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ABSTRACT The transition from high school to university accounting education poses significant challenges for
students and lecturers. This study examines the gaps between high school and first-year university accounting
education in South Africa and explores the challenges lecturers encounter when teaching first-year students. The
research adopted a qualitative design to gain in-depth insights into these issues. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews and focus group discussions with six accounting lecturers and twelve first-year students.
Responses were transcribed, coded, and analysed thematically using ATLAS.ti software. Findings indicate significant
curriculum misalignment between high school and university accounting programs, resulting in inadequate student
preparedness and difficulties in applying theoretical knowledge to practical scenarios. Lecturers reported challenges
such as insufficient teaching time, diverse student backgrounds, and negative learning attitudes. The study concludes
that bridging programs, curriculum updates, and improved instructional strategies are essential to enhance student

readiness and support successful transitions to university-level accounting education.

INTRODUCTION

The transition from high school to university
accounting in South Africa often proves challeng-
ing for both students and lecturers. The Curricu-
lum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS)
serve as the foundation that guides high school
accounting education. The high school account-
ing curriculum bases its content on theoretical prin-
ciples without much practical learning activities
(Sithole 2024). The university accounting program
requires students to demonstrate comprehensive
analytical abilities together with strong problem-
solving competencies and effective financial con-
cept application skills in complex settings (Ma-
khathini and Akpa-Inyang 2024). The university
curriculum requires these skills to match the pro-
fessional requirements of an accountant. The ab-
sence of these skills contributes to first-year ac-
counting students struggling in adjusting to their
new academic environment.

The first-year experience of university studies
proves challenging for most new accounting stu-
dents according to research by Steenkamp et al.
(2009) and Van Romburgh (2014). First-year ac-
counting students experience high dropouts and
academic failures because of their challenging tran-
sition from high school to university education
(Mavunga 2014; Jansen and de Villiers 2016). Due

to educational inequalities in South Africa, stu-
dents from high schools with limited resources
encounter extra challenges in university adapta-
tion (Muller and Hoadley 2019; Muyambi and
Ahiaku 2025). These inconsistencies in students’
preparedness create a learning gap that affects
students’ ability to engage effectively with
university-level accounting courses.

The improvement of accounting education in
South African universities requires detailed com-
prehension of these issues as well as their conse-
quences for teaching and learning. The implemen-
tation of curriculum adjustment alongside im-
proved educational strategies will significantly
enhance student performance and guarantee program
success in accounting.

Problem Statement

The academic performance of first-year ac-
counting students in South African universities
has been a growing concern, with a significant
number of students failing or struggling to meet
the required standards for progression. Accord-
ing to Fundani Centre for Higher Education and
Training (FCHET 2017), the pass rate for first-year
students in South Africa is alarmingly low, with
some institutions reporting failure rates exceeding
50 percent. This poor academic achievement has
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been linked to inadequate preparedness at the high
school level, where students are not sufficiently
equipped with the critical thinking, problem-solv-
ing, and analytical skills required for university-
level accounting studies.

The consequences of poor academic achieve-
ment in first-year accounting are far-reaching. High
failure rates result in increased dropout rates, ex-
tended degree completion times, and financial strain
on both students and universities (Spaull 2013;
Tjgnneland 2017). South Africa has one of the low-
est graduation rates in the world, with barely 15
percent of students finishing on time (Letseka and
Maile 2008). This decline is due to insufficient fi-
nance and a substantial disparity between high
school and higher education. According to the
Council for Higher Education’s (CHE 2013) assess-
ment, just one in four students at contact-based
universities finish on time, with 58 percent requir-
ing two extra years for a three-year degree, compared
to 91 percent at non-contact institutions.

Given the critical role that accountants play in
South Africa’s economic development, address-
ing the root causes of first-year academic under-
performance is imperative. Identifying the root
causes of poor preparedness among high school
graduates is crucial to implementing effective in-
terventions that can bridge the gap between high
school and university accounting education. Un-
derstanding these causes allows for targeted cur-
riculum reforms that equip students with the criti-
cal thinking and analytical skills needed for suc-
cess in higher education. Lecturers, who directly
observe students’ challenges, can provide valu-
able perspectives on the specific gaps in knowl-
edge and skills, helping to shape support programs
such as bridging courses, mentorship initiatives,
and adaptive teaching strategies. Without these
reforms and insights, the disconnect between high
school accounting education and university ex-
pectations will persist, ultimately impeding student
success and limiting the country’s ability to produce
competent accounting professionals.

Objective

This study aims to examine the teaching and
learning gaps between high school and first-year
university accounting syllabi and the challenges
faced by lecturers in teaching first-year accounting
students. Specifically, the study seeks:
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1. To analyse the differences between high
school and first-year university accounting
syllabi and their impact on students’ learn-
ing experiences.

2. Toidentify the challenges faced by account-
ing lecturers in teaching first-year university
students.

3. To assess lecturers’ perceptions of first-year
students’ ability to cope with the university
accounting syllabus.

Literature Review

Gaps Between High School and University
Accounting Education

Curriculum Misalignment and Learning Gaps

The educational structure between high school
and university accounting classes creates signifi-
cant educational gaps. Rossouw and Brink (2021)
demonstrate that students who start university
without an accounting education background ex-
perience difficulties because they lack basic ac-
counting concepts. The research recommends es-
tablishing bridging programs which should assist
students during their transition from high school
to university. Skhephe et al. (2020) highlight tech-
nological shortcomings in high school account-
ing education, noting that the absence of e-learn-
ing tools leaves students unprepared for the digi-
tal tools and software integral to university-level
accounting education.

