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ABSTRACT
As prior studies only considered the Certificate of Theory in Accounting (CTA) as a whole, it is
uncertain whether the study behaviours associated with performance differ for each module in the
CTA (Financial Accounting, Management Accounting, Taxation and Auditing). Therefore, this
study's primary objective was to identify study behaviours that could be employed in each module
in the CTA programme to enhance performance. Secondary objectives included identifying
changes in study behaviours from undergraduate to postgraduate and the effect of online (versus
in-person) classes. A student questionnaire, including closed-ended and open-ended questions,
was employed to gather data on students’ study behaviours, marks and perceptions. A regression
analysis revealed that consistently studying Auditing and working in a study group for other
modules showed a positive association with CTA performance. Moreover, making mind maps for
Financial Accounting and Taxation to gain a holistic view of entire topics aided performance.
Thematic analysis of qualitative data showed that practising questions was crucial for all modules.
For Financial Accounting and Management Accounting, respondents found it beneficial to
understand the principles, while learning the theory was recommended for Taxation and Auditing.
Changes in study behaviours from undergraduate to postgraduate included better use of open-
book materials. Attending classes in-person (compared to online) was viewed as more beneficial
for CTA students. This study identified specific study behaviours on a per-module basis, which

can be shared with students to help them improve their performance in CTA. Moreover, it showed
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that the characteristics of student cohorts change over time and that millennials might value
working in study groups more than their predecessors.
Keywords: Study behaviours, student success, accounting, postgraduate studies, student

experiences

INTRODUCTION

A Certificate of Theory in Accounting (CTA) is a prerequisite for South African accountancy
students to write the Initial Assessment of Competence! (board examination) of the South
African Institute of Chartered Accountants (SAICA) and to become chartered accountants
(CAs). A CTA is well-known to be more challenging than undergraduate studies due to
increased workload, integration between modules and emphasis on critical thinking; as a result,
a low throughput rate is generally observed (Fouché 2017), and many CTA students find it
challenging to complete this programme within the prescribed one-year period (Steenkamp
2012). Upon starting their postgraduate studies, many students enquire whether the study
behaviours they employed at the undergraduate level will be equally effective in CTA.
According to Fouché (2017), more should be done to support CTA students in developing
efficient study behaviours. Previous research on CTA success and study behaviours (Fouché
2017; Steenkamp 2012) did not consider the cumulative effect of various study behaviours on
student success on a per-module basis and did not investigate whether changes to study
behaviours are needed when transitioning from undergraduate to postgraduate level.
Interactions with students have prompted the following research question: which study
behaviours should students employ in each module to improve their chances of completing
CTA?

Due to COVID-19, educational institutions had to shift to online learning (Dhawan 2020)
quickly. As a result, many CTA students were exposed to a blended-learning approach at the
time of the study, providing them with the option of online- or traditional in-person class
attendance. Previous research which examined the study behaviours that contribute to CTA
success (Fouché 2017; Steenkamp 2012) did not consider the influence of online learning. The
current study aimed to fill this gap by explicitly focussing on aspects related to online versus
in-person learning and gaining an understanding of postgraduate students’ preferences.

To answer the research question of the study, the following research objectives were
formulated:

e Identify the most advantageous study behaviours for each module in CTA.

! Previously called the Initial Test of Competence (ITC).
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e Permodule, identify behavioural changes from an undergraduate to a postgraduate level
associated with success in CTA.
e (Gather students’ perceptions on the value of online versus in-person classes during their
CTA year.
The study's contribution is that it identified study behaviours per module, which will assist
CTA students in completing their qualification, thereby increasing the CTA throughput rate.
The results of this study can also better prepare lecturers and other student advisers to offer
more pertinent and valuable advice and guidance to CTA students regarding their study

behaviours.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Study behaviours are those behaviours used when learning academic material or preparing for
assessments (Ayodele and Adebiyi 2013; Credé and Kuncel 2008). Anthony (2013), Fouché
(2017) and Steenkamp (2012) researched the study behaviours that contribute to the success of
postgraduate accountancy students but did not focus on the cumulative effect of various study
behaviours on the different modules in the programme. Other relevant studies focused on
success factors for the ITC or limited the scope of their research to the Auditing postgraduate
module (Crous and Goodchild 2021; Dehrmann 2013). Thus, limited research investigates the
study behaviours that lead to success in each of the modules in the CTA programme.

Steenkamp (2012) found that working throughout the year rather than cramming before a
assessment, using good examination techniques, and practising questions under time pressure
positively impacted students’ marks. Similarly, Fouché (2017) found that doing homework,
participating in class, managing time, being focused and having developed a strong work ethic
at the undergraduate level showed a significant positive correlation with the accountancy
students’ performance in postgraduate studies. These study behaviours were determined
regarding the CTA programme as a whole, whereas the current study will investigate each
module’s preferred study behaviour separately.

Fouché¢’s (2017) focus was on study behaviours and time management, as time constraints
are one of the biggest concerns of university students (Britton and Tesser 1991). In any learning
environment, bad time management is the most evident factor contributing to failure (De Jager
2014). Fouché (2017) found that many students felt they did not procrastinate, yet they spent a
significant portion of their day interacting on their cell phones, and few planned their day
(Fouché 2017). Other study behaviours found to have a negative correlation with postgraduate

performance were not doing homework or not participating in class (Fouché 2017). Steenkamp
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(2012) also found that attendance of voluntary additional help classes was negatively correlated
with the students’ performance. This was probably because the students who attended help
classes were already struggling academically (rather than the effectiveness of the classes), as
proven by the fact that the attendance of help classes was positively correlated with
the decrease in marks from undergraduate to postgraduate level (Steenkamp 2012).

