our
knowledge creation allows us to make value judgements about what exists. That is, while we
create a more sophisticated understanding of reality through our exploration, the thesis
assumes that we can also apply this understanding to evaluate current practice. This is a
deliberate development of the exploratory methodological emphasis outlined above. As well
as describing and understanding educational practice in accounting, the research aims to use
these insights to demonstrate that undergraduate accounting education is less than it could be.
The project proposes there are shortcomings in university level accounting, and that they are
detrimental in some way for both the students and educators. Methodologically, this means
that while primanly the research is concerned with asking questions that encourage participants
to reflect on their educational experiences in the widest sense, their subsequent responses will
direct the research towards a narrower interest. Specifically, I hope to be able to explore the
cnticisms of accounting education as identified by the research subjects, which again, means
cyclical engagement with participants to clarify whether the emerging critique points towards
something universal.

Second, as we will see throughout the thesis, the desire to critique assumes that not all
educational practices are equally developmental for students and educators; therefore, the
purpose of cntical discussion is to suggest ways in which we can develop educational practice
within accounting pedagogy. This assumes that when we translate our knowledge into the
social world through action, some courses of action are more desirable than others. The final
section of this chapter will explore the question of how we can judge the relative merits of

both knowledge and action more fully.

For now then, it is important to understand that in proposing that the thesis can critique
current practice, the methodology assumes the insights revealed by the thesis through
engagement with accounting students will be sophisticated enough to allow critical opinion

regarding both ways of thinking about the world and acting within it. As we can see, in the
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first instance the thesis aims to use the emergent insights from the participant group to provide
a more reflective account of their experiences as accounting students. Second, the thesis aims
to demonstrate through critical discussion that accounting pedagogy, and in particular the
methods used in the accredited degree, are potentially oppressive. In doing this, the research
aims to facilitate a new consideration of accounting students and educators as well as
demonstrating the existence and implications of oppressive educational dynamics. Since the
methodology assumes relational engagement is the process through which we create a more
sophisticated understanding of what we can know about the world, we can think of critical
reflection and examination of these findings as one useful way to produce applicable theory.
While the first objective of a critical examination of empirical evidence is to obtain a more
conscious and informed perspective on accounting education; in seeking this we also create a
tool with which to understand other engagements and other contexts. This methodological
assumption - that cntique is a valid research objective - reflects one of the central
methodological themes; namely, that it is crucial to retain the ability to engage consciously with
the phenomena that is accounting pedagogy. This brings us to the third and final research aim.

1.4.3 Transforming E ducation by Challenging Oppression

The third research intention of the thesis is to challenge oppression in accounting education by
demonstrating the emancipatory potential of pedagogy that respects the human person. By
examining the respective roles of both students and educators within ‘humanising’ models
(Freire, 1970), the research aims to explore the extent to which accounting education can play

a transformative role in the lives of accredited students.

Throughout the research activities, the thesis has framed accounting education as something
we can better understand, and therefore improve. Moreover, while the research hopes to
reveal something new about what we can know, it also aims to use this knowledge to
transform accounting education by focussed application. To achieve this transformative end,
the research assumes that the way individuals think about their actions, and the factors that
constrain those actions, is crucial to their experience of the world. Therefore, interpreting and
(re)presenting these beliefs about reality, such that they demonstrate the participants
understanding of what limits them, has the potential to be emancipatory. If changes in
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understanding can lead to changes in action, they can become an effective and deep-seated
means of transformation; therefore, by seeking a more sophisticated mdemtandiné of reality,

we implicitly propose a different way of being in the world.

The first assumption of this research aim is, most simply, that it is important to do something
with the insights produced by the research. More specifically, the thesis assumes it is possible
and worthwhile to apply the emergent understanding and critical discussion developed dunng
the research to accounting education to promote change for the good. Since the research
seeks to demonstrate that the experiences of both students and educators in accounting
education are often oppressive, and that intervention can make this better, it implies some kind
of action is essential. This extends the critical aim of the project, with the hope of showing
that the ideas developed by the thesis are not only theoretically useful, but also relevant in
application. 'This aim assumes knowledge is not the end in itself, but has a purpose; therefore,
ultimately we can change something about our own lives and the lives of others through a

relational research endeavour.

In a sense then, the research is concemed with challenging the restraints of our own
understanding. Since transformation is often the result of changes in human perceptions and
attitudes, the thesis seeks to contribute in some way to the process of freeing ourselves from
those mind-sets that restrain the Spirit and create barriers within the person. It is my hope that
the adoption of a relational methodology will produce observable results, both in the project
and in the participants so that, where possible, the freedom of the individual has the
opportunity to triumph over perceived external constraints, The thesis argues that this

freedom is not simply about cognitive recognition of the dynamics of power; rather it brings us

full circle to something mystical.

You will learn the truth and the truth will set you free. (John 8:31)

Given the ontological assumptions outlined earlier, we have seen that the power to know the
world comes from revealing something truthful about reality, the source of which is God. By
extension, the thesis also assumes that the degree to which the research has any transformative

power will depend on the extent to which it is able to promote authentic human freedom in
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action. This is the case because only an increased degree of freedom empowers the individual
to perceive the world differently and therefore act differently within it. If we consider that the
very choices we make about how to live are dependent on our understanding of truth, then
knowledge influenced by the Spirit has the potential to deconstruct oppressive dynamics and
safeguard our emotional autonomy. Again, this demonstrates why it matters that the Spirit be
allowed to influence our knowledge creation. Spirit reveals truth; truth grants us the power to
choose and (re)choose how to act and live. This relationship between truth and freedom
reminds us that our choices have alternatives, and directs us to the most transformative way
for us to act in the world. Ultimately then, the thesis seeks to challenge the oppression of
accredited education against this truth and charactenise liberation as a movement towards
action influenced by the Spirit. Since the aim of the project is to apply the emergent findings,
it Is important to have a way to discern between the different potential courses of action; the
thesis proposes that by allowing the intervention of the Spirit in our understanding, we are
better able to act appropriately. This is important methodologically because it provides some
degree of clear sightedness if we are to apply the research findings in a way that is genuinely

humanising. The ability to discern between these courses of action is what we tum to now.

