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ABSTRACT

In higher education, the transition from first year to second year is marked by unique challenges,
often underestimated by both students and educators. While extensive research has explored the
transition from school to university, limited attention has been directed towards the transition
between the first and second years of higher education. This article aims to explore the impact of
a specific first-year Financial Accounting module on student success in a second-year Financial
Accounting module at a South African university. By examining the factors that facilitate or hinder
this transition, the study sought to bridge the gap between student expectations and the realities
of their academic journey.

The study investigated whether, according to the perceptions of students, a specific first-
year Financial Accounting module supports or fails to support student success in a specific
second-year Financial Accounting module at one South African university. In addition, the study
set out to determine what students perceived to be the major influences on their success or failure
in Financial Accounting at second-year level. The research aimed to give a descriptive analysis of
the perceptions of students, which were empirically investigated by means of a questionnaire,
containing both open and closed questions.

The results revealed that, according to the perceptions of the respondents, the first-year

module prepared them adequately to complete the second-year module successfully. However,
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the respondents indicated that the way in which the first-year module is presented creates
incorrect expectations of the second-year module. Suggestions to ease the transition between the
two years of studies included better communication in the first-year module regarding future
expectations, as well as introducing second-year topics in the first year already.

While the results of this study mainly reflected students’ own perceptions, the research
question identified is not necessarily restricted to a specific discipline. The findings could be
generalisable beyond this context to other disciplines and other higher education institutions.
Keywords: Accounting education, transition to second year, student perceptions, first-year

student success, financial accounting.

INTRODUCTION

“Middle child”, “Murky middle”, “Wise fools” are but some of the nicknames for second-year
university students. The first year is for settling in, with a lot of emphasis placed on the support
for first-years, and the final year is packed for preparedness for a post graduate curriculum or
employment (Milsom and Yorke 2015). However, the second year in a typical three-year
undergraduate curriculum can be compared to a middle child.

Student life is one dimension of the family life cycle, which includes the developing of
every member of the family going through different stages of his or her specific life cycle.
Experiences and events have an impact on an individual’s life, and human individuals utilise
previous experiences to create categories for understanding new events (Neugarten 1976). The
transition from school to university and leaving home in exchange for “student life” is one of
the most important events in an individual’s life cycle (Fulmer, Medalie and Lord 1982).

Students entering higher education have various expectations, which can be seen as
anticipations of future events (Kuh 1999). Students’ prior experiences of education and
academic self-concept are among the factors that can play a role in the shaping of their
expectations (Bennett, Kottasz and Nocciolino 2007), which in turn can have an effect on their
learning method, their success and gratification within their higher education journey. This
phenomenon is applicable when entering higher education but also when a student transitions
from one year to the next.

Many students find the transition from the first to the second year of study significantly
harder and more challenging than they expected, due to a false sense of security. This transition
is often neglected by students as well as lecturers, despite the fact that it is such an important
part of a student’s academic life cycle (Conana, Marshall and Solomons 2019).

First-year students and their transition from school to university is a field that has been

and continues to be studied in great depth, with ample resources being expended on this group
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of students (Bowles, Fisher, McPhail, Rosentreich and Dobson 2014; Kuh et al 2011; Strydom
and Mentz 2010). Many first-year students encounter difficulties due to a lack of understanding
what higher education entails and requires (Gamache 2002). First-year students enter with a
level of knowledge from their previous school learning experiences (Gamache 2002), while
second-year students enter with experiences gained in their first year. Second-year students and
their experiences, however, garner significantly less research and resources. This could give
rise to students being well-supported in one year (due to the emphasis on overall wellness of
first-years), and then being left in the lurch in the year thereafter (Gahagan and Hunter 2008).
Various factors play a role in the drop-out rate among students in higher education, which
include a lack of preparedness, poor motivation, the misalignment of expectations, and the
actual reality of what is expected from them (Boyle, Carter and Clark 2002; Baxter and Hatt
2000).

To date, limited research has been published on the connection between the approaches to
learning of first-year students and their successive studies, as well as their competence to
advance to their second year of studies (Duff 2004). It seems, though, as if a focus on the
development and support of second-year students is emerging (Black 2014). The aim of this
article is to reveal whether a specific first-year Financial Accounting module supports or fails
to support student success in a specific second-year Financial Accounting module at one South
African university.