Dehrmann (2013) researched the predictors of success in SAICA’s ITC, focusing on
cognitive and personality traits and study behaviours. The study behaviours were investigated
in conjunction with personality traits to determine their effect on CTA academic success, but
no correlation was found (Dehrmann 2013). Only third-year accounting results were identified
to predict success in CTA. Certain personality traits, such as agreeableness and dutifulness,
influenced ITC results, not CTA results (Dehrmann 2013).

Crous and Goodchild (2021) researched the predictors of success in the postgraduate
Auditing module by correlating the students’ undergraduate marks in the respective four core
modules (Financial Accounting, Management Accounting, Taxation and Auditing) with their
postgraduate mark in Auditing. It was found that good marks in Financial Accounting (second-
and third-year modules) and Management Accounting (third-year module) were predictors of
success in postgraduate Auditing. Fouché (2017) also found that students who worked hard
at the undergraduate level performed well during postgraduate studies. The current study will
not examine the correlation between performance in undergraduate modules and postgraduate
marks (as this correlation is assumed based on prior studies) but instead employ a regression
analysis to control for undergraduate marks and then identify, for each module, which study
behaviours contribute to CTA success if undergraduate marks are held constant (ceteris
paribus). Furthermore, the current study will enquire whether students changed their study
behaviours from undergraduate to postgraduate level, and if so, which changes were made.
This will provide valuable insight into the effectiveness of certain study behaviours at the
postgraduate level.

The current study further expanded previous research by investigating the impact of
online learning on academic performance in CTA. This is relevant as universities were forced
to switch to emergency online learning due to the COVID-19 pandemic. At the time of this
study, a blended learning approach was followed, whereby CTA students could attend all
classes in person or stream the class online. The current study hopes to identify which learning
environment is most beneficial for CTA students, as previous research on the effects of online
learning on performance had varying findings. Smit and Rossouw (2018) found improved
performance when attending online live-streamed classes compared to physically attending

classes. In contrast, Spencer and Temple (2021) found students performed better and preferred
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the traditional in-person format. Ali, Narayan and Sharma (2020) found that a critical
challenge in the online learning environment is lower levels of student engagement, especially
for those without proper computer equipment, connectivity issues, family responsibilities, etc.
Liu and Zainuddin (2020) researched the variables affecting the acceptance shown by
accountancy students towards blended learning and found perceived value as the most
influential. Furthermore, it was found that postgraduate students accepted the blended learning
approach more than undergraduate students (Liu and Zainuddin 2020). Brink (2025) and
Mistry, Megally and Aly Rashed (2024) found that accounting students’ preferences regarding
in-person teaching and streaming lectures online differed. The current study will further
understand postgraduate students’ preferences by enquiring why online or in-person lecturers

were deemed more advantageous.

METHOD

An empirical research methodology using a self-designed questionnaire was used to gather
pertinent data. A questionnaire was selected for this study due to its reliability and efficiency
in collecting information from numerous respondents quickly and effectively (Kuphanga 2024;
O'Cathain and Thomas 2004). Quantitative and qualitative data were collected to obtain
comprehensive data for the study. Therefore, the questionnaire (Appendix A) included closed-
ended and open-ended questions and gathered student perceptions on study behaviours, self-
reported marks in undergraduate and CTA studies, changes made to study behaviours from

undergraduate to postgraduate and perceptions relating to the mode of class attendance.

Respondents selected for participation

Stellenbosch University was selected as a single case (Given 2008). Here, both the Bachelor
of Accounting Honours (BAccHons) and the Postgraduate Diploma in Accounting (PGDA)
qualify as a CTA. In 2022, all students registered for BAccHons and PGDA (a total of 369
students) were purposively selected? and invited to participate. Selecting students who had
recently experienced the phenomenon under study resulted in an information-rich sample from
which valuable insights could be gained (Creswell and Guetterman 2019; Merriam and Tisdell
2016). Institutional permission was obtained from the university, and informed consent was

obtained from the 40 students who agreed to participate in the study (Project number 25276).

2 Purposive sampling can be defined as a sampling method in which decisions concerning the individuals to be
included in the sample are taken by the researcher, based upon a variety of criteria which may include specialist
knowledge of the research issue, or capacity and willingness to participate in the research (Oliver, 2006).
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Data collection and analysis

After a thorough analysis of Steenkamp’s (2012) and Fouché’s (2017) research, as referenced
above, the questions were designed to be practical for students and address the research
objectives of the study. The study behaviours included in the closed-ended section of the
questionnaire were identified from Steenkamp’s (2012) study updated based on the study
behaviours in the Learning and Study Strategies Inventory (LASSI 2022) scale, but on a per
module basis, as it was expected that the most effective study method for each module would
differ (Dehrmann 2013).

To address the first research objective, namely, to identify the most advantageous study
behaviours for each module in CTA, all quantitative data obtained from the closed-ended
questions (these related to the marks and study behaviours of respondents) were evaluated
using descriptive statistics and regression analyses. The regression analyses were done to
identify, on a per module basis, those study behaviours associated with CTA success (using
per module postgraduate marks as the dependent variable) while controlling for existing
academic strength (by including undergraduate marks as an independent variable). All
variables related to respondents’ study behaviour were included as independent variables of
interest (see Table 1 for the variables collected).