The Role of Prior Accounting Knowledge in
University Success

University success is highly affected by stu-
dents’ prior accounting knowledge according to
research findings. Baard et al. (2010) establish that
first-year performance depends on three main fac-
tors, that is, accounting experience, Grade 12 aver-
age score and language competency. According
to De Villiers and Farrington (2017), student suc-
cess depends significantly on matric accounting
education and enrolment at English-speaking in-
stitutions. Papageorgiou and Carpenter (2020) of-
fer a complex assessment of student performance
by showing that prior knowledge helps understand-
ing but certain students achieve success without
it which indicates that educational quality and support
systems are equally important.
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Assessment Practices: High School vs.
University

The assessment methods which differ between
accounting education at high school level and
university create barriers for students making the
transition. Ndlovu (2022) explains that high school
accounting uses case studies as its main assess-
ment method where students need to analyse and
interpret transactions. The assessment methods
at universities rely on theoretical standards which
differ from the practical expectations at high
schools. The results from Matarirano et al. (2020)
show that accounting matriculation scores predict
university success, yet assessment method varia-
tions create barriers for students to adapt to
university requirements.

Challenges In Teaching First-Year Accounting
At University

Lecturers teaching first-year accounting mod-
ules in South African universities face significant
pedagogical difficulties due to the diverse academic
backgrounds of incoming students. Many stu-
dents come from high schools with varying levels
of teaching quality, leading to gaps in foundation-
al knowledge, differences in learning styles, and
disparities in academic preparedness (Baard et al.
2010; De Villiers and Farrington 2017). Students
enter university accounting with different levels
of accounting knowledge ranging from advanced
to deficient understanding (Umar and Olowo 2024).
The transition from rule-based high school ac-
counting to university creates an additional chal-
lenge for students because university expects so-
phisticated problem-solving, critical thinking and
advanced financial principle application (Matar-
irano et al. 2020; Ndlovu 2022). Lecturers dedicate
most of their teaching time to remedying student
knowledge deficiencies instead of developing stu-
dent mastery of accounting principles thus caus-
ing a delay in overall course progression.

Some of the identified challenges affecting the
teaching of first-year accounting students are high
lecturer-student ratios, resource constraints, and
language barriers. The large number of students in
classrooms restricts the individualised learning
interactions that students expect. The large num-
ber of students prevent lecturers from giving per-
sonalised assistance or engaging in two-way edu-
cational activities due to time limitation (de Jager
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and Bitzer 2013; Arora et al. 2024). Many universi-
ties operate with limited budgets that prevent them
from acquiring necessary teaching resources includ-
ing modern textbooks and digital learning tools as
well as tutorial support systems (Muller and du
Plessis 2013; Mokhampanyane 2023). First-year stu-
dents experience difficulties understanding finan-
cial terminology taught in English due to poor mas-
tery of the language (Dafouz and Camacho-Mifiano
2016). These challenges not only affect teaching
effectiveness but also contribute to low student
engagement, high failure rates, and increased dropout
levels in first-year accounting programs.

METHODOLOGY
Research Design and Approach

This study adopted a qualitative research de-
sign to explore teaching challenges and learning
gaps between high school and first-year universi-
ty accounting syllabi from the perspectives of lec-
turers and students. A qualitative approach was
deemed appropriate because the study sought to
generate in-depth insights into participants’ lived
experiences, perceptions, and interpretations of
curriculum alignment, assessment practices, and
pedagogical challenges rather than to test hypoth-
eses or generalise findings to a broader popula-
tion. The design aligns with exploratory educa-
tional research that aims to understand complex
instructional and learning phenomena within a
specific institutional context.

Research Setting

The study was conducted at a public universi-
ty in South Africa that offers accredited under-
graduate accounting programmes across three cam-
puses. The institution was selected because it en-
rolls a diverse student population with varied
schooling backgrounds, making it a suitable con-
text for examining transition challenges from high
school to university accounting education. The
name of the university is withheld to preserve in-
stitutional anonymity and comply with ethical
research requirements.

Participants and Sampling
The study population comprised first-year ac-

counting lecturers and first-year undergraduate
accounting students registered at the selected
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university. Purposive sampling was employed to
select participants who were directly involved in
teaching and learning first-year accounting and
were therefore best positioned to provide relevant
and information-rich data.

Six first-year accounting lecturers participated
in the study, with two lecturers selected from each
of the three campuses. All participating lecturers
had direct responsibility for teaching first-year ac-
counting modules and had a minimum of two years’
experience teaching at the undergraduate level.

In addition, twelve first-year accounting stu-
dents participated in focus group discussions, with
four students selected from each campus. To cap-
ture diverse learning experiences, the student sam-
ple included both high-performing and low-per-
forming students based on their first-semester as-
sessment results. This sampling strategy ensured
representation of varied academic preparedness
and adjustment experiences. While the sample size
was limited, it was considered adequate for quali-
tative inquiry aimed at depth rather than breadth.
The study does not seek statistical generalisation
but instead provides analytical insights that may
be transferable to similar institutional contexts.

Data Collection Methods

Data were collected using two qualitative meth-
ods, that is, semi-structured individual interviews
and focus group discussions. Semi-structured in-
terviews were conducted with the six first-year ac-
counting lecturers to elicit detailed accounts of
teaching challenges, curriculum gaps, assessment
practices, and perceptions of student prepared-
ness. An interview guide was used to ensure
consistency across interviews while allowing flexibility
for probing emerging issues.

Focus group discussions were conducted with
first-year accounting students to explore their learn-
ing experiences, transition challenges, assessment
expectations, and coping mechanisms. Focus
groups were selected to encourage interaction and
collective reflection among students, thereby en-
riching the data through shared experiences and
contrasting viewpoints.

To ensure a respectful and productive discus-
sion, the following group rules were established,
that is, group members were informed of a non-
disclosure agreement, emphasising that they
should not disclose anything discussed during
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the session. Participants were advised to allow oth-
ers to respond without interruptions. Members
were encouraged to share their views openly and
respectfully. Participants were invited to set addi-
tional confidentiality rules. The researchers en-
sured that any names mentioned during the dis-
cussion were replaced with pseudonyms to main-
tain anonymity. All interviews and focus group
discussions were conducted face-to-face, audio-
recorded with participants’ consent, and later
transcribed verbatim for analysis.