1.5 Judging the Value of the Research Findings

Wisdom is a shelter as money is a shelter, but the advantage of knowledge is this:

that wisdom preserves the life of its possessor. (Ecclesiastes 7:12)

This final section of the chapter looks at how we can judge the value of the research output in
light of the methodological foundations. It is a basic epistemological assumption of the thesis
that the Spirit reveals truth through the gift of knowledge, and that this gift is contingent on
both the will of God and the methodological openheartedness of the individual. We know
that not all knowledge creations reveal something truthful about the world; therefore, we
cannot always assume these elements are in place when we seek to know. This being the case,
we need some basis on which to distinguish the difference between knowledge from the Spirit

and ‘empty words’ (Ephesians 5:6), so that we can judge the relative merits of our emerging

knowledge creations and their implied actions. To do this, it is perhaps fitting to return to a
final scriptural idea.
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Make a tree good and its fruit will be good, or make a tree bad and its fruit will be

bad; for a tree is recognised by its fruit, (Matthew 12:33)

Biblically speaking, the test of any tree is the fruit. Where the tree is good, the fruit will testify
to its health, where the tree is rotten, the fruit will tell the story. The thesis methodology
proposes the same is true of the pursuit for knowledge. Knowledge and action that results

from the prompting of the Spirit will be characterised by good ‘fruit’.

...the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness,
trustfulness, gentleness and self-control, (Galatians 5:22)

As we can see, from a scriptural perspective the qualities that characterise the movement of the
Spirit are ones with which we are commonly familiar. These are qualities best observed in
relational contexts and therefore they are consistent with the methodological approach: they
provide us with a practical way to recognise the Spirit at work in our social world. These
characteristics are useful to the research endeavour because as the thesis tries to fulfil the
research aims of exploration, critique and transformative action we can refer back to these
qualities as a benchmark against which to compare the emerging insights and the
corresponding ways of responding to them.

Since our decisions and lives are informed by a personal way of seeing the world, the thesis
proposes that Spirit led insights will be healthiest and most life giving for both accounting
students and educators. Despite much in the world that seeks to oppress the human person,
the thesis assumes that spiritually speaking we are naturally free, Work that reconnects with
this power will allow knowledge development that both transforms the world and changes our
lived experience for the better. Therefore, given the context of this paradigm, and particularly
in light of the transformative research aim, the value of new knowledge is, in a sense,
dependent on what it achieves. Knowledge that reveals something truthful about the world
will promote better relationships and authentic freedom. The thesis proposes that it is possible

to apply these ideas usefully in accounting education to discern humanising pedagogy from
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dehumanising models because most simply, when the Spirit is at work, the fruits of that Spint

will be observable.

The mind controlled by the Spirit is life and peace (Romans 8:6-7)

All that is left is to ensure that the tools we use to contribute to academic knowledge are also

tools that can give us some insight into truth. This brings us to the discussion of research

methods.
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Chapter 2: Methods

I hate numbers. They’re boring.
I like stonies. And secrets.

I find that people tell you their secrets if you ask them to.
That’s my method: Asking people to tell me things they probably shouldn’t

(Extract from research methods diary, January 2002)

2.1 Introduction

The methodology of the thesis can only come to life through the research methods.
Accordingly, this chapter is a detailed description of how the thesis applies the methodology in
ways consistent with the epistemological position to achieve the research aims. As we have
seen, the methodology is a relational one; therefore, the essential overarching guideline in the
first instance was to choose research methods that would allow the possibility of authentic
interaction between individuals and groups around the research question. This meant finding
methods that allow participants to come together to describe, discuss, explain, explore and

even argue, in ways that provide more sophisticated insights into what we know about the

pedagogical experiences of undergraduate accounting students.

As a matter of the heart then, the research methods have been qualitative. As will become
clear throughout the following sections, the empirical work of the thesis has been intensely
interactive, In total, 856 participants have been involved over the duration of 52 months. 847
of those were accounting students involved in the participant observation aspect of the
project, which totalled 494 hours of engagement. 197 of these students also completed
questionnaires, and a further 19 accounting students and educators were involved in focus
groups and interviews, totalling 29 hours of engagement (see Table 2.0). The thinking behind

this level of involvement was, most simply, to provide accounting students with as many
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opportunities and channels to express themselves as possible. It is a central premise of the
thesis that something is silencing the voices of accounting students; therefore, any research

method that allows those voices genuine expression has been a welcome approach.

2.2 Overview of the Research Methods

I was drawn to conduct this type of prolonged study because of the breadth and diversity of
perspectives I hoped would come out of it. It has been my experience that people often
welcome the chance to tell their story, and their account of their own journey and decisions
can be surprising. Throughout this work, I have found that the waves of conversation cast up
interesting curosities, and the energy of face-to-face interactions convey a very distinctive
stream of information. Facial expressions, intonations of sound, and the language of the
hands have at times turned out to be as important as the words. From the outset, I wanted to
include these nuances in the research in a legitimate way, which meant I would need deep
methods of data collected and interpretation. I had always felt that accounting education was a
somewhat subtle sphere, but during the empirical work, I have become convinced that
personal interaction cannot be underestimated as a way of coming to understand it. Nor can it

be replicated; a point we will retumn to later.