For all research objectives (i.e. to supplement the quantitative data employed to answer
research objective 1 and to answer research objectives 2 and 3), thematic analysis was used to
analyse the qualitative data obtained from the open-ended questions. This enabled the
researchers to recognise themes, codes, and regularities indicated by the respondents regarding
the most advantageous study behaviours, changes in their study behaviours and the mode of
class attendance. The researchers engaged in coding the data, with codes and themes emerging
from the respondents’ insights and experiences, following an inductive approach. The data
obtained from the first two open-ended questions (refer to Appendix A for survey questions)
were analysed by identifying themes across the data set. An advantageous study behaviour
(question 1) or a change to study behaviour (question 2) qualified as a theme if more than one

respondent mentioned the same theme. For the detailed analysis, refer to Appendix B.

RESULTS AND FINDINGS

This section addresses the research objectives in order. First, the most advantageous study
behaviours were identified per module, using both quantitative and qualitative data. Then,
qualitative data were employed to determine crucial changes in study behaviours from
undergraduate to postgraduate studies and the effect of online versus in-person class

attendance.
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Most advantageous study behaviours for each module in CTA

This section begins with a statistical analysis of the quantitative data, followed by a thematic
analysis of the qualitative data. It concludes with a comparison of the results and findings,
emphasising how the quantitative results align with or differ from the qualitative findings.
Respondents were asked to indicate, per module, their undergraduate and postgraduate marks
and the study behaviours they employed during their CTA year. When a specific study
behaviour was used, this was indicated as a “1”, while a “0” was indicated when it was not
used. Table 1 shows the mean values and standard deviations of the variables separately for

each module.

Table 1: Mean values pertaining to variables (standard deviations in brackets)

Financial Management Taxation Auditing

Accounting Accounting
Mark-related variables
Undergraduate marks 64.4 (8.40) 65.18 (8.63) 62.58 (9.14) 63.50 (7.92)
Postgraduate marks 52.54 (9.23) 57.19 (8.87) 48.94 (10.52) 54.17 (8.91)
Study behaviour variables
Asking for help 0.38 (0.08) 0.35 (0.08) 0.50 (0.08) 0.33 (0.08)
Attending tutorials or help 0.78 (0.07) 0.75 (0.07) 0.78 (0.07) 0.58 (0.08)
classes
Consistently studying 0.88 (0.05) 0.88 (0.05) 0.90 (0.05) 0.85 (0.06)
Analysing mistakes in past 0.45 (0.08) 0.35 (0.08) 0.53 (0.08) 0.40 (0.08)
papers
Focusing on exam 0.68 (0.08) 0.48 (0.08) 0.63 (0.08) 0.58 (0.08)
technique
Studying in a group 0.35 (0.08) 0.38 (0.08) 0.40 (0.08) 0.38 (0.08)
Completing practise 0.83 (0.06) 0.85 (0.06) 0.78 (0.07) 0.85 (0.06)
questions
Completing questions 0.63 (0.08) 0.48 (0.08) 0.53 (0.08) 0.43 (0.08)
against time without
looking at the solution
Focusing on understanding 0.90 (0.05) 0.85 (0.06) 0.83 (0.06) 0.75 (0.07)
Regularly revising 0.2 (0.06) 0.18 (0.06) 0.28 (0.07) 0.20 (0.06)
Working independently 0.53 (0.08) 0.48 (0.08) 0.53 (0.08) 0.58 (0.08)
Making mind maps 0.23 (0.07) 0.25 (0.07) 0.33 (0.08) 0.33 (0.08)
Making one-page 0.55 (0.08) 0.58 (0.08) 0.53 (0.08) 0.48 (0.08)
summaries
Rewriting notes and slides 0.28 (0.07) 0.25 (0.07) 0.30 (0.07) 0.28 (0.07)
Making and using 0.08 (0.04) 0.08 (0.04) 0.08 (0.04) 0.08 (0.04)
flashcards
Making and revising an 0.48 (0.08) 0.43 (0.08) 0.45 (0.08) 0.38 (0.08)
error log (mistakes made
when practising)

The average postgraduate mark reported by respondents for all modules was above 50 per cent,
except for Taxation, which was almost 49 per cent. When comparing the respondents' marks
to the overall year group, the respondent group was slightly above average in terms of their
progress marks. Most of the study behaviours were relatively constant between modules.
However, some differences were noted between modules. Given the lower Taxation marks, it

is unsurprising that students were more prone to ask for help with Taxation than the other
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modules. Students were less likely to attend the tutorials or help classes for Auditing, which
indicates they spent less time and effort on this module than others throughout the term.
Anthony (2013) also found that students were more inclined to employ a surface learning
approach for Auditing than other subjects. Between 35 per cent and 40 per cent of the students
stated that they studied in a group, which shows a sharp increase from the 16 per cent reported
by Steenkamp (2012). Given that the present study was conducted more than a decade later, it
might be that the student characteristics and preferences have changed. Table 2 shows the
results from the regression analysis executed to ascertain which study behaviours were
associated with increased CTA performance per module while controlling for undergraduate

marks.

