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ABSTRACT The high failure rate in higher education institutions could be ascribed to the difference between the
expectations of the lecturers and those of the students.  Learners who take accounting in high school spend five
years doing the subject.  This should give learners a solid grounding for future advanced studies in accounting.
However, the students continue to perform badly in first year level.  The survey design was used to provide a
numeric description for some fraction of the population – the sample – through the data collection process of
asking questions to first year students.  Instruments such as questionnaires and interviews were used to gather
information from the two groups of the same subject. The population of this study consists of all education
students.  The results obtained from the empirical study show that the average results of the control group is 58.27
percent while the uncontrolled group’s average is 49.57 percent.  The above-mentioned results prove that the
results of students who have studied accounting at high school and those who have not study accounting at high
school show a mean difference of 8.7 percent.  The study did recommend that a new admission model must be
designed, to help in admitting students at first year accounting.  This model of admission will require learners
registering for accounting 1 to have pass accounting at Grade 12.  Lastly, the study recommends that supplementary
instruction must be compulsory for all students registered for accounting 1. 

INTRODUCTION

South Africa is currently engaged in wide-
ranging consultations to formulate a new policy
on education in line with the curriculum changes
currently taking place at the national level.  This
includes the languages policy at universities and
the curriculum reform prior 1994.  The process
has focused mainly on the previous govern-
ment’s discriminatory policies, which were a cor-
nerstone of apartheid prior 1994.  During con-
tact with students in different faculties at Cen-
tral University of Technology, Free State (CUT)
over a period of nearly two to three years, it was
clear that students experienced major learning
problems especially in their first year of study.
The research by Selaledi (1996) seems to reflect
one common origin which could be summed up
as under-preparedness which, will leads to a high
failure and drop-out rate among students at first
year level of the university. 

Higher education system is also beginning
to respond to the changed social order as re-
flected, for example, in the changing demographic
profile of students’ enrolment.  However, the
overall effectiveness and efficiency of the sys-
tem is in doubt, as evidenced by a range of sys-
tematic problems as stated by the National

Commission on Higher Education (NCHE 2001:
7-8).  The contribution of the paper will address
aspects of the high failure rate in accounting 1
at Central University of Technology, Free State
(CUT). 

Large numbers of students who attend ter-
tiary institutions are not able to deliver the aca-
demic standard of work expected from them. 
This often results in high failure in other sub-
jects (Esterhuizen 1995: 15).  CUT declared cer-
tain subjects as risky, and accounting 1 was in-
cluded in the list of this risk subject.  The high
failure rate at higher education institutions
(HEI’s) could be ascribed to the difference be-
tween the expectations of the lecturers and
those of the students (NCHE 2001: 7-9). 

The Significance of the Study

The current interest in high failure rates is
unprecedented although by no means new.  Due
to the poor pass rate of below 50 percent in ac-
counting 1 at CUT, there is a need to assess the
factors that influence these results.  Research
aimed at identifying various factors that influ-
ence the results of first year accounting will help
other higher education institutions (HEI’s) to
become global players. 
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Further, no research along these lines has
been carried out regarding the factors that influ-
ence the results of underperforming among ac-
counting 1 student at Universities of Technol-
ogy in South Africa.  The researcher feels that in
the light of this and the fact that there is a high
demand for accounting, research such as this
could lead to significant gains in the training of
accounting.

Table 1: Pass rate of accounting 1

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

47 % 50 % 6% 42 % 58 %

Source: (Central University of Technology, Free State
results 2005-2009) 

Table 1 reflects the average pass rate results
of accounting 1 over a span of five academic
years.  In addition to that, the table indicates
that the average results of accounting 1 for 2005,
2007 and 2008 were below 50 percent. Further-
more, the results of 2006 and 2009 academic year
were much better than those of the previous
years. 

The study investigates whether the above-
mentioned results were influenced by certain
factors, and, if so, tries to establish which fac-
tors influenced the results achieved in account-
ing 1.  If it can be established that accounting at
high school has a positive influence on account-
ing 1, then the study will suggest that a mini-
mum percentage in Grade 12 accounting should
become a prerequisite for accounting 1, in order
to improve results.  The researcher anticipates
that the findings of the study will help in select-
ing the best methods of improving the pass rate
in accounting 1 and reduce the high failure and
dropout rates in this subject.  The findings of
the study could assist the School of Teacher
Education at CUT regarding the admission of
students. 