Data Analysis

This study followed Creswell’s (2014) qualita-
tive research framework to ensure rigour in data
analysis. A thematic analysis approach was ap-
plied to interpret participants’ narratives in align-
ment with the research objectives. Interview and
focus group transcripts were transcribed, repeat-
edly reviewed for familiarity, and imported into
ATLAS ti for systematic coding. The analysis pro-
gressed through open coding to identify key mean-
ing units, which were then grouped into catego-
ries and refined into broader themes through itera-
tive comparison and interpretation. Final themes
captured curriculum gaps between high school and
university accounting, assessment methods, avail-
ability of learning support materials, lecturer-relat-
ed teaching challenges, students’ attitudes and
preparedness, and coping strategies. Verbatim ex-
cerpts were retained to illustrate findings and
enhance analytical credibility.

Trustworthiness of the Study

Trustworthiness was ensured through trian-
gulation of data sources, including lecturer inter-
views and student focus group discussions. An
audit trail of data collection and analysis proce-
dures was maintained to support dependability,
while confirmability was enhanced through sys-
tematic coding and the use of direct participant
quotations. Detailed contextual descriptions were
provided to support transferability.

Ethical Consideration and Informed Consent
Ethical approval for the study was obtained

from the relevant institutional review board. In-
formed consent was sought from all participants
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before data collection. Participants were informed
about the study’s purpose, procedures, and their
rights, including the right to withdraw at any point
without any consequences. Confidentiality and
anonymity were prioritised, with pseudonyms
used to protect participants’ identities. For the fo-
cus group discussions, participants were explicit-
ly informed that confidentiality could not be fully
guaranteed and were encouraged to respect group
confidentiality rules. All data collected was securely
stored and used solely for research purposes.

RESULTS

Teaching And Learning Gap(s) Between High
School And University First-Year A ccounting
Syllabi

The findings show that the high school sylla-
bus produces learners who struggle to apply the-
ory to practice because they were spoon-fed the
content of the syllabus. The findings further
showed that topics covered at high school are
outdated and that the form of assessment at high
school differs from that which they are subjected
to at university, with differences in the allocation
of marks. The respondents shared their views on
the teaching and learning gaps found between the
high school and university accounting syllabi.

Theory and Application

The study participants identified theory and
application as constituting one of the gaps be-
tween the two sets of syllabi. Their views on first-
year accounting students’ failure to apply theory
to practice are as follows.

“They know if you put a key into a car and if
you move it, it'’s going to move but what happens
in the engine, they don't have a clue. In account-
ing, you need to know what is debited and what
is credited to get to the final stage of the income
statement and the balance sheet, but they don'’t
know that background, and it all happens with
that wishy-washy straight forward way of giving
them the information in high school and giving
them answer books.” [L4]

“Yes, there is a difference; I think it’s more of
how the questions are asked as well. For exam-
ple, you discuss questions, application, they bat-
tle a lot, so you can'’t give them theory and ask
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them to apply that theory; what they normally do,
they will just repeat the theory in the same form it
was memorised.” [L6]

The study’s findings have revealed that stu-
dents at the high school level know accounting
theory but struggle with its application. One of the
purposes of teaching accounting in high school is
to develop critical, logical, and analytical abilities
and thought processes to enable learners to apply
skills to current and new situations (Mkhize et al.
2022). Sinthumule and Zitha (2024) emphasises that
in high school, accounting aims to provide ac-
counting learners with a deeper understanding of
accounting so they can be fully prepared for the
real world. However, the study’s findings reflect
the exact opposite of what is supposed to be
achieved with the high school syllabus. This leaves
the learners in a position where they struggle when
they get to university because they were used to
being spoon-fed at school.

Topics Covered at High School

The participating accounting lecturers believe
that the topics covered at high school are outdat-
ed and are taught differently from the way in which
they are taught at university. Lecturers 2, 4, and 5
shared their views on this aspect below.

“...outdated topics are taught at high school. . .;
a lot of these students’ mathematics skills are real-
lybad” [L2]

“Some of these topics are taught differently to
what we do in the university. So, transition [from
high school to university] is a challenge and does
have an impact on a student’s passing or failing,
especially in the first semester.” [L4]

“The content of high school and the first-year
accounting syllabus influence students’ pass and
fail rate. I am saying that because most of the con-
tent they covered in high school is not the same as
what they have in the first year; they struggle.” [L5]

These lecturers’ views revealed that there are
gaps between the syllabus content at high school
compared to what is presented at university. The
reliance on outdated textbooks in high school ac-
counting education poses significant challenges
in preparing students for modern financial practic-
es. Many accounting textbooks fail to address the
digital transformation adequately, with only a few
addressing IT-related topics essential for modern
accounting practices (Oleiwi 2023). The transition
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from traditional to digital accounting education is
crucial, as it reflects the industry’s evolution to-
wards electronic applications (Tomma 2024). Ac-
cording to Lubbe (2017), teaching outdated topics
at high school can place university students at a
disadvantage.

Assessment Methods

There was an agreement among the participat-
ing accounting lecturers and first-year students
on the difference between the assessment meth-
ods used at high school and at university. The
following quotes reflect their views:

“The way they assess them in high school is not
the same way we assess them in the university.” [L2]

“And for the exam papers [from high school],
I have compared five questions on the balance
sheet for the last five years. It is almost asked the
same way from year to year. Hence, if you just take
all the five exam papers, understand and memo-
rise how, and where to put what, you can easily get
70 percent in matric.” [L4]

Lecturer 4 identified rote learning and assess-
ment as a weak link in the high school learning
environment. This view aligned with the students’
worries on memorising the whole high school syl-
labus before assessment. FGDSS5 captured it this
way:
“In high school, you must learn the whole year
of the syllabus before you can write your tests, imag-
ine you need to remember something you did in
January to write an exam in November; so it’s diffi-
cult compared to the university assessment.”
[FGDS5]

The first-year accounting students preferred
the university assessment due to its flexibility and
the content of the syllabus to cover at each
assessment.