Table 2: Regression of CTA marks and study behaviours per module

Financial Management Taxation Auditing
Accounting Accounting

Undergraduate marks 0.806*** 0.833*** 0.916™** 0.752**
Asking for help -1.518 -0.771 0.213 -2.751
Attending tutorials or help classes -2.176 1.391 1.404 -1.099
Consistently studying -5.504 3.901 -3.166 9.074*
Analysing mistakes in past papers 0.0369 -0.202 -3.326 -0.771
Focusing on exam technique -0.778 -3.251 2.035 -0.726
Studying in a group 7.779* 4.855* -2.117 0.384
Completing practise questions -3.088 -0.420 -2.196 3.184
Completing questions against time without
looking at the solution 4.138 1.114 -3.450 -3.332
Focusing on understanding -1.441 -3.837 2.208 1.630
Regularly revising 0.853 -3.508 -0.998 3.772
Working independently 4.291 0.554 -5.216™* -1.017
Making mind maps 5.769* -1.443 4.841* 0.504
Making one-page summaries -3.458 -3.788 -1.270 -0.688
Rewriting notes and slides 3.182 0.605 -4.335 -1.853
Making and using flashcards 6.754 -1.973 -4.675 1.301
Making and revising an error log 3.032 1.503 1.586 -0.795
Constant 2.106 3.821 -0.698 -1.015
Observations 40 40 40 40
R-squared 0.608 0.704 0.824 0.681

***5<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
As expected, respondents’ undergraduate marks were positively related to their postgraduate
marks (Fouché 2017; Steenkamp 2012). It was, therefore, crucial to include undergraduate
marks as a control when identifying advantageous study behaviours, as was done in the
regression in Table 2. Consistently studying Auditing had a significant positive association
with performance. CTA students often neglect Auditing or “cram” before an assessment.
Fouché (2017) also reported that, of all CTA modules, students spent the least time on
Auditing, while Barac et al (2016) found that postgraduate students tended to employ a surface
learning approach in Auditing. Although Auditing is a practical (application) discipline,
students may view it as primarily a theoretical module at the university level (De Villiers and

Fouché, 2015) and allocate less study time. Although fewer respondents consistently spent time
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on Auditing throughout the year, consistent study (as could be expected for any module) was
found to be a highly beneficial study behaviour — considering the significantly higher Auditing
marks obtained when engaged in this practice.

Respondents’ Financial Accounting and Management Accounting marks were positively
associated with working in a study group. Moreover, working independently had a negative
association with the Taxation marks obtained, indicating that students find the support and help
of peers valuable when studying Taxation. The fact that collaborative learning aided academic
performance contrasts with Steenkamp's (2012) findings. It might be that, in the decade since
Steenkamp’s (2012) study, the characteristics of the student cohort have changed, and
millennials find collaborative learning more valuable (Karakas, Manisaligil and Sarigollu
2015). Students who make mind maps for Financial Accounting and Taxation reported higher
marks. Given these disciplines' detailed and often rule-based nature, students must gain a
holistic view of entire topics to do well in integrated assessments.

To support and deepen the investigation pertaining to the most advantageous study
behaviours (which hereto had only utilised quantitative data), respondents were also asked to
explain in their own words which study behaviours they found most advantageous for each
module. The analysis of this qualitative data will now be discussed. Respondents identified
“practising questions” as an advantageous study behaviour for all four modules.? This theme
was the most popular study behaviour identified, with as many as 29 respondents mentioning
this theme for Management Accounting. This theme was similarly popular for Financial
Accounting (28 responses) and Auditing (27 responses). Interestingly only 19 respondents
identified this theme for Taxation. This might be because Taxation is more theoretical, as
substantiated by 28 respondents specifying “understanding the theory” or “learning the theory”
as advantageous study behaviours for Taxation. “Understanding the theory” was also regarded
as an essential study behaviour for Financial Accounting (15 responses) but less so for
Management Accounting (only seven responses). This indicates that Management Accounting
is a more practical module (as evidenced by comments such as “[r]eal life scenarios, stay up to
date with news”) with a greater focus on practising the questions (as indicated by remarks like
“Quickly revising and then jumping into questions™)*. Additionally, the theme of “thinking
logically” emerged uniquely within the context of Management Accounting. In addition to
“understanding the theory” (six responses), “learning the theory” (another six responses) was

identified as an advantageous study behaviour for Auditing, indicating that theory also plays a

3 This was proven in Steenkamp’s (2012) study as being a study method that leads to success.
% Responses for Management Accounting.
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vital role in studying Auditing (similar to Taxation). “Learning the theory” was not highlighted
as a beneficial study behaviour for either Financial Accounting or Management Accounting,
suggesting that success in these modules does not hinge on rote memorisation but rather on a
deep understanding of the concepts, as indicated by respondents. Two respondents remarked,
“Focusing on understanding, rather than memorisation of facts” (for Financial Accounting) and
“Practising questions, practice to think logically (not memorise)” (for Management
Accounting). Respondents elaborated on the theme of “practising questions” by emphasising
the importance of attempting questions under time pressure, with most responses for Financial
Accounting.

SAICA follows an open-book policy and allows students to use specific reference
materials (including Standards and legislation) during examinations. Respondents identified
reading, understanding, flagging and highlighting of these allowed materials as an
advantageous study behaviour for the modules where these materials are permitted [i.e.
Taxation (13 responses); Financial Accounting (4 responses); and Auditing (2 responses)].
Respondents also cautioned against over-reliance on these open-book materials, as evidenced
by statements such as “Don't rely on the IFRS books too much” (for Financial Accounting) and
“Forget that the module is open-book™ (for Auditing). Making summaries was also a theme
identified across all four modules (refer to Appendix B for more details). The formulation of
answers was explicitly identified as a study behaviour required for Auditing (five responses).
Quotes relating to the most popular themes identified for advantageous study behaviours for

the four modules are presented in Table 3.