Problem Statement
 
CUT has no formal procedure for admitting

first year students in accounting 1.  The current
admission criteria for all subject introduced in
2004/2005 in education programme is inclusive,
covering all major subjects and disregarding dif-
ferences in subject content.  The current as-
sumption is that the admission criteria may have
an influence on the students’ results at first year

level.  The research problem that the present
study addresses is:  “what are the factors that
influence the results of students doing account-
ing 1’’. 

Focus of the Study
 
The research has indicated that high school

accounting will improve the results of students
in the first year level.  According to Schroeder
(1985: 207), there is an unfortunate lack of agree-
ment among educators regarding the way in
which accounting should be presented in first
year level.  During contact with the students at
CUT it was clear that the way in which the sub-
ject is presented has an influence on results. 
Saunders, as cited by Esterhyse (1992: 14), de-
scribes a high failure rate in HEI’s as influenced
by the admission criteria and the transition of
learners from Grade 12 to first year of tertiary
studies. 

RESEARCH  APPROACH

In this section the methodology assisted the
study to achieve its intended outcomes is de-
scribed.

Methodology

Data were collected from CUT from students
enrolled for Teacher Education programmes with
specific reference to accounting at first year level.
The admission requirement of this student was
based on the swedish scale ratings only, no psy-
chometric test results were used for admission.
The high school accounting was not consid-
ered as a factor for their admission.  As the fo-
cus of the study was on Teacher Education, 85
students were available for initial teacher edu-
cation (ITE) qualification. The ITE sample con-
sisted of students with the following majors: 55,
accounting, economics and business manage-
ment and 30, Technical Education. Of the 50 par-
ticipants, 65 percent were coded as male and 35
percent were coded as female.

Procedure

The accounting results throughput database
for first year was used as a correlation with Grade
12 results when these students were admitted.
The intention was to determine if there is any
gap as a result of Grade 12 performances; these
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high quintile learners and their performance in
first year.  These correlations can be interpreted
as indicators of the performance measurements
towards passing the subject.

Accordingly, we examined individual student
Grade 12 results and developed Swedish ratings
to determine their admission status and corre-
sponding first-year results.  This assisted in
determining the predictive validity; the student
teaching subject was also taken into consider-
ation

The researcher conducted surveys in order
to gather qualitative and quantitative sources
of data that would shed more light on this group
of students admitted into teacher education
programmes.  The purpose of the survey was to
gauge whether the results of Grade 12 are really
able to assist in performing better in accounting
at first year and also assist in determining the
success of students (Ary et al. 1994: 22). 

RESULTS

The focus in this section is on the analysis
and the interpretation of the data collected as a
result of the construction and implementation
of the study.  The discussion concentrates on
data obtained following the administration of
feedback-questionnaire and conducting of per-
sonal interviews with accounting education 1
students at CUT. 

The Research Response Rate

Of the 50 surveys originally sent, 40 surveys
were returned and were used for the purpose of
empirical study.  This represents 80 percent re-
sponse rate. 

Table 2: Did you study accounting at high school?

Answer Response frequency Percentage

Yes 33 82.5
No    7   17.5

Total 40 100.0

Source:  Results of students who had studied account-
ing at high school

Table 2 shows that most of the students who
had registered for accounting education 1 had
studied accounting at high school, that is, 82.5%
had studied accounting at high school.  Only
17.5 had not studied accounting at high school. 

Table 2 shows that 82.5% of the respondents
answered “yes” to the question and 17.5% of
the respondents answered “no”.

Out of these 40 only 33 (82.5%) studied ac-
counting to at grade 12 level in high school. The
remaining 7 (17.5%) did not study accounting at
high school.  All these students who did not
study accounting at high school were excluded
from the questions that were related to high
school accounting.   