“I think the university assessment is better than
high school assessment because at the university,
we are given four assignments and they record
three best or highest of the four assignments,
whereas in high school, they take all of them,
good and bad.” [FGDS5]

“At the university, you can choose which tests
to write, but the online test is compulsory, so know-
ing that the best three assignments are consid-
ered, you can study well for only the three and
pass all of them and still get good marks without
having to write the fourth assignment so you have
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options what to study and what to leave out espe-
cially if a certain assignment is difficult for you to
grasp.” [FGDS6]

These views point to the gap between high
school assessment methods and those used at the
university. According to Haidar (2024), assessment
methods can affect first-year accounting students’
performance. It is, therefore, crucial that assess-
ment methods are well-outlined in the syllabus in
such a way as to improve academic outcome. The
implementation of continuous formative assess-
ments has been shown to enhance learning outcomes,
although students may perceive the increased
workload as a barrier (Johansson et al. 2023).

Allocation of Marks

The study participants reported that the way
marks are allocated at high school is different from
how marks are allocated at university. The stu-
dents preferred the mark allocation scheme at high
school that credits more marks for less work com-
pared to the conservative mark allocation scheme
at the university.

“At high school, they give you a full 1 mark
whereas at the university they give you 0.5. At
high school even if your final mark is wrong but
you have used the right formula, you would get
marks for the correct steps and formula. Here at
the university, they give you five multiple ques-
tions, and you are given 5 marks for the 5 ques-
tions. In the university, you don't get credited for
the steps, even if you get all the steps correctly
and get the wrong answer.” [FGDS7]

This difference in mark allocation scheme was
confirmed by Lecturer 1.

“In terms of allocation of marks, I think at the
university level, you may get half of a mark for a
variable, when in fact, at high school, they give one
mark or two marks for a certain variable.” [LI]

“The way marks are allocated to them at high
school is different from how we do it at the university.”
[L2]

Lecturer 2 believes that the change in the neat-
ness of students’ assessment can affect their mark
allocation.

“Some of the students are used to writing cal-
culations in pencil, now all of a sudden, they are
not supposed to have rough like that, they must
Jjust write with the pen, so to get that out of your
system takes time.” [L2]
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It is evident from the feedback that the alloca-
tion of marks at the university is different from how
it is done at high school. The transition from high
school to university can be challenging for account-
ing students, particularly regarding their expecta-
tions of academic performance. In high school, stu-
dents often receive higher marks for less effort, lead-
ing to a sense of entitlement that may not align with
university standards. University assessments are
typically more stringent, requiring deeper under-
standing and application of knowledge, which can
lead to lower grades for students accustomed to
easier evaluations (Bui and Porter 2012).

Support Materials

The first-year accounting students in the Fo-
cus Group Discussion expressed happiness with
the teaching and learning support materials offered
at the university.

“The university has good support materials
put in place for students.” [FGDS11]

“I came from a rural-based high school where
we really struggled with support materials, but 1
can say the support materials at the university
are much better, especially the SIs [Student In-
structors] because they really help us to deal with
the things that we did not understand in class.”
[FGDS12]

Though the university provided some learn-
ing support, there are some students who strug-
gled to access the support materials.

“The problem was accessing those materials
because we were not trained on how to get the
materials and make use of them. ... To be honest, I
didn't do a single homework in the first semester
because I didn't know where those questions were
and how to access them.” [FGDSI11]

The findings depict that the university has
good material support for first-year accounting stu-
dents compared to what is available in high school.
According to Muller and du Plessis (2013), univer-
sities offer various supporting resources that are
designed to facilitate self-paced learning and com-
prehension of complex accounting concepts. The
students’ admittance that they do not access the
support resources provided by the university aligns
with the findings of Mokhampanyane (2023). The
study found that despite the availability of resourc-
es, many students do not actively utilise them,
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which significantly hampers their academic per-
formance (Mokhampanyane 2023).

Teachers’ Support

The participating first-year accounting stu-
dents missed the familiarity and personalised at-
tention offered by high school teachers. It seems
students were used to getting individual attention
from their teachers at high school, which is lacking
at the university.

“I miss my former teacher’s support at high
school on my studies because I do not really get it
here. ... In high school we are close to our teach-
ers, and they are our support system, but at the
university, you are so alone and must learn things
by yourself.” [FGDSS8]

“My accounting teacher taught me from
Grades 10, 11 and 12, so I was used to her, and [
was confident to ask her questions that I did not
understand and even for personal guidance be-
cause I trusted her. She has been part of my life for
some time, and she cared for her students, so she
became more of our safe space hence learning
accounting was so smooth with her.” [FGDSI11]

“At high school, we know our teachers and
we get too comfortable with them, and we can ask
for more time to submit even after the submission
day, so here at the university, there are no negoti-
ations or second chances... The way the system to
submit is done once the submission time passes,
the university submission site closes you outside
with your excuses, and you have no one to ex-
plain your dilemma to.” [FGDSI2]

The students expressed their frustrations in
not getting personalised attention from the lectur-
ers as they previously got from their high school
teachers.

“There is no support from lecturers like we
used to have in high school, that adds to our frus-
trations because we don’t know who to turn to
especially when you don't have any study partner.”
[FGDSS]

“At high school, I knew all my teachers, so
when I had challenges with my subjects, I would
go to them directly and seek help and guidance. At
the university I did not get to know even one lec-
turer; you do not get to meet them in person and
share your frustrations with them.” [FGDS11 ]
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The students’ view reveals a gap in the teach-
ing and learning environments in the high school
and the university. The teaching and research
workload of accounting lecturers can significantly
impact the personalised attention they provide to
students, particularly first-year students who may
be unaware of available support channels (de Jager
and Bitzer 2013; Arora et al. 2024). The accounting
syllabus at the university anticipates an independent
student that takes ownership of the learning process.
This assertion was expressed by Lecturer 2.

“...they are not independent thinkers, who can
critically analyse things. Instead, they dependent
on their lecturers for everything, so they struggle
because it is something new to them.” [L2]

The accounting syllabus encourages indepen-
dent learning, yet the effectiveness of this approach
can be enhanced through various support mecha-
nisms. According to de Jager and Bitzer (2013),
participation in support groups has led to improved
pass rates and positive student perceptions, high-
lighting the importance of collaborative learning
environments.