For the empirical data collection, I used participant observation, focus groups, interviews and
questionnaires. ‘Table 2.1 gives an overview of the relative timing of these methods and
demonstrates the ovetlap between them. As we will see from the following sections, each of
the methods has its own strengths and weaknesses and by triangulating these techniques, I was
aiming to address some of them. This was also true of the decision to omit quantitative
research methods. I think it is fair to say quantitative techniques sometimes provide an
impersonal overview of many different experiences; this can be useful in other types of

research I felt these techniques would not facilitate the research aims of this particular project.
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2.3 The Exploratory Research Phase

During fieldwork you are surrounded by a multitude of noises and activities. As you
choose what to attend to and how to interpret it mental doors slam shut on the
alternatives. (Agar, 1980, p48)

As Michael Agar points out in his book 7he Professional Stranger, during the data collection the
there 1s ‘a multitude of noise and activity’ (1980, p48). This polite description hints at the
chaos of research possibilities and decisions that needed attention in the early stages of the
thests. For this reason, I chose to use the initial phase of the data collection as an exploratory
one. These first six months turned out to be of central importance, because the research
output was indeed the result of many cumulative decisions, both conscious and unconscious,
and it was important to have the time to make these choices well. In deciding what to observe,

where to observe, who to ask explanations of and what material to disregard, I began to shape

the observable information even before my fieldwork with the accounting students had
officially begun, I will use the following sections to acknowledge these important decisions

and descrbe the relevant aspects of the early research method process.

2.3.1 Ethnographic Beginnings

Doing ethnography is like trying to read (in the sense of ‘construct a meaning of’) a
manuscript - foreign, faded, full of ellipses, incoherencies, suspicious emendations,
and tendentious commentaries, but written not in conventionalised graphs of sound
but in transient examples of shaped behaviour, (Clifford Geertz, 1973, p10)

The first important thing to note is that I myself had graduated from a fully accredited honours
degree in accounting six-months before beginning the doctoral research project. As an
undergraduate I had no conscious intention of pursuing official research into the accounting

course and therefore did not collect or record any data as such during this time. Having said

34



this, I spent four years fully immersed in what was soon to become my research context and
such immersion does not come without implications. Most noticeably, this meant that on
beginning my research I was very ethnographic in attitude (if not in form), and felt (reasonably
to some degree) that I already knew something about the research phenomena because I had
lived it. ‘This proved to be both a blessing and a curse.

The main disadvantage of my recent immersion in undergraduate accounting pedagogy was
that in the early stages of the research, it was particularly hard to create the necessary degree of
reflexive distance required. My own constructions about accounting education were still very
strong and it was difficult to conceive of how best to begin any kind of systematic record of

what was going on around me. It took time for an ‘appropriate degree of reflection to be built
into the process’ (Huxham and Vangen 2000, p12) because I was still fully in the throes of the

distillation process of my own experience®. My initial research interventions into the world of
accounting education were not planned or strategic simply because I was already highly
familiar with the community I sought to explore.

This was also a blessing. As a result of being so familiar, I rarely had to explain my presence or
myself when I began my research in earnest. My familiarity made me unsurprising and brought

with it many advantages in terms of access. During my own undergraduate experience, I had
been aware of the varied motivations of students and educators and these fascinated me. Now
as a researcher (but also a familiar face), I could revisit these interests much more easily. I
already knew of many people who would later become key participants. In this way, I found
my prior experience in accounting enhanced the depth of my findings and I was able to make

the most of these research opportunities. Despite this, the tension between being an outsider

and an insider took some time to clanfy.

2.3.2 Issues of Identity and Role

In her book The Ethnographic Self Amanda Coffey describes the researcher as being caught
‘between seeking an identity and losing an identity’ (1999, p40). It useful to borrow this idea

¢ The implication of this point, that method decisions are as much a product of the researcher’s perspective as the
participants, is in keeping with the methodology adopted. Since I assume the research output to be a product of

researcher/participant interaction, I believe it was appropriate to make method decisions based on how adept an
observerI could be,
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because it so aptly describes what was happening during the exploratory phase of the doctoral

research and impacts directly on the method decisions.

In the eatliest stage of the research, my intention was to use ethnographic techniques such as
symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1937, Rock 2001) to investigate the world of accounting
students. I was interested in adopting the role of an undergraduate accounting student by
participating in their course, and class sizes meant I could do so unobtrusively. Excepting the
fundamental possibility that my presence (even unannounced) may change the societal
activities in an undetected way, I was not planning to become engaged in pedagogical activities
any more than the ‘average’ accounting student. I was interested in hearing and recording the
voices of the students in their purest form; therefore, this was my objective at the outset of the
doctoral work. What quickly became clear was that the residual noise of my own recent
undergraduate experience would make it very difficult to engage in this way. As I said above, I
was still too close to the accounting degree at this stage to do ethnographic techniques genuine
justice, and at the same time it was clear I would spend much energy discoverning dynamics I
had already observed and understood. At this point, the practicalities of doctoral work

provided an indispensable research opportunity.