Table 3: Respondent remarks supporting the most popular themes identified for advantageous study
behaviour for the four modules

Module Quotation
Financial First understand the work (i.e. the theory) (including reading, flagging and highlighting the
Accounting standards) and do questions (including examples) under time pressure.

Management Working through questions, thinking logically and making good summaries.
Accounting

Taxation Reading, understanding and learning the [Income Tax] Act and how to apply it by doing SILKE
examples [the textbook used] and questions.
Auditing Knowing and learning the theory, reading the International Standards on Auditing (ISA) (and

knowing how to use it) and doing as many questions as possible and summarise them
(creating frameworks for answering).

Other behaviours identified by respondents included preparing for lectures, attending lectures
and tutorial classes (for all four modules); exam technique (for all modules except Management
Accounting), working with a friend (for all four modules except Auditing), using flashcards
(for Taxation); learning formulas and making formula pages (for Financial Accounting); and

consultations (for Financial Accounting). It was notable that halfway through these
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respondents’ CTA year, some respondents remained uncertain about which study behaviours
to recommend for Taxation (2 responses) and Auditing (1 response), as reflected in these
quotes: “I actually don’t know” (for Taxation) “N/A haven't figured this one out yet” (for
Auditing).

While the quantitative data revealed trends in performance outcomes associated with
effective study behaviours, the qualitative responses offered deeper insights into students'
perceptions of these behaviours. In some instances, the quantitative and qualitative data
aligned—such as recognising a study group or working with a friend as beneficial across all
four modules, except for Auditing. However, there were cases where the findings diverged. For
example, the quantitative data highlighted mind maps as advantageous for Financial
Accounting and Taxation, while few qualitative respondents mentioned the importance of
summarising, which might indicate that the benefit of making summaries is only recognised by
certain students. Additionally, the quantitative data identified consistent study habits in
Auditing as advantageous, whereas the qualitative responses did not specifically mention this

behaviour.

Changes in study behaviours from undergraduate to postgraduate studies
Respondents were required to indicate the most significant changes made to study behaviours
from undergraduate to postgraduate studies for each module. Respondents' feedback confirmed
that CTA studies are perceived as more challenging, necessitating students to stay up to date
and consistently exert greater effort for all four modules than their undergraduate studies
(aligning with Steenkamp (2012)). Across all four modules, the most common change in study
behaviour was increased practice of questions. Management Accounting led with ten
responses; the other three modules received seven responses. Although mentioned by only
three respondents, an intriguing observation regarding practising questions emerged: “Quality
over quantity”, emphasised in Management Accounting. This approach was similarly echoed
for Financial Accounting (“Rather focus on doing fewer questions but really working through
them and understanding my mistakes’) and Taxation (“Focus on understanding the work rather
than just doing as many questions as I can”).

Respondents elaborated on the theme of “practising more questions” by emphasising the
importance of understanding the principles illustrated by these questions across all four
modules. This sentiment is echoed in the following quotes: “Focus more on the principles
questions teach me and reflect on questions I do and what it taught me” (Financial Accounting)
and “Understanding the “why” of each answer given” (Management Accounting). Financial

Accounting received the most attention in this regard, with six responses, while Management
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Accounting and Taxation received two responses each, and Auditing received one response.
This suggests that Financial Accounting questions often present various scenarios or variations
that require a deeper understanding, especially considering the increased workload. One
respondent highlighted this complexity, stating, “Looking at loss of control/gain in control.
Rather than what happens when [->S [an investment becomes a subsidiary] or the other
scenarios”, focus on understanding is crucial because there are “too many [scenarios] to
remember and you will make mistakes”.

“Understanding the theory and not just memorising the theory” was identified as a change
in study behaviour for all four modules, particularly noted in Management Accounting with
seven responses. This coincides with six respondents indicating that respondents spend less
time on theory in Management Accounting. These responses align with the findings in Section
4 that Management Accounting, being a practical module, requires a thorough understanding
of its principles to ensure success. For instance, respondents remarked: ‘“Practicing more
questions, less theory, better grasp of basic concepts used overall in ManAcc” and “Focused
more on understanding the work rather than just learning the theory”. Illustrating the
practicality of Management Accounting, one respondent remarked that he started “thinking
practically (putting myself in the business)”, and another said that he “started reading news
articles”.

Understanding the theory versus memorising it (three responses for Auditing and two
responses for Financial Accounting) and spending less time on theory (four responses for
Auditing and two responses for Financial Accounting) were also evident in adjusted study
behaviours within Auditing and Financial Accounting. However, ten respondents indicated that
they now spend more time on the theory of Taxation, confirming the finding in Section 4.1 that
Taxation is perceived as more theoretical. Respondents indicated that postgraduate studies
require students to adapt how they approach and use open-book materials (including IFRS, the
Income Tax Act and ISA) allowed in terms of SAICA’s open-book policy for applicable
modules (illustrated by quotes in Table 4).

Table 4: Respondents’ remarks on adapting their use of open-book materials

Module Quotation

Financial Reading the standard in full and making better use of the standards.

Accounting

Taxation Spending more time with the Act and adapting my highlighting and flagging techniques to
accommodate a better understanding of the act rather than relying on the act in the test.

Auditing Actually, looking at ISAs and highlighting ISAs (I did not do that a lot in undergrad).