Critical Thinking

The first-year accounting lecturers believe that
in high school, learners are not taught how to ap-
ply theory to practice, and when they reach the
university, they struggle to do so because high
school did not provide them with the required skills.
Their views are shared below:

“They [learners] are told how to do things
instead of teaching and encouraging them to
think critically and be able to understand sce-
narios on their own and apply them to practice.
When they get to the university, they don't under-
stand when you talk about theory and its appli-
cation. They fail to do it because they were never
taught to apply what they have been taught; they
struggle a lot.” [L3]

“Students in the university mostly learn inde-
pendently, so high school accounting teachers
should ensure that they teach critical thinking
skills to learners. I think it is the high school’s
responsibility to prepare students for university,
and to do that, learners who plan to study ac-
counting at university should rather take mathematics
and not mathematics literacy.” [L5]

The inference drawn from the findings indicate
a gap between the teaching and learning environ-
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ment gaps in the high school and the university.
The rote learning method in high school did not
train students to be active listeners and critical
thinkers. These findings are in line with the find-
ings of Abbott and Palatnik (2018), who revealed
that first-year accounting students were unable to
apply critical thinking in the solving of accounting
problems. Rote learning method is prevalent in
educational systems focused on standardised test-
ing and rote memorisation (Ahmed and Ahmed
2017). Students in such environments often prior-
itise memorisation over comprehension, leading
to a passive learning approach (Bhattacharya 2022).
Research indicates that rote learning hinders criti-
cal thinking development, as students rely on re-
call rather than analysis (Ahmed and Ahmed 2017;
Bhattacharya 2022).

The Challenges Of Teaching First-Year
Accounting Students At The University

Findings revealed the challenges of insufficient
time, students’ negative learning attitude, lack of
support, the mixing of accounting and non-ac-
counting students, and students’ lack of accounting
knowledge.

Inadequate Teaching Time

There is a common concern about insufficient
time for lecturers to teach the first-year accounting
syllabus. Lecturers expressed their concerns as
follows:

“leaching first-year accounting students re-
quires a lot of time because there is a lot of con-
tent that needs to be covered.” [L4]

“In the first semester; the time indicated or
given to us is quite brief, and there is a lot that needs
to be done when dealing with students.” [L2]

“The standard between high school and finan-
cial accounting and CA is so enormous, it was so
difficult for students. They are taking those cours-
es, time moves so fast, but they must cover every-
thing, they don’t have a choice, and they also must
practice and work on their own to catch up.” [L6]

The participating lecturers consider the time
allocated for teaching first-year accounting sylla-
bus as inadequate. Long et al. (2020) affirms that
the first-year accounting syllabus encompasses a
vast array of topics, necessitating thorough cov-
erage within limited timeframes. This lack of time
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stems from the large content of the syllabus and
the need to lay a good accounting foundation for
the students. As a result, both lecturers and stu-
dents end up with a heavy workload in the quest
to complete the syllabus. According to Steenkamp
and Roberts (2020), increased institutional expec-
tations exacerbate workload pressures on account-
ing lecturers that negatively affect their well-being
and teaching quality.

Students’ Negative Learning Attitudes

One of the challenges encountered by lectur-
ers when teaching first-year accounting students
was students’ negative attitudes towards the subject.
The following are their views.

“I think the biggest challenge is the attitudes
towards accounting by the accounting students
who had accounting at high school. They think
the work will be easy like in high school. They
don't study as hard as they should and as a result,
it affects their performance.” [L3]

“If you have a negative attitude towards some-
thing, you find it very difficult to do well in it and
you tend not to focus, and not that you are not
capable, but the effort you put in the work is not
that much and then you end up not doing well.
You find that those students who are not motivat-
ed struggle or end up de-registering the module
just in the middle, they don't persevere until the
end of the semester, they get discouraged, and
they drop out.” [L5]

The findings show that students who have
taken accounting as a subject in high school
often have a complacent, negative attitude to-
wards it when they reach university, with detri-
mental effects on their performance. However,
these students get a rude awakening when they
fail their assessments and realise that they need
to study harder and need to pay more attention
in class since there is still much to learn of the
new content at university. Studies have shown that
negative attitudes towards accounting lead to poor
academic outcomes (Abbott and Palatnik 2018;
Johansson et al. 2023).

Lack of Support for Teaching Staff and Students
The first-year accounting lecturers complained

of lack of staff support and insufficient learning
materials to aid effective teaching and learning.
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Lecturer 3 highlighted the need for marking assis-
tance so that they can pay more attention to the
teaching aspect of their work.

“The first challenge that I have is that there is
no support, I don’t have a student assistant. I must
complete marking, and re-mark by myself.” [L3]

Lecturers also complained that certain servic-
es required for teaching and learning are not readi-
ly available or are not delivered on time. This was
clearly stated in the opinion of Lecturer 6, as seen
below:

“I remember I asked to be given a board so
that I can at least use it. I don’t know what to say
because I don't think these students relate very
well to online learning. The services that we re-
quire for us to be able to teach during this time
also take time to be delivered. Yeah, you wait
forever for the services.” [L6]

A further challenge that was mentioned in-
volved a lack of data for online classes for stu-
dents. This was expressed by Lecturer 5.

“I have made Zoom a safe space for the stu-
dents, but the problem is that those who don't have
data are not able to access the sessions. ...they
send me a message via WhatsApp to tell me, ‘I am
sorry, I won't be able to attend Zoom meeting to-
morrow because I do not have data.”” [L5]

The participants’ statements above show that
lack of support is not only the challenge of ac-
counting students but also for accounting lectur-
ers. Adequate funding and a robust digital infra-
structure are necessary for implementing effective
accounting education (Tomma 2024). Human and
material resources are vital for teaching and learn-
ing as such tools enhance the accounting teach-
ing and learning experience. Universities must im-
plement adequate human resources to ensure
effective teaching and learning.