Within the accounting department at the University of Strathclyde, there is a requirement for
research students to conduct tutorials for the undergraduate students. This meant that during
the exploratory stage of the thesis, I was obliged to teach an accounting class involving 69
students over 60 hours. This required me to adopt the role of the educator and I could not
have predicted the extent to which this new perspective changed the way I thought about my
research. During this teaching process I stopped being the undergraduate student I was trying
to descnbe, and became a postgraduate tutor and researcher. This was not a recognised
epistemological shift; I simply acted ‘naturally’. This turned out to be another blessing in
disguise and what initially felt like a conflict of interest, soon emerged as a real possibility to
engage openly with accounting students as a researching tutor. This situation allowed me
many advantages: I now had some experience of the subtleties of both student and educator,
and I could experiment with any emerging insights via my teaching. This settled my mind on
using participant observation techniques (in the role of tutor) as an important means of data

collection. I will examine this in more detail later in this chapter.
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Somewhat ironically then, the only thing I was certain of before the exploratory stage was that
I wanted to participate as an accounting student. It had not occurred to me that in the end, I
would participate as an educator. At the beginning of my work I was firmly committed to the
emancipation of the student and considered myself to be very much one of their number.
Naturally enough, over the course of my teaching I have become less a student and more an
educator. I am still committed to my original goal but this shift has had methodological
implications. I initially wanted to be a voice for the students, descnibing their experiences and
defending their right to a considerate education, while paradoxically, the desire to speak for
them created a distance between my voice and the students experiences that I sought to
explain. Now as an educator I discuss ‘they’ (the students), which reflects that, in practicality,
if not in spirit, I have left their ranks,

This new emergent research identity clarified many questions of method. After the
exploratory phase, I understood myself to be in a different role than the accounting students
and I saw that I could formalise our teaching interaction using observation techniques. I also
observed a difference in both the thinking, and the class participation, of fully accredited
students compared with students whose degree structure required only one or two accounting
credits. This led me to an understanding of an important distinction in educative identity,

which I wall discuss in later sections.

2.3.3 Clarifying the Research Boundaries and Scope

Having clanified the tensions of my research role I was ready to commit, at least in the general
sense, to the aspects of the research area that I wanted to explore most fully. At this stage, it
was obvious that there were endless ways to engage with accounting students and many
questions that could become the central ones in the project. To clarify this I arranged two
exploratory meetings, the first with students and educators of a local high school accounting
department, the second with two Notre Dame educators based in Glasgow’; both of these

took place in June of 2001,

7 Notre Dame are an order of Catholic nuns whose specific area of ministry and expertise is in education.
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The high school meeting involved a group of four students who had chosen and been
accepted to study accounting at university, beginning in September 2002. The purpose of 1t
was threefold. First I intended to explore some of the research issues (such as why students
had chosen to study accounting), second to clarify whether the scope of my data collection
should extend into researching the decision process of accounting students before they arrive
at university, and third allow me to practice leading a group discussion of this kind. I also had
one-to-one discussions with two accounting educators at the school for the same reasons.
This first meeting proved fruitful in terms of clarification. I decided at this point that while the
pre-university experience of accounting students was important, it was too wide an area to

include within the boundaries of my current research.

The second meeting with the Notre Dame educators had a different emphasis. By this point, I

was aware that I believed the issue of vocation to be theoretically relevant and I was interested
in how this idea might unfold. I wanted to explore this with educators who taught in secular
contexts but also had a theological background. This meeting was particularly important in
problematising how best to apply ‘God’ in an inclusive way, and how to develop language that
would allow me to explore the concept of vocation through the focus groups and participant
observation. Additionally, during this exploratory period I held a mock interview to practice
the role of interviewer, and a second where I observed an interview between two other

individuals. 'These activities were simply to establish best practice when using qualitative
techniques.

Based on these meetings, the scope and plan for the research engagement became more
structured. I felt focus groups with students who had completed the fully accredited degree
were a priority and I was ready to conduct them given the wealth of information that had
come out of the exploratory meetings and the first teaching term. Additionally at this time, I
made the decision to base my research predominantly at Strathclyde University. Again, there
were numerous possibilities of access to students at other universities but in the first instance,
it was obvious that focussing on Strathclyde would allow me to collect data consistently over a
long time period and therefore gradually build up a nch description of the educational
dynamics. The accounting department here is one of the biggest in Scotland and as such

provides an unquestionably useful research site. It 1s also relevant to note that midway
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through the research (Term 5 on Table 2.1) I extended my work to include a term of
participant observation at the University of Aberdeen. This was motivated by the desire to test
whether the emergent insights were applicable in contexts outwith the original research site.

This was an important validation point of the project and wall be discussed in later sections.

Beyond these fundamentals, the decisions regarding research methods were often instinctive
and opportunistic. I followed leads, asked favours, and continually redefined the research area
and question as it became clearer who the key participants would be. I was open to pursuing
research opportunities as they presented themselves and I wanted both methodology and
methods that allowed me to engage unapologetically with accounting students and educators.
As we will see, throughout the project I used many techniques, some of which I knew were
documented tools at the time, others I only discovered to be such in hindsight. Consistently
the method decisions themselves were emergent, particularly in the participant observation as
we will see in later sections. Where possible I used triangulation of methods to add depth to
the data and ensure any findings are a legitimate contribution to the existing literature.
Ultimately, my aim was to create channels through which participants could explore their

experiences of accounting education so that I could gain an insight into the diversity of beliefs

at play therein,

It is not these things, techniques and received procedures that define the enterprise.
What defines it is the kind of intellectual effort it is: an elaborate venture in... ‘thick
description’. (Geertz, 1973, p6)

2.4 Focus groups

After the exploratory stage of the research, the next significant method decision was to
conduct focus groups with graduates of the Strathclyde accredited degree. The focus groups
were an interesting aspect of the doctoral work because they first evolved, not necessarly out
of a desire to conduct focus groups for their own sake, but out of the realisation that the group
of accounting students who had graduated from Strathclyde the previous year were willing and

even anxious to talk about their undergraduate experiences. I was aware of this because many
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of them had been peers of mine during the degree and I was still in contact with some of this
group in an informal way. For my part, I was anxious to include these graduates in my

research because I saw them as having a particularly relevant perspective on the question of

vocational pursuits of young accountants given my research boundanes, They were the most
recent graduating class from the accounting degree at Strathclyde and had begun to live their
vocational decisions within the last twelve months. At the same time, they had a genuine sense
of recency about their experiences at university, as well as the advantage of being able to reflect
on their university education in its entirety. This led me to think about how I could bring
them together to formally record their experiences and for reasons explained below, it seemed

focus groups would be the most appropriate method of collecting data from these participants,