Other changes to study behaviours identified by respondents across all four modules included

focusing on exam technique, integration within and across module(s) and working through
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previous assessments written to learn from mistakes. Respondents also indicated that they make
more summaries across all four modules. Interestingly, for Auditing, three respondents
indicated that they now make more summaries, and three indicated that they try to make fewer
summaries. This agrees with the findings of Steenkamp (2012) that not all students prefer to
use summaries. Adjusting to CTA, students attempt questions against time (for Financial
Accounting and Auditing), attend tutorial classes (for Financial Accounting, Management
Accounting and Auditing), and start preparing for class (for Financial Accounting,
Management Accounting and Auditing). For Taxation, 13 respondents indicated that they use
the textbook (SILKE) much more in postgraduate studies (“I had to start working through
SILKE, this I never did in undergrad”). Formulating or structuring answers (“Focus on
knowing how to answer the questions rather than studying old question memos”), attending
class (“which I never did in undergrad”), having a big picture mentality, and using
undergraduate notes were four unique themes within Auditing. Using undergraduate notes
linked to a previous theme of making fewer summaries as illustrated in the following two
quotes: “I spend less time on making summaries and used my undergrad notes because it’s
really similar”; “I already summarised most of the work undergrad with mind maps etc., so |
just add to them”.

Three respondents, specifically for Financial Accounting, Taxation, and Auditing,
mentioned that they had to overhaul their entire approach to postgraduate studies. One
respondent emphasised the extent of this change, stating: “Everything. I had to redesign my
entire study method and relearn the module from the ground up”. However, several respondents
noted minimal changes in their study behaviour across all four modules. Specifically,
Management Accounting received the most mentions, with 11 respondents indicating no
significant change. Auditing followed with seven respondents reporting similar habits, while
fewer responses (relating to no changes in study behaviours) were received for Financial

Accounting (five responses) and Taxation (four responses).

Experiences of attending lectures in-person versus online

The previous two sections investigated the most advantageous study behaviours. While most
of these study behaviours will be the same in-person versus online, some study behaviours
might be affected by whether a student attends class in-person versus online (eg. asking for
help or being able to study in a group). In-person settings often foster immediate interaction
with lecturers and peers (Brink 2026; Jaggers 2014; Kemp and Grieve 2014; Meulenbroeks
2020; Quimi and Alexandra 2022), which can enhance collaborative learning and support

strategies like active participation and real-time feedback. However, students might feel more
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pressured in face-to-face environments, potentially affecting their willingness to engage or ask
questions (Brink 2023). This section will investigate students’ experiences of attending class
in-person versus online.

A distinguishing feature of this study was that the respondents were exposed to a blended
learning approach and could share their experiences of attending class in person or streaming
the lecture online as a study behaviour. The researchers, therefore, included a specific question
relating to this study behaviour experience (refer to Appendix A for open-ended survey
questions). The main themes identified from analysing the data on this question included fewer
distractions during in-person lectures, better focus during in-person lectures, and increased
student-student and student-lecturer interaction and engagement during in-person lectures. In-
person lectures offer a conducive learning environment, and streaming lectures online offers
time efficiency and a cost benefit.

“In-person lectures eliminate the risk of distractions which you may have at home”. The
theme of “less distractions during in-person lectures” was mentioned by 15 respondents.
According to respondents, attending class online provides various opportunities or temptations
to get distracted. Specific distractions mentioned include: “go unto social media”, “doing other
work/chores in the house”, and “go on my phone”. This theme directly links to the following
theme: “focusing better during in-person lectures” as illustrated by the quote “I focus better in-
person, because there are a lot less distractions”. Seventeen respondents mentioned greater
focus during in-person lectures in their response (“In-person classes help me to focus better”).

The essence of the remarks by respondents is summarised in Table 5.

Table 5. Summary of respondents' remarks regarding greater focus during in-person lectures

Quotation

1 | felt | could focus for longer periods of time when physically in class ... and listen more ... and make more
notes.

| am more able to recall what the lecturer says when | attend in person.

| concentrate better by attending an in-person lecture.

There [during in-person lectures] you are forced to focus.

BIWIN

These responses align with the literature (Brink, 2026; Quimi and Alexandra, 2022; Serhan,
2020), indicating that students focus and concentrate better during in-person lectures. Another
advantage of in-person learning is that it forces students to take a break: “During the breaks in
person it is also common to stand up and stand outside which really helps with increasing focus
on lectures following one another”. Interestingly and contradicting the above three respondents
mentioned that they focus more during online streamed lectures (“During online lecturers I am
able to focus more and write notes better than I do in person”). This indicates that some

students’ learning preference is attending lectures online (Brink 2026).
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The next theme, namely, increased student-student (mentioned by eleven respondents)
and student-lecturer (cited by seven respondents) interaction and engagement occur during in-
person lectures. The codes identified for “increased student-student interaction and
engagement” included socialising with peers (aligning with Brink (2026), Kemp and Grieve
(2014) and Quimi and Alexandra (2022)), having direct access to fellow students to ask
questions and clear up uncertainties (as was also mentioned by Brink (2026), Jaggers (2014),
Kemp and Grieve (2014) and Meulenbroeks (2020)), and being motivated by being surrounded
by other students also experiencing the same challenges (aligning with Brink (2026)). The last
code is specific to the CTA year since this postgraduate year is more challenging than the

undergraduate period. Table 6 includes quotes from respondents relating to this code.

Table 6: Respondent remarks on the sense of community fostered during in-person lectures

Quotation

1 The mental aspect thereof since PGDA is a tough year and your life is mainly studying being able to be
surrounded by other people most of the week who are going through it with you and can support you is
invaluable and | honestly think without that | wouldn’t cope.