Analysis of  Symbols Obtained by Respondents
on Grade 12 Accounting

In this question the total number of the popu-
lation has been reduced because of exclusion of
learners who did not study accounting at high
school.  The population has now been reduced
to 33.  The researcher finds it necessary to ex-
clude the students who did not study account-
ing in grade 12 in this question, because this
question requires grade 12 accounting results. 
Information regarding statistics was analyzed
by the percentage (symbol) they obtained at
grade 12.  They matriculated in the different prov-
inces but this does not influence their results of
accounting 1 as the syllabus for grade 12 ac-
counting were similar in all provinces.  The ex-
amination paper for various provinces may have
differed but the syllabus content covered was
the same. The information gathered is as fol-
lows:  

This distribution schedule indicates that
most of the students who enrolled for account-
ing 1, and who had a background of accounting,
passed the subject with average marks in grade
12.  This results supports the another researcher,
Fridman (1987: 60-72), who said that grade 12
accounting is only important during the first two
quarters.  Results obtained indicate that all stu-
dents who studied accounting at high school
obtained an average mark.  The researcher did
ultimately collect the students’ profile from the
administration section of CUT in trying to vali-
date grade 12. 

Analysis of the Respondents’ Reasons for
Choosing Accounting as a Major Subject

From a total of forty respondents, thirty-four
(85%) indicated that they studied accounting
because they like the subject.  Career opportu-
nities are one of the factors that influence the
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students’ decision to study accounting at first
year level.  Thirty-four respondents (85%) agreed
that they study accounting for career opportu-
nities.  Accounting is associated with good ca-
reer opportunities because there is a high de-
mand for accounting, especially in the Free State
Province. 

Analysis of the Respondents’ Perceptions of the
Difficulty of Accounting as Subject

According to Bischoff (1992: 3-4), people
view accounting as a soft option. The above-
mentioned question was included in the ques-
tionnaire in order to determine whether the re-
spondents regard accounting as a soft option. 
A total of forty respondents answered the ques-
tion:  Is accounting a difficult subject or not? 
The answer was required in terms of a yes or
no.  Thirty-three students stated that account-
ing is not difficult, while six stated that account-
ing is difficult and one respondent did not an-
swer the question.  Thus, a large number (82.5%)
believe that accounting is not a difficult sub-
ject.  Included in this thirty-three are students
who had not studied accounting at high school,
and they indicated that accounting is not a diffi-
cult subject.  However, it requires good prac-
tice, and they believe that homework helps them
in order to keep up to date.  Accounting 1 re-
quires more effort in order to obtain good marks
and to be able to apply the subject in the real
business world. 

Analysis of Respondents’ Views on Whether
They Would Like to Teach Accounting or Not

This question was influenced by the stu-
dents’ reason for enrolling for accounting 1. 
Students may decide to register for accounting
1 only to meet the number of subjects required
at first year level, as they have three major sub-
jects at first year level. 

In the commercial education programme stu-
dents have to choose three major subjects from
the following:  Mercantile Law, Mathematics,
Economics, Business Management, Typing and
Computer Technology and Accounting.  Stu-
dents decide on whether they would like to teach
accounting or not as they have other subjects
that they can teach after completing their stud-
ies. The researcher included this question as
part of the questionnaire in order to determine

whether students are motivated to take account-
ing up to third year level. 

A total of forty respondents answered this
question.  All forty respondents (100%) stated
that they would like to teach this subject.  The
students who responded positively to this ques-
tion like accounting and enjoy studying the sub-
ject. They believe that they are capable of teach-
ing the subject as they have been trained to do
so.  Student educators also associate account-
ing with good working opportunities as it devel-
ops the educator, not only for an academic ca-
reer, but also for career opportunities in the busi-
ness world.  The need for accounting is increas-
ing in the labour market as there are not enough
teachers to teach this subject. 

It was discovered that accounting 1 has a
high failure rate and that students find it diffi-
cult to pass accounting in their first year of en-
rolment.  It is difficult for many students to pass
this subject without repeating it.  The research
reveals that it takes some students more than
one academic year to pass accounting 1.  From
the population of forty students surveyed,
twenty-one (52.5%) passed this subject in the
first year of registering for it at the CUT.  Twelve
students (30%) passed accounting 1 during the
second year of registering for this subject.  One
(2.5%) student passed the subject after repeat-
ing it for the third time.  The remaining 6 respon-
dents (15%) failed the subject.  Certain students
experienced academic pressure; they might have
had a negative attitude towards accounting 1
after failing it, and consequently decided to ter-
minate the subject.  Of the above mentioned,
15% who failed the subject, 10% decided to ter-
minate accounting because they could not cope
with the academic pressure associated with ac-
counting. 

DISCUSSION

Once the findings of the literature study and
empirical study are integrated and a strategy is
developed, recommendations as to other areas
of research and potential problems encountered
in this study will follow.    