2.4.1 Decision to conduct Focus Groups

The graduate group from Strathclyde consisted of more than forty individuals, the vast
majority of whom had opted to pursue Chartered Accounting (CA) qualifications. Many of
the group had completed the accredited degree as well as a further honours year, during which
they had cultivated a distinctive group dynamic’. The class in general was intelligent,
ambitious, and verbose on subjects they cared about and during this final year, they had
developed a form of discussion that was confident, energetic and expressive. This initial
observation was crucial for my decision to conduct focus groups. I had often experienced the
way their group discussion lent itself to exploration of complex issues, and I was keen to put
accounting education under the spotlight. Once the decision to involve these participants was
clear in my mind, I knew I wanted to try to recreate something of this discursive dynamic. I
felt that if I wanted to research how accounting education affects the decision young adults
make, it would be illuminating to begin with a group whose decisions I had observed firsthand.
At the same time I believed the most effective way to encourage them to participate as fully as
possible, was to use a method of exploration with which they were both comfortable and
familiar. Despite the variety of other data collection methods at my disposal, I still consider

that these focus groups provided some of the pivotal insights into the experiences of

® In the honours year of the accounting degree, the accredited syllabus is complete and the year is wholly under
the guidance of the academic department. The focus of this year at Strathclyde demands a real personal
investment from students in their leaming and it can be an intense year, which demands a much higher level of
engagement than accredited students have normally had up to this point
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accounting students, thereby giving essential focus to much of the subsequent participant

observation.

2.4.2 Aim of the Focus Groups

The aim of the focus groups was to break open the question of vocational pursuit in the lives
of accounting students. I wanted to know how accounting students thought about themselves,
their potential, their education, their future and their degree of empowerment in making life
decisions. I wanted to understand how the accounting degree had affected these beliefs, if at
all, and whether there was an observable relationship between them and the assumptions at
work in accounting pedagogy. The focus groups were designed to encourage discussion
around all of these issues with the intention of creating a more sophisticated understanding of
the accounting degree from the perspective of the student, and they were an important way to

fulfil the exploratory aims of the thesis.

2.4.3 Identifying Focus Group Participants

To put together the initial focus groups, I contacted thirty-five potential participants. All of
them had been undergraduate students from 1996-2000 and were now working in varous
roles. I was interested specifically in those who had chosen to pursue careers in chartered
accounting, but in the first instance, I wanted as wide a contact base as possible. The group of
potential participants was diverse in some significant ways, and could be divided and
subdivided into different categories. Most had studied accounting to honours level, but there
was a diversity of second principal subjects’. I saw this as a potentially significant factor in
their perceptions about education and there were various potential ways to group them.
Additionally there were individuals who had studied the accredited accounting course but had
chosen to graduate without the honours component. All of these participants could also have
been categorised according to their career choice’. Additionally there were potential
participants from accounting courses at other universities, both at pass and honours degree
level, as well as a vast choice of entirely non-accounting students. The combination of

possible focus groups was genuinely unlimited and so decisions had to be made.

% At the University of Strathclyde it is possible to study two principal subjects. Other possible subject choices are
Finance, Business Law, Economics, Tourism, Human Resource Management, Marketing, Management Science,
Mathematics, Statistics and Modern Languages.

10 E.g. CA/non-CA within big/small accounting firms
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As much as possible I tried to stay faithful to the initial motivation, which had been to recreate

the dynamic of the honours year discussions. This meant that in the first instance I specifically
pursued individuals who had completed the fully accredited degree but who had also studied

accounting to honours degree level at Strathclyde. In a sense, I was aiming to use the reflexive
skills developed during the accounting honours year to explore the accredited years that had
come before it. Additionally, I was hoping to put together a comparative group who had
expenenced both accredited and honours classes but also had a contrasting element to their
degree. It was my hope that this group would be a control group of sorts who, by comparison,
would highlight ways of thinking that might be specific to the ‘pure’ accounting group. After
some arrangement, two groups of four individuals emerged who were willing to participate in
the research and whose schedules did not conflict; therefore born of these practicalities were
the focus group engagements. Before moving on to discuss the design of the focus groups, it

1s important to clanify the pivotal role that this idea of including a comparative control group

has played in the research study.

2.4.4 Educative Identity

All of the students who participated in the research study were students of university level
accounting courses. Despite this, there was great diversity in the way they studied accounting
and how their accounting classes related to the rest of their degree course. Many students
involved in the research were from the fully accredited degree course whose principal subjects
were accounting and finance; however, there were also students studying other disciplines who
were only involved in one or two basic accounting classes, often as part of a degree in a
predominantly different subject (e.g. modem languages or engineering'’). This difference led
me to an interesting observation during the data analysis; namely, that the student participants
in the study had a significant variation in their thinking regarding what I will refer to as their
educatie idertity. Some students specifically identified themselves as accounting students and
saw themselves as being members of the accounting discipline at university, while at the same
time there were other students of accounting who did not see themselves this way. I will refer

to this first group as the ‘accounting identity’ or at times ‘accounting’ students for ease. In

'' Engineening and International Business and Modern Languages (IBML) were two particularly common
examples during this research.
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contrast, the second group tended to associate themselves more strongly with a different
university discipline or department and therefore I will describe them as having a ‘non-
accounting identity’. These educative identities vary in some significant ways and much of the
discussion in later chapters tries to understand these differences. However, I introduce this
distinction here because it emerged as the definitive difference between the two focus groups

and the degree of empowerment that they demonstrated in their vocation pursuit.