2 It helps to see other people and not be isolated. This helps me to retain perspective that | am not the only
one going through PGDA, and other people are also struggling, which restores some hope.

3 Higher motivation as we are surrounded with like-minded peers.

4 It's also better to see that others also struggle to cope.

The codes identified for “increased student-lecturer interaction and engagement” included:

e  direct access to the lecturer to ask questions (aligning with Brink (2026), Kemp and
Grieve (2014), and Quimi and Alexandra (2022))

e  making it easier to “pick up on queues that lecturers give regarding topics to focus
efforts”

e  “it helps to see the lecturer's body language [also facial expressions and gestures] in
order to understand what they are explaining” (as also noted by Brink (2026), Kemp
and Grieve (2014), and Paul and Jefferson (2019))

e a more personal relationship with the lecturer, providing support and motivation
(“there is someone on the “other side” that cares about whether you understand or

not”) (aligning with Brink 2026).

Most respondents believed it to be more advantageous to attend lectures in person. However,
two respondents mentioned that they prefer attending lectures online (“My grades went up on
an average of 15 per cent since attending online lectures”). The next theme highlights the
advantages of streaming lectures online. Seven respondents mentioned that attending lectures

online saves time, which directly links to the following code, namely a financial benefit of not
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having to drive to campus (mentioned by four respondents)’ (aligning with Brink 2026;

Hussein et al. 2020). The following quote encapsulates respondents' perspectives:

“I can work before class starts ... and then I shower and eat during the lecture breaks and I can
sleep more. Going to class in person wastes a lot of time as you have to travel, put makeup on,
etc.”

One respondent mentioned, “Online allows me to have access to everything that I need because
I sometimes forget a book or some notes.” Adding another advantage of online learning, a
respondent stated: “I am more comfortable to ask questions in the MS Teams chat during
lectures than asking questions in class”. One respondent differentiated between the type of
lecture to be presented online: “Some subject areas are better suited to online learning e.g.
Auditing than others like Financial Accounting”. This might indicate that the theory type of
modules leans more online than the practical modules, aligning with Mistry et al. (2024).
Interestingly, the findings of respondents’ experiences of the study behaviour of attending
lectures in-person versus online in a postgraduate setting correlated and confirmed existing
literature on undergraduate and postgraduate students’ experiences of in-person and online

learning (Brink 2025).

CONCLUSION
The CTA (arequirement to qualify as a CA) is a challenging year due to the workload, module
integration, and emphasis on critical thinking. The prospective CAs struggle with completing
this programme within the prescribed one year. There is a lack of research on the controllable
actions per module that will improve students’ chances of achieving their CTA. Based on
students’ experiences and marks, this study identified the critical study behaviours that should
be employed to improve student performance in each module of the CTA programme. A
questionnaire that included closed-ended (resulting in quantitative data) and open-ended
questions (resulting in qualitative data) was used to address this aim. The quantitative data were
evaluated using descriptive statistics and regression analysis, while the qualitative data were
analysed using thematic analysis.

The regression analysis demonstrated a positive correlation between CTA performance
and regular study of Auditing and participation in study groups for other modules. Additionally,
creating mind maps for Taxation and Financial Accounting to comprehensively understand

whole topics improved performance. Respondents identified practising questions (under time

5 Many postgraduate students attending this university do not reside on campus.
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pressure) and understanding the theory as the most advantageous study behaviours for all four
modules. For Taxation and Auditing, respondents added that learning the theory is also
essential, indicating that these modules require a greater focus on theory. For Management
Accounting, respondents placed a greater emphasis on practising questions (compared to
learning the theory), indicating that Management Accounting requires a more practical
approach. Other advantageous study behaviours identified for all four modules include making
summaries, attending lectures and tutorial classes and preparing for class.

Respondents also identified practising more questions as the study behaviour that changed
the most from undergraduate to postgraduate studies for all four modules. For Financial
Accounting, it was specifically important to understand the principles illustrated within each
question, suggesting that Financial Accounting questions often present various scenarios that
require a deeper understanding. Understanding the theory and not just memorising the theory
was identified as a change in study behaviour for all four modules, particularly noted in
Management Accounting. This once again confirms the practical nature of Management
Accounting (requiring an understanding of principles to apply it practically). Other changes to
study behaviours identified across all four modules included consistently working harder,
focusing on exam technique and integration within and across module(s). For Taxation,
respondents stated they used the textbook (including theory and examples) much more than
their undergraduate studies.

Respondents identified reading, understanding, flagging and highlighting of materials
allowed by SAICA’s open-book policy as an advantageous study behaviour and an adjusted
study behaviour for the modules where these materials are allowed (with most responses for
Taxation). For Auditing, respondents identified focusing on the formulation of answers as an
advantageous study behaviour and a study behaviour change made in postgraduate studies.
Attending lectures in person rather than online is a study behaviour recommended for CTA
students based on respondents’ experiences.

This study was limited by its small sample size, consisting only of 40 CTA students from
a single university in South Africa. Furthermore, the students who completed the questionnaire
had a higher average than the total population of CTA students at this particular university in
this specific year. While this sample provided valuable insights, the sample size may limit the
generalisability of the findings. The relatively small number of participants means that the
results may not represent the broader population. To address this in future research, it is
recommended to increase the sample size to enhance the robustness of the findings.
Additionally, employing a stratified sampling method could ensure a more representative

distribution of respondents relating to various demographic and academic variables. Expanding
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the study to include diverse institutions or settings may further enhance the generalisability of
the results. To provide a broader regional perspective, future research could compare the
challenges and study behaviours of CTA students in South Africa with those in other African
countries that have similarly structured accountancy qualifications, highlighting both
differences and common challenges. Furthermore, it would be valuable to explore how
socioeconomic factors and access to resources influence study behaviours, particularly in the
context of online learning and the availability of study materials.