Combining Students with Prior and No
Accounting Knowledge in a Single Class

There seems to be a common concern about
combining accounting students with prior and no
accounting knowledge in one classroom. Lecturers
expressed their concerns below:

“Having non-accounting students mixed with
accounting students is absolutely a challenge
because you do not know where to pitch, that is,
being too fast or slow as some topics seem straight-
forward for some students.” [L1]
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“Now, I start with debit and credit and those
who have accounting knowledge are like, ‘Mad-
am, really!’ And I must start there for the benefit of
those who did not do accounting in high school,
so that is my biggest challenge because you don't
know how to ensure all first-year students are on
the same level, i.e. those who did it previously
and those who didn't.” [L3]

“Another big challenge is that you have a
mixture of accounting and non-accounting Stu-
dents, and you can’t slow down when teaching
that class to accommodate those who did not do
accounting at high school, so they are at the same
level with the ones who had accounting at high
school.” [14]

This disparity in accounting background means
that not all class members have the same founda-
tional knowledge. Limited vocabulary can result in
alack of confidence among students with no prior
accounting knowledge, which hampers active par-
ticipation and engagement in the classroom (Umar
and Olowo 2024). Poor foundational accounting
knowledge implies that lecturers must invest extra
efforts to ensure that the non-accounting students are
given an adequate foundation for studying the sub-
ject. According to Viana and Barreto (2019), lecturers
often find it challenging to implement active learning
methodologies effectively, as students may be more
inclined to memorise as they used to do in high school
rather than understand accounting principles.

Students Unlearning Wrong A ccounting
Concepts

First-year accounting lecturers expressed con-
cern about some of the incorrect accounting knowl-
edge that is taught to high school learners and how it
exerts anegative influence on their performance. They
shared their views below:

“Accounting teachers teach accounting stu-
dents incorrect knowledge of accounting as we
find it when they come to the university. It takes
time for the students to understand the correct
knowledge we are trying to teach them as the
incorrect information has been embedded in their
minds, influencing their pass or failure rate.” [L5]

“Another challenge is unteaching the wrong
knowledge the students from high school have
been taught because these things are well in-
grained in their minds. Unlearning is very diffi-
cult as it takes time that we do not have.” [L1]
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“It’s a problem, some of them do come around,
but it is very difficult for them to keep up with the
speed and to unlearn the wrong stuff they were
taught at high school. We must cover the syllabus,
so time is of great essence.” [L3]

The prevalence of poorly understood or incor-
rect accounting concepts from high school is a
challenge to accounting lecturers. High school
accounting courses may oversimplify complex con-
cepts or teach them in a way that is not aligned
with university-level expectations. High school
learners may be taught to memorise accounting
rules without fully understanding the underlying
principles. This memorisation can lead to confu-
sion when they encounter more nuanced material
in university (Makhathini and Akpa-Inyang 2024).
The process of unlearning requires students to
not only forget incorrect information but also to
replace it with new, accurate knowledge. This can
be a difficult and time-consuming process. Re-
search has shown that students who are required
to unlearn concepts often experience cognitive
dissonance, which can negatively impact their
motivation and performance in accounting courses
(Deanetal. 2020).

Lecturers’ Perceptions on Whether First-Year
Accounting Students can Cope with Accounting
Syllabi

The lecturers believe that students can cope
with the syllabus when they manage their time ef-
fectively, have prior accounting knowledge and
work hard in their studies.

Proper Time Management

According to first-year accounting lecturers,
there is a large amount of content that needs to be
covered at the university within a very limited time.
However, they believe that first-year accounting
students could cope with the first-year account-
ing syllabus when they manage their time effec-
tively. They shared their views on proper time
management below.

“Accounting is a demanding subject, there-
fore students who can manage their time effec-
tively do well in their studies. However, those
struggling with keeping up with their studies
should learn to manage their personal and studying
time.” [L2]
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“Some students struggled to manage their time
effectively and I advised them to pay special at-
tention to that because there is a lot of content
that needs to be covered in the first-year account-
ing syllabus. I could see they listened because
their performance improved.” [L3]

“I think they can cope with our first-year ac-
counting syllabus because even those who failed
their first tests do pass from there as I always make
sure I advise them to manage their personal and
academic time effectively. They should have a
schedule that is balanced because there is so much
to cover in their first year with insufficient time. . .so
they cannot play with their time.” [L5]

Proper time management is an important skill in
a student’s life. First-year accounting lecturers are
optimistic that first-year accounting students who
manage their time effectively can cope with their
syllabus. This view aligns with studies that showed
a positive correlation between time management
skills and academic success among first-year stu-
dents (Nasrullah and Khan 2015; Wilson et al. 2021).
Time management training has been linked to few-
er subject failures and improved attitudes towards
academic responsibilities (Wilson et al. 2021).
Febriani et al. (2024) demonstrated that structured
time management training effectively reduced aca-
demic stress among students and enabled students
to cope with the rigors of their syllabuses.

Background Knowledge of Accounting

First-year accounting lecturers believe that stu-
dents who arrive at the university with prior ac-
counting knowledge are at an advantage in cop-
ing with the first-year accounting syllabus. They
shared their views on the matter as seen below:

“Students who have done accounting at high
school compared to those who did not do it are
able to cope with the first-year accounting sylla-
bus more because they have the accounting back-
ground knowledge that is required in their first
year at the university.” [L4]

“The students who are at ease with the first-
year accounting syllabus are mostly those who
have done it at high school because most of the
topics they do in their first year at the university
are not entirely new to them. Therefore, they cope
better than those who did not do it; however, it
does not mean that those who did not do it are not
able to cope; they just struggle a bit.” [L5]
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“Accounting students, that is those who have
prior accounting knowledge, cope far better than
those who are doing accounting for the first time.
It takes time for non-accounting students to un-
derstand and cope with the first-year accounting
syllabus because it has a lot of content that they
do not know whereas those with prior knowledge
catch on faster.” [L6]