2.4.5 Design of the Focus Groups

2.4.6 Focus Group 1(Accounting Identity Group)

The first focus group consisted of four joint-honours graduates from the University of
Strathclyde all of whom had completed their courses in June 2000. Each of them had
completed the fully accredited degree, chosen accounting as their principal subject in their final
year, and had continued into chartered accounting traineeships with Glasgow firms after
graduation. Two of the participants were male and two female. Three were employed with
‘big’ accounting firms and one (female) with a medium sized firm. The first focus group
(FG1) was planned as an early evening session and was conducted at premises on the
university campus. This was deliberate, in part because I felt that returning to familiar
university surroundings might facilitate memories of the participants’ educational expernence.
As 1t turned out, this initial focus group became two separate sessions. It quickly became clear
that the participants were addressing the questions in such depth that we could not adequately
cover them all in one night. Everyone was willing to return for a second meeting and after
four hours of discussion, we stopped the session. We resumed this discussion a few days later,
on different premises (the university was closed due to a public holiday) and the discussion

went on for a further three hours.

2.4.7 Focus Group 2 (Non-accounting Identity Group)

The second focus group (FG2) consisted of four Technology and Business Studies (TBS)
graduates, all of whom had also graduated Strathclyde in June 2000, ‘These were an

appropriate comparative group because they had all chosen accounting as their principal

honours subject, and had completed the accredited accounting degree. At the same time, they
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had a slightly different socialisation experience from their technology classes, and they came
from a different social group of students. Where the first group of accounting students were
firmly based in the accounting department at Strathclyde, the TBS group were not, and as we
will see later, they felt themselves to be outsiders within the accounting department. This
made them a useful group to isolate because they demonstrated the existence of what I have
called an accounting identity. The TBS group consisted of three males and one female. Since
leaving university one of the men had undertaken further study, one had set up his own
business, and one had taken a gap year and was about to begin a CA traineeship with a big firm
in Glasgow. The female had spent the year working as a buyer for a technology firm but had
recently resigned and been accepted to study at Glasgow School of Art. This focus group was
conducted outwith university premises because of difficulties with weekend access, and lasted

four hours.

Both focus groups were tape-recorded and notes were taken throughout, which I used to
facilitate supplementary questioning of themes that arose unexpectedly. All participants were
guaranteed confidentiality and their names and other personal references have been changed
accordingly. This includes information about employers, which was particularly relevant for
the participants of FG1. In addition, I invited an independent observer to monitor the focus
groups with the purpose of recording any relevant points of interest, including anything in my
own behaviour that could potentially influence the participants or their responses. This was a

female psychology graduate, whom the participants had never met.

Before moving on, something worthy of note throughout both focus groups was that they had
an extremely relaxed atmosphere almost immediately. 1 think this was in part attributable in
part to the fact that the participants were already acquainted and they were aware they had
important experiences in common. There was no need for me to encourage people to
participate; in fact, the length of both sessions is an indication of participant’s willingness to
explore the issues at hand. 'This said, the agreeable ambience is also something I attribute to
the nature of the participants as individuals. The focus group participants were all part of a
larger accomplished group and they seemed happy to participate because they felt they had
potentially useful insights to contribute. This dynamic created two developed discussions
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List 2.1: Focus Group Questions

Section 1; Life and Educational Decisions
(Qs 1 and 2 Used as Icebreakers)

1. What did you want to be when you were younger/what have you always wanted

to ber?
2. If you felt you could do anything with your life, what would you do?
3, Why did you choose to study accounting at university?
4. What did you want from your university education?
5. Did you get what you wanted from your university education?

6. How do you feel now about having chosen accountancy?
7. What would you study if you could choose again?

8. What do you think the purpose of education 1s?
9. What skills and qualities to you think university education should develop? o
10. Do you think the university has any responsibility to the student, if so what is 1t?

Section 2; Pedagogy of the Accredited Degtree
1. What did you think of the content in the accredited degree?

2. Were you a strategic learner or did you feel you got deeply engaged with the
content? |

3. What did you think of the teaching approaches in the accredited degree?
4, How did you feel about your accredited course?

5. How did you respond to your feelings about the courser

6. Did you feel you had options during your accredited education? (Class
choice/content/etc)

7. Did you feel you had options once you got your accounting degree? If so, what
were they?

8. Did you feel in control of your education?

ction 3: Personal develo n

1. Did you enjoy your university education? (Wete you happy during that part of
your life?)

2. Would you say you are meeting your potential now? If so why? If not, why not?

3. Would you say your accredited degree has helped you meet your potential?

4.

Would you say your accredited education has helped you recognise and use your
skills and abilities? | |

5. How do you make decisions regarding your future?

1‘

2. Has your definition of success changed? Either since your degree or graduation?
3. Ate you happy in your current job?

4. Do you feel your current job will help you achieve the things you want from life?



between individuals who had important insights to offer and were articulate in expressing

them. Given the methodology, this research situation was not only useful but also exciting.

2.4.8 Content of the Focus Groups

The focus groups were structured around an extensive list of questions, which fell into four

main categories (See List 2.1). These were:

Life and Educational Decisions
Pedagogy of the Accredited Degree

Personal development

il A =

Current Employment and the Future

Throughout the planning, the questions were designed to lead into the heart of the issues and
my intention was to follow the discussion if participants took it into unexpected areas. The
relational methodology recognises that participants could naturally raise unanticipated issues
and one of my research aims was to encourage that reaction if this was the case. The focus
groups were intended to fulfil the exploratory aim of the project and one of my motivations in
designing them was to test whether the questions I felt were relevant to the issue, were also
questions the research participants considered relevant. One advantage of my connection to
the research participants was that they agreed to the research but did not seem to be anxious
about the nature of the content. This meant I decided not to issue them with questions
beforehand, preferring rather to provoke as natural a response as possible by giving them the
questions at the beginning of the meetings. For the first focus group this worked well because,
being spread over two days, I was able to observe their immediate response to the questioning
while they were able to think about their responses between meetings and add anything they
felt was important when we met a second time. During the focus group participants were
issued with a list of questions, although in hindsight I feel this was influential in shaping the

discussion; at times participants edited their responses if they saw their thoughts would be

addressed by later questions.
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2.4.8.1 Section 1: Life and Educational Decisions