An Integration of the Findings of the Empirical
Survey with the Theoretical Rationale

 
A theoretical rationale on the factors that

influence the results of accounting 1 was dis-
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cussed.  The information gained from the em-
pirical study would help us in identifying those
factors that influence performance in account-
ing 1.  The empirical study was designed in an
attempt to persuade respondents to supply the
information that will help the author in resolving
sub-focus three. 

Based on the information obtained from theo-
retical rationale, a questionnaire was developed
using the closed circuit model.  The question-
naires were sent to all accounting 1 students
and were designed to bring closure to the prob-
lem.

High School Accounting Results

For statements relating to high school ac-
counting results, the qualitative results obtained
from the empirical study showed that not all learn-
ers have done accounting in high school.  The
study reveals that not all learners had studied
accounting at high school.  This means that al-
though large number of respondents has stud-
ied accounting at high school a few have not
done so.  This statement has a degree of accep-
tance.  

The results of learners who studied account-
ing at high school did not obtain very good re-
sults but an average mark was achieved.  As
mentioned, the history of separate education
departments for different populations has ill-
equipped applicants from especially the histori-
cally disadvantaged school.  As a result, appli-
cants from these schools are disadvantaged
when they have to be admitted in universities. 
This supports the theory of Huysamen (1996:
199) who comments on the deceptiveness of the
democratic principles of equal opportunities in
higher education institutions. 

Students’ Attitude towards Accounting

 The results obtained from the empirical study
on the students’ choice of subjects show that
85% like the subject and they see bright career
opportunities after completing their studies.  As
has been indicated, Schroeder (1985:  14-23)
mentioned that many variables that affect the
learning of accounting reside within the student
himself.  Fridman (1987: 60-72) further indicates
that the focus on students’ failure to cope with
accounting coincides with the expectations of
their parents and teachers of adequate progress

being made.  They were not forced by their
teacher or parents to study the subject.  Most
students have heard “horrific” stories about
accounting and this could influence their atti-
tude towards the subject as mentioned. 

Accounting is perceived to be a “difficult”
subject.  The results obtained from the empirical
study showed that all qualitative results indi-
cated that most of the students responded
(82.5%) that they perceived accounting to be an
informative subject.  They liked the subject, they
would like to learn more about the subject and
they would like to teach accounting.  82.5 per-
cent of the learners believed that accounting is
not a difficult subject, but it requires good prac-
tice and thorough homework from students in
order to pass it. 

To further elaborate on the students’ per-
ceptions and attitude:   The results obtained
through the empirical study show that all re-
spondents (100%) would like to teach account-
ing, as they believe they will be prepared to do
so once trained.  Students also point out that
there are many opportunities if someone is
trained to teach accounting because of a lack of
accounting educators in the Free State Prov-
ince. 

CONCLUSION

The researcher has highlighted important
factors that may contribute to the results of ac-
counting.  The increasing failure is a major con-
cern; however, this has been improved by intro-
ducing the module system.  This will ensure that
the students write examinations in a short pe-
riod of time over a reasonable quantity of work. 
To bridge the gap between high school account-
ing and accounting 1, CUT has introduced a
Context Advanced Programme (CAP). The
programme will be used effectively in order to
benefit all stakeholders.  CAP will assist in en-
suring that there is a smooth transition between
the two levels. By using context-advanced
programme effectively the university can fully
implement the democratic principles of equal
opportunities at higher education institution. 

From the above it is evident that there was
acceptance of factors that contribute towards
the results of accounting 1.  The strategy has
been defined in order to ensure that the high
failure rate is decreased in accounting.  The three
main objectives are, well- structured context ad-
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vanced programme that is linked to the first year
subject, and restructuring of supplementary in-
struction in order to benefit all students.  These
will help lecturers to have a clear idea of their
students’ backgrounds and how to introduce
accounting 1.  All learners without high school
accounting must attend bridging course (CAP). 

RECOMMENDATIONS

The following recommendations need to be
stated:

A new admission model must be designed. 
For example, a below average matriculation mark
may be outweighed by the above average test
score.

All learners registered for accounting 1 must
have pass accounting at Grade 12.

Lastly the study can recommend that supple-
mentary instruction must be compulsory for all
students registered for accounting.  This will
decrease the high failure rate among learners
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