The first-year accounting lecturers’ view that
students with prior accounting knowledge have a
better chance of coping is based on the assump-
tion that the students are familiar with the topics.
Students with prior knowledge are likely to employ
more effective study techniques, as they can build
on existing knowledge rather than starting from
scratch. This familiarity allows them to navigate
the syllabus more efficiently (Byrne et al. 2014).
The ability to relate new information to previously
learned concepts can enhance retention and un-
derstanding, making it easier to manage complex
topics within the syllabus (Papageorgiou 2019).
Studies found that prior accounting knowledge
positively correlates with academic success, sug-
gesting that students familiar with accounting con-
cepts are better prepared for university-level
coursework (Papageorgiou and Carpenter 2020;
Sinthumule and Zitha 2024) Students without pri-
or accounting knowledge often face challenges
but can still succeed through self-determination
and proactive learning strategies (Papageorgiou
and Halabi 2014; Sinthumule and Zitha 2024). Ac-
cording to Manurung et al. (2022), educational in-
terventions, such as bridging programs, can help
fill knowledge gaps, enhancing students’ under-
standing of essential accounting principles. Papa-
georgiou and Halabi (2014) note that prior account-
ing knowledge is important in the first year of study
but not thereafter.

Hard Work

The participating accounting lecturers high-
light that commitment and hard work are important
for first-year accounting students to cope with their
syllabus. Lecturers 4 and 2 have the following to say.

“The main challenge with our current students is
laziness. Accounting requires a lot of commitment
and hard work because it has a lot of calculations;
therefore, it needs a lot of practice, which seems prob-
lematic to some students. However, hard workers can
cope with the first-year accounting syllabus.” [L4]
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“Students who cope with the first year are
those that are really committed to their work and
work hard. They do not procrastinate on their
assignments, and submission deadlines. And I can
gladly say most of my students are hard workers
and do very well.” [L2]

First-year accounting lecturers mentioned that
accounting is a demanding subject with many cal-
culations and content to be covered in the first
year. However, the lecturers maintained that com-
mitted and hard-working students can cope with
the syllabus. Commitment and hard work are cru-
cial for first-year accounting students to manage
their syllabus effectively. High levels of commit-
ment and dedication lead to better academic per-
formance, as they allow students to allocate suffi-
cient time and effort to their studies (Nauwelaerts
and Doumen 2023). Self-regulated learning strate-
gies, such as goal setting, self-monitoring, and self-
evaluation, improve time management and struc-
tured approach to studies (Papageorgiou 2022). A
study by Mapuya (2022) found that students who
regularly used self-regulated learning strategies
achieved higher grades and exhibited greater con-
fidence in their academic abilities. Intrinsic motiva-
tion, arising from personal interest and satisfaction
in learning, also plays a significant role in academic
performance (Everaert et al. 2024).

DISCUSSION

This study examined how the transition from
high school accounting to first-year university
accounting is experienced by both students and
lecturers. Considered together, these perspectives
reveal a learning environment in which expecta-
tions change abruptly, and many students are not
adequately prepared to engage with conceptual
reasoning, problem solving, and independent learn-
ing. Prior work similarly shows that success in
school accounting does not automatically trans-
late into success at university, particularly when
students have been trained to follow procedures
rather than to explain their reasoning and apply
principles in unfamiliar contexts (Sirembe and Rey-
nolds 2026). The present study’s findings reinforce
this pattern and highlight how institutional condi-
tions further complicate adjustment, especially in
large first-year cohorts.

A central issue concerns the way accounting
knowledge is introduced and used across educa-
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tional levels. Participants consistently described
difficulties with theory-application transfer, not-
ing that many first-year students can recall rules
but struggle to apply them to novel scenarios.
These experiences echo broader evidence that rote
learning undermines critical thinking development
and produces passive learning habits ill-suited to
university expectations (Ameen et al. 2026; Bhat-
tacharya 2022). Contemporary pedagogical re-
search indicates that shifting towards inquiry-
based and constructivist approaches can improve
conceptual understanding and ownership of learn-
ing in introductory accounting courses, which
aligns with the respondents’ calls for more active
learning and guided problem solving (Mapuya 2022;
Martinez-Blasco et al. 2025).

Differences in assessment practices between
high school and university further shape students’
transition. Students and lecturers pointed to re-
petitive, predictable school examinations that re-
ward memorisation and procedural accuracy, in
contrast to university assessments that demand
interpretation, justification, and application of prin-
ciples. Earlier work has shown that these assess-
ment demands can become a significant barrier to
confidence and performance in first-year account-
ing (Kavanagh and Drennan 2008). Johansson et
al. (2023) argue that well-designed formative as-
sessment regimes can improve engagement and
outcomes, despite higher perceived workload. This
assertion aligns with Barua and Lockee (2025), who
observe that well-designed assessment regimes
prevent “cramming” and promote sustained en-
gagement, which directly correlates with higher
retention rates. Taken together, the results under-
score the value of transparent assessment criteria
and developmental feedback to help students
bridge the gap from procedural accuracy to principled
reasoning.

From the lecturers’ perspective, workload and
resource constraints are prominent. Respondents
described insufficient teaching time for a content-
heavy first-year syllabus and limited access to time-
ly teaching resources and assistant support. These
conditions restrict opportunities for individualised
support and interactive pedagogy, particularly in
large classes, consistent with prior findings from
South Africa and abroad (de Jager and Bitzer 2013;
Steenkamp and Roberts 2020). Recent work also
highlights how broader academic citizenship pres-
sures and institutional expectations can exacer-
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bate workload and affect teaching quality, which
mirrors the concerns raised by the participants
(Aroraetal. 2024). Low institutional value placed
on teaching can marginalise educators and dimin-
ish their sense of professional belonging (Snick-
are and Soderberg 2026). According to Shange and
Nyide (2025), work-life imbalance and lack of sup-
port for academic welfare significantly reduce pro-
ductivity and the capacity for meaningful contri-
butions. Addressing these constraints is essential
for enabling active learning, timely feedback, and
targeted remediation.