This study aimed to contribute to accounting education in several ways. It contributes to
the literature by responding to calls to elaborate and do follow-up research focussing on study
behaviours that contribute to the success of postgraduate accountancy students (Anthony 2013;
Fouché 2017). This study shared students' experiences, and the findings could help lecturers
and institutions understand students’ perspectives regarding study behaviours that should be
employed in each module in the CTA programme. The study provided recommended study
behaviours tailored to each module to facilitate the successful completion of a CTA. This study
also contributed new insights by examining students' perceptions of attending lectures online
versus in person, thereby enriching the existing body of accounting knowledge on study
behaviours contributing to CTA success. Lecturers and student advisers are encouraged to
inform CTA students about the recommended study behaviours identified in this study.
Additionally, CTA students should adopt these behaviours early in their academic year to
enhance their likelihood of success.

To enhance the practical implications of this study, it is recommended that lecturers
integrate the identified advantageous study behaviours into the curriculum through structured
study sessions and targeted workshops on effective study strategies tailored for each module.
Additionally, it is recommended that universities explore potential partnerships with
professional bodies, such as the SAICA, to ensure that the study strategies align with
professional standards and expectations, further enhancing the relevance and effectiveness of

the CTA programme.
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APPENDIX A: QUESTIONNAIRE
Closed-ended questions
1. What is the final mark (%) obtained for the final year of undergraduate studies in each
module?
2. What is the average mark (%) obtained by midyear (June) 2022 in the CTA programme
(per module)?
3. Which of the following study behaviours do you apply most of the time (more often than
not) in each module during your CTA year?
(a) Asking for and receiving help from lecturers and academic trainees
(b) Attending ILP Classes (online, in person or working through recordings where

provided)
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(c) Consistent study during the year / staying up to date with the work (as opposed
to "cramming" before the test)

(d) Learning from mistakes made in previous tests by analysing where you went
wrong (such as using the self-reflection tool)

(e) Emphasising and placing focus on exam technique when studying and practising
questions

(f) Partaking in a study group/having study-friends

(g) Completing questions provided by lecturers

(h) Practise questions under time pressure and without looking at answers

(1) Focusing on understanding rather than memorisation of facts

(j) Regularly revising prior work

(k) Working independently rather than relying on the coaching of lecturers and
friends

() Creating mind maps/flow diagrams showing how different concepts relate

(m) Creating one-page summaries (summary for each topic)

(n) Rewriting of notes and slides

(o) Creating flashcards

(p) Creating an error log or list of mistakes made during question attempts

Open-ended questions

1. Which study behaviours do you feel are most advantageous for each of the four modules
(i.e. Financial Accounting, Taxation, Auditing, and Management Accounting)?

2. What are the most significant changes you have made to your study approach and study
practices (if any) from an undergraduate to postgraduate level in the CTA programme
for each of the four modules (i.e. Financial Accounting, Taxation, Auditing, and
Management Accounting)?

3. Do you believe it is more advantageous for students to attend lectures in person

compared to online streaming, and why?

Appendix B: Analysing open-ended questions one and two
A study behaviour qualified as a theme if more than one respondent mentioned the same theme.
The number of respondents mentioning the following main themes as advantageous study

behaviours for respective modules are included in Table B.1.
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Table B.1: Respondents mentioning the following main themes as advantageous study behaviour for

respective modules

Financial Management
Main themes Accounting Accounting Taxation Auditing
Practicing questions 28 29 19 27
Understanding the theory 15 7 18 6
Learning the theory 10 6
Reading/highlighting IFRS 4
Reading and understanding the Income tax Act 13
Reading and understanding how to use ISA 2
Practicing under time pressure 5 2 1 1
Making summaries 3 5 4 4
Formulation of answers 1 5
Attending tutorial classes 3 3 2 1
Attending lectures (attending lectures in person) 2 2 2 3
Preparing for class 1 1 2 1
Exam technique 1 1 2
Thinking logically 2
Learning formulas and making formula pages 2
Uncertain 2 1

Table B. 2 includes the number of respondents mentioning the following main themes as the

most significant changes made to study behaviours from undergraduate to postgraduate studies

for each of the four modules.

Table B.2: Respondents mentioning the following main themes as changes made to study behaviours

from undergraduate to postgraduate studies for res

pective modules

Main themes

Financial Management
Accounting Accounting Taxation Auditing

Practice more questions (including attempting past
papers)

7 10 7 7

Understanding the principle the question illustrates
(including learning from mistakes)

6 2 2 1

Understanding the theory and not memorising the
theory

-
w

Spend less time on theory

Study more theory

Reading (including flagging and highlighting) IFRS in
detail

Reading (including flagging and highlighting) and
understanding the Income Tax Act in detail

Reading (including flagging and highlighting) and
learning how to apply the ISA

Better highlighting and flagging system

Working harder consistently (including staying up to
date)

Exam technique

Integration within and across module(s)

N|wW|w
-
w

Work through previous assessments written to learn
from mistakes

N
-
-

Make more summaries

Make fewer summaries

Prepare for class

Attempt questions against time

N=|WWw|=

Using the textbook (SILKE) more

13

Formulating or structuring answers

Using undergraduate notes

Bigger picture mentality

No changes

~NIN|IN|W
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