The questions on life and educational decisions were designed to explore how participants had
arrived at this point in their lives. It examined their decision to study and pursue a career in
accounting, and looked at other educational paths they had rejected and why. This section
dealt with how participants felt generally about their untversity education and what they had

hoped to gain from it, also asking whether these hopes had been fulfilled. Additionally this

section of the focus group dealt with participants’ ideas about the purpose of education. It
examined the nature of responsibility in education and explored what skills and qualities if any,

that university education should develop.

2.4.8.2 Section 2: Pedagogy of the Accredited Degree

The second section dealt specifically with the details of participants’ own educational
expenence. They were asked about their thoughts and feelings regarding the content of their
accounting courses and the teaching methods used. This section addressed whether
participants had felt engaged in their learning and whether they had employed strategic
learning approaches. Participants were asked about the idea of options, and whether they had

felt able to direct their educational experiences in a desirable way.

2.4.8.3 Section 3: Personal development

The third section of the focus group looked at the wider personal development of participants
and the extent to which they felt university had helped them meet their potential. Participants
were asked about their skills and abilities and how they make decisions about the future.
Issues of self-esteem and self-respect came up as part of this discussion and the graduates were
asked whether their experience at university had affected the way they thought and felt about

the important judgements in their lives.

2.4.8.4 Section 4: Current Employment and the Future

The final section of the focus group explored participants’ definitions of success. It asked
whether these definitions had changed, either because of their degree or because of their

subsequent employment. This section looked at whether the participants were happy at work
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and whether they felt their job would help them fulfil their own hopes for their lives in the

future.

2.5 Interviews

After the focus groups were complete, there were still decisions to make about the research
methods needed to finish the data collection. Specifically, the perspective of accounting
educators had not been considered at all at this stage; even though, throughout the exploratory
phase, I had become increasingly aware that the part of the educators was more complex than
I had first imagined. In seeking to capture the experiences of the accounting students, I had
thus far ignored the position of the educators and I was aware that the data felt incomplete for
this omission. The evidence from the students was repeatedly highlighting the crucial role of
the educators in humanising education; therefore, they were undeniably relevant to the
research questions, Before I had decided what to do about this one of the educators at
Strathclyde unknowingly forced my hand when, during an informal gathering of staff and
tutors, they commented to me that ‘Things are not as you think they are.” This slightly
mystical statement fuelled my curiosity, particularly given that the research ideas still felt

embryonic®, and I took it as an invitation to address the question of the educators head on.

2.5.1 Decision to conduct Educator Interviews

Having decided to explore the perspective of accounting educators more fully, interviews were
the obvious choice of research method. The educators were familiar with me, and by this time
some were aware of my research interests, therefore my presence as an observer in their classes
could well have an effect that I could not observe®. In any case, my interest was in how they
thought about the tensions of their position and how their beliefs about their role translate in
their interaction with the students. This was not something I could fully understand from
watching them teach; therefore, I needed to use a research method that allowed me to address

these questions directly. I discounted the use of focus groups because experience has shown

12 'That s, at this stage I was not even sure as to how / thought things were,
13 Also, I had already been an active participant in many of their classes as an undergraduate and was aware of the

various teaching methods they employed, although I did observe some classes purely to test whether I thought
this were the case
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that their professional role meant they were more comfortable discussing personal beliefs and
educational ideas on a one-to-one basis rather than within a group of colleagues. It was also
my intention that the interviews would go some way towards fulfilling the critical research aim.
By bringing the potentially conflicting perspectives of students and educators together in a way
that allows each to problematise the other, the thesis begins to identify the points of relevant

critique within their respective positions.

2.5.2 Aim of the Interviews

The aim of the interviews, most simply, was to better understand how accounting educators
were thinking about their role and therefore how they used their teaching to interact wath the
students. The pressure of the research function in universities (and often the relegation of the
teaching function to cope with such pressure), means that educators are incredibly diverse in
their attitudes towards teaching, It appears that accounting academics are often divided in
their opinions of how best to teach the accounting course, and Strathclyde (like many
departments) seems to struggle with the question of which voice to speak with on this issue.
The mnterviews sought to explore these tensions and their implications for the accounting

students.

2.5.3 Identifying Interview Participants

In the first instance, I contacted all of the accounting educators within the Strathclyde
department (eleven in total) whom I though would be available and might be willing to grant
an interview. Of these, six responded, all of them favourably, although two requested to speak
off the record. In the end, I interviewed five educators, one of them unrecorded but with
extensive notes, which were still incredibly informative. As Table 2.2 shows, I also spoke with
a sixth educator, which (like the focus groups) was a validation exercise I undertook as part of
my observations at the University of Aberdeen to test whether my findings were at all

applicable outwith Strathclyde.

2.5.4 Design of the Interviews

The educator interviews all took place during October and November of 2001, excepting the
Aberdeen interview, which took place in February 2003 at the midpoint of the data collection.