Another recurring theme is the challenge of
mixed cohorts, where students with prior account-
ing exposure learn alongside peers encountering
the subject for the first time. Lecturers reported
difficulty “pitching” content at an appropriate lev-
el for all students, and students without prior knowl-
edge often lacked the vocabulary and conceptual
foundations required for confident participation.
This is consistent with studies documenting the
impact of English-medium instruction and varied
preparedness on accounting learning (Umar and
Olowo 2024). Structured bridging support, early
diagnostic assessments, and flexible tutorial path-
ways can help equalise entry-level competencies
without slowing overall course progression.

Lecturers also emphasised the time-consum-
ing work of unlearning entrenched misconceptions
from high school, which slows course coverage
and frustrates students who are surprised to find
that familiar rules must be re-examined in universi-
ty contexts. This phenomenon is well-document-
ed, as oversimplified school treatments can impede
later integrative learning, and replacing inaccurate
mental models requires deliberate instructional
design and cognitive scaffolding (Dean et al. 2020;
Makhathini and Akpa-Inyang 2024). Recent evi-
dence from Bailey et al. (2026) further reinforces
this, suggesting that when students are trained
primarily in “shorthand” rules, they develop ro-
bust but inaccurate mental models that hinder their
ability to engage in complex, integrative thinking.
Consequently, Eticha et al. (2026) argue that over-
coming these entrenched habits requires targeted
cognitive scaffolding to help students dismantle
procedural shortcuts in favour of conceptual rea-
soning. However, an alternative perspective of-
fered by Mulholland et al. (2025) suggests that
these early simplifications may be viewed as pro-
ductive stepping stones rather than strictly as im-
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pediments, providing necessary cognitive resourc-
es that should be refined and reorganised over
time. This view is supported by de Bruin et al.
(2025), who suggest that simplification is a cogni-
tive necessity to prevent early-stage overload, im-
plying that the transition to university is more an
act of adding nuance to existing frameworks than a
total replacement of prior knowledge. Neverthe-
less, the findings in this study support explicit at-
tention to conceptual change strategies in first-
year accounting pedagogy to bridge these gaps
effectively.

Despite these challenges, the study highlight-
ed coping mechanisms associated with improved
adjustment. Lecturers observed that students who
manage time effectively, practice consistently, and
leverage available support services tend to recov-
er from early setbacks and progress through the
syllabus whereas negative attitudes and compla-
cency are linked to poorer outcomes. This aligns
with evidence that structured time-management
interventions and self-regulated learning strate-
gies reduce academic stress and improve perfor-
mance in first-year cohorts (Wilson et al. 2021; Papa-
georgiou 2022; Febriani et al. 2024). Such findings
suggest that early skill-building workshops and
targeted advising can complement curriculum reforms
to support student success.

The broader implications point to the need for
systemic alignment across the secondary-tertiary
interface. The data on outdated school topics and
limited exposure to digital tools resonate with calls
for curriculum modernisation and clearer articula-
tion of competencies required for university-level
accounting and professional progression. Recent
literature outlines practical approaches for align-
ing curricula to evolving competency frameworks
while maintaining feasibility (Dyantyi 2025; Raw-
ashdeh and Idris 2025). In South Africa, closer co-
operation between curriculum developers, school
systems, and universities, along with more resourc-
es for teachers and first-year lecturers, is likely to
lead to more meaningful, conceptually based learning
instead of just short-term changes.

Contribution of the Study

This study contributes to accounting educa-
tion by highlighting how gaps between high school
and university syllabi affect first-year learning ex-
periences in South Africa. Findings underscore the
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need for curriculum alignment to reduce difficul-
ties students face when applying theory to prac-
tice. The research also identifies key challenges
for lecturers, including limited teaching time, var-
ied student preparedness, and outdated school
curricula, which often lead to increased remedia-
tion and workload. Students who demonstrate ef-
fective time management, prior accounting knowl-
edge, and strong commitment tend to cope better
with the demands of the first-year syllabus. These
insights provide empirical evidence to guide cur-
riculum reform, enhance teaching strategies, and
strengthen student support systems for a smoother
transition into university-level accounting.

CONCLUSION

The study investigates the difficulties which
first-year university accounting students encoun-
ter while moving from high school education to
university education. Major weaknesses exist in
educational curricula combined with inadequate
student assessment practices and critical thinking
abilities needed for academic success during uni-
versity studies. The study reveals that lecturers
experience three main difficulties of insufficient
teaching time and demotivated students as well as
the need to eliminate incorrect accounting knowl-
edge from students’ minds. A successful strategy
to resolve these problems needs combined work
between high school educators and university lec-
turers along with curriculum developers and poli-
cymakers. High school academic performance to-
gether with student preparedness will increase
through specific reform activities that integrate
bridging programs and updated curriculums and
improved instruction techniques. A smooth tran-
sition between high school and university account-
ing programs produces students who are better
prepared to meet their academic and professional
requirements.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The government needs to allocate funds for
high school curriculum updates which will inte-
grate modern accounting practices together with
digital tools and critical thinking activities into the
educational program. The government should al-
locate funds to universities which will enable them
to build improved student support initiatives in-
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cluding bridging courses and mentorship programs
and academic advisory services to help students
transition more smoothly.

High schools, especially in Grade 12, should
update their accounting syllabi by adding contem-
porary accounting principles together with assess-
ment approaches which follow university standard
requirements. The educational system at high
schools needs to schedule practical orientations to
show students what university-level work demands
while teaching them independent study techniques.

The support from universities should include
organised bridging programs which assist stu-
dents who lack an accounting background to es-
tablish a strong foundation. Teachers need to adopt
contemporary accounting software as well as dig-
ital learning platforms in their teaching methods to
help students develop professional readiness. The
responsibility of lecturers includes using interac-
tive methods and applications in their teaching to
promote critical thinking and problem-solving in-
stead of memorisation. The institution needs to
provide lecturers with appropriate resources to-
gether with teaching assistant support and pro-
fessional development programs to enhance their
teaching effectiveness.

Accounting students in their first year need to
actively participate through proper time manage-
ment and using available academic resources and
developing self-learning abilities. Students who
dedicate themselves to hard work and practice with
commitment will overcome the demanding university
curriculum to achieve better academic results.
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