I requested the interviewees allow an hour for questioning, but four of them generously gave
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List 2.2: Educator Interview questions

ion 1: Teaching Experience and Educational Petspective

1. Can you describe your teaching expetience?  [Whete you've taught?
Characteristics? Differences? Where you liked best and why? etc]

2. What would you say is the purpose of accounting education?

3. How would you define the role of the accounting department? |

4. How would you describe the university’s responsibility to the student, if any?

5. Why have you chosen to teach accounting?

Section 2: Pedagogy of the Accredited Degree

1. What kind of values does accredited education encourage?
2. To what extent should the course focus on technical proficiency and to what

extent mate developmental matetial?
3. Would your teaching approach or content be different if accreditation was not a
consideration? If so how? | |

4. Atre there any limitations on the things that are acceptable and unacceptable fot
an accounting educator?

5. What would you change, if you could, about your job as an accounting educator?

6. What is your favoutite class to teach and why?

ection 3: Experiences of the Accounting Students

1. How would you describe accounting students? What type of people are they?
What type of learners are they?

2. Atre there any problems you encountet when teaching accounting students and if
50, what are they? (What are the things that frustrate you as an educatot?)

3. How do you decide the best way to teach any given group of students?

4. How would you describe a student who you would consider to be a success of
the accounting education system? What would they be/have?

>. To what extent does the accredited course help students develop their skills and
abilities?



two hours because of their willingness to discuss their role. All but the Aberdeen interview
took place within the accounting department at Strathclyde, and with the exception mentioned
above, they were tape recorded with supporting notes. Confidentiality in this case was
particularly important because of the small group of participants, and for this reason, I do not
include details of the gender of the participants. Again, familianity meant the participants did
not request detatls of my questions before the interviews, therefore I was able to record their

reactions to the content unrehearsed.

2.5.5 Content of the Interviews

The interview questions were structured into three sections as outlined in List 2.2: Teaching
and educational perspective, pedagogy of the accredited degree, and expenences of the

accounting students.

2.5.5.1 Section 1: Teaching Experience and Educational Perspective

The first section began with a descriptive warm-up question about teaching experience and
then moved on to look at the wider purpose of education and the university department’s role
and responsibility. The purpose of these questions was to establish the fundamental beliefs the
educator had about the scope of the accounting education generally and the section finished by

returning to the more personal question of why the educator has chosen to teach accounting,

2.5.5.2 Section 2: Pedagogy of the Accredited Degree

This section explored the values implicit in accounting education and the tensions educators
experience as a result of teaching the required accredited matenal. It also covers the

limitations of their position and how they would address those limitations if they could.

2.5.5.3 Section 3: Experiences of the Accredited Students

The third and final section of the interview looks at the educators’ experience of the
accounting students and their beliefs about students’ personal qualities and learning pattemns.

These questions were designed to gather an insight into the teaching relationship from the
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perspective of the educator and their sense of the potential of accounting graduates beyond

UnIversity.

2.5.6 Educator Complexities

It 1s useful to take a moment here to discuss some of the complexities as they emerged from

the educator interviews. It became clear very quickly during the interviews that the educator
perspectives on what was happening in accounting education were both diverse and complex.
All of them described subtle experiences of teaching accounting students and each of them
had obviously put much time and thought into how best to reconcile the competing demands
of their teaching role. The depth of these insights meant that it would not be possible to
present the extensive evidence from the students, while also doing justice to the reality of the
educators’ experience; therefore, at a certain point I made the decision not to pursue this
aspect of the evidence any further. As a result, the representation of the educator within the
thesis 1s somewhat one-dimensional. 'This editing of the educators contributions seems
particularly unfair in light of their support of the doctoral thesis and the degree to which they
engaged in the research and were so generous with their input, Undeniably, accounting
educators are under significant pressure. With increasing administration, ever more

demanding students, pressure for research publications, and the competing demands of

industry, they often have to manage a genuine degree of vocational oppression themselves.

Unfortunately, the thesis further exaggerates this limitation because of the literary emphasis on
the work of Paulo Freire. Freire’s educational theories were bomn of his experiences with a
violently oppressive regime and as a result, the language he employs throughout his writing is
dramatic. Freire refers to ‘sadists’ and ‘necrophilia’, and his representation of educators who
use oppressive methods is not complimentary. This does however, swing both ways, and he
also argues strongly for the power of educators to empower and inspire genuine freedom.
Given the intention of the thesis to develop the voice of the student, this limitation was the
unfortunate compromise of the final written output and one which I intend to revisit in later
work. Meanwhile, as much as possible, this bias of tone is addressed in Chapter 8, which

presents extensive evidence from the students describing the humanising effects of their

accounting educators.
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2.6 Participant Observation

2.6.1 Decision to use Participant Observation Methods

The next significant method decision was to design participant observation that could explore
the existence a pedagogical dialogic that was emerging out of the focus groups, interviews and
the exploratory teaching. By this stage, the doctoral research had been underway for nine
months and two things were becoming clear. First, that the student and educator groups had
some important points of difference within them in how they thought about their role and
relationship to the other educational actors. Second, that many of the participants reportedly
felt their educational engagement was restricted in some way, the cause of which they

overwhelmingly attnbuted to other students or educators.

Before looking in detail at the aim and design of the observation techniques used within this
study, it 1s important to acknowledge the immense diversity of observational methods currently
in use to analyse social settings.  Observational methods include a whole spectrum of
techniques ranging from fully immersive ones, such as ethnography, to isolated observation
sessions which can be conducted at some distance from the research subjects (Mies and
Huberman 1994, Glesne 1999). Lofland and Lofland (1995) usetully describe these extremes
as the preference for a ‘martian’ versus ‘convert’ approach and identify a range of possible
methods in between. The merits of each approach are widely discussed in the literature as are
the inevitable weaknesses (Denzin and Lincoln 1996). Broadly speaking, using fully immersive
techniques can put the researcher at risk of ‘conversion’, where their empathy with participants
might undermine their ability to observe them with any degree of objectivity (Patton 1990). In
contrast, observations conducted at a distance from participants create the possibility for

misunderstanding the observed social phenomena (Weinberg 2002).
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