It is imperative to determine the factors that hinder or help students in their transition from
first year to second year. Firstly, through utilising this knowledge, the potential difference
between students’ expectations (from the university, the module and the lecturer) and the actual
reality can be reduced. Also, the difference between students’ expectations and what is expected
of them can be addressed. The ideal would be for students to feel that they have gained a good
university experience, which would include clear expectations from both parties, namely
students and lecturers (Hassel and Ridout 2018). Secondly, the results of the current study
would enable lecturers to recognise the factors that hinder or help students with the transition,

and to use this information to ease the transition from first year to second year.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The life cycle

Levinson et al (1978) demonstrate that adult development can be divided into four major stages:
childhood-adolescence (the first 20 years); early adulthood (between ages 20 and 40); middle
adulthood (between ages 40 and 60) and late adulthood. A university student would be in the
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transition phase and in a category that can be defined as “late adolescence-young adulthood”.
The transition between secondary school and higher education can be stressful for students. It
might be difficult for them to adapt to the method of learning and to adjust to the broader
environment in which they will function (Gallon 1990). Overall, higher education is a
particularly important and life-changing time for most students (Hassel and Ridout 2018).
“Transition” refers to movement and in this context can link to a student’s journey as well
as his or her experiences, since the relationship with the university is not only with the
institution itself, but involves the entire university life experience (University of Sheffield
2009). The challenges related to the transition from school to university can be attributed to
various factors, which include financial factors, cultural factors and academic factors, such as
the vast difference in educational environments between school and university (Tinto 1993;
Kantanis 2000; Nel et al 2009). For South African students, another contributing factor in the
transition from school to university is the inequalities in the schooling system which has an
impact on the students’ preparedness and consequently how they handle the transition from
school to university (Nel et al 2009). This is illuminated in the study by Mavunga (2014) which
reports that the basic education system of South Africa has multifaceted problems, and its
consequences roll over to higher education. The study revealed that first-year students struggle
with modules like Financial Accounting, due to the underdevelopment of numeracy skills in

the schooling system.

Adjustments to second year

A study by Cameron and Rideout (2022) showed that first-year students were not prepared for
the challenges that higher education brought to the table, and even at the end of the first year,
students still tried to figure out how to be effective learners in a university setup. It was also
noted by the respondents in the study that the transition from first to second year is notable, yet
not adequately recognised.

The second year can be compared to a mid-life crisis. While there is a lot of academic and
personal pressure on students, institutional support services decrease during this stage (Black
2014). Although it has been acknowledged that students experience specific challenges beyond
the first year of study, and that these challenges may have an impact on persistence in university
study and completion rates, the issue has not been awarded the same level of rigorous research
as the first-year student experience.

In a study by Donnison and Masters (2010), students provided feedback regarding the

significance of the transition from first to second year, revealing that they experienced
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numerous anxieties. Second-years feel challenged, especially by the academic demands of the
programme. The pace of lectures presented are faster than in their first year, which they find
difficult to manage (Sekhukune 2008). In addition, they are faced with an intense workload
(Sterling 2018). This is often referred to as the “sophomore slump”, which means students do
not feel connected, they are academically challenged, and lack motivation (Gahagan and Hunter
2006). A contributing factor to the sophomore slump is that students are not prepared for the
workload of the second year (Milsom and Yorke 2015).

It has been established that students perform better and at a higher level if they adopt a
“deep approach” to learning (Byrne, Flood and Willis 2002). Duff (1999) indicates that first-
and second-year students tend to adopt a “surface approach” to learning, while mature students
(aged 21 years and older and thus your typical third-year or postgraduate student) show a more
appropriate approach to learning, i.e. deep learning. A study by Vermunt and Van Rijswijk
(1988) also found that students with prior existences of higher education experience (e.g. an
already completed first year of studies) were less likely to learn with a surface approach as
opposed to students without previous higher education exposure. This demonstrates that
students’ second year of studies is an important year to master the skill of adopting a deep
approach to learning which, ultimately, will have a positive influence on their success.
Accounting is considered to be one of the more intense programmes to study as it entails a lot
of different modules, the coursework is overwhelming, and it requires a lot of studying and
preparation (Calma 2020). In addition to the academic challenges (i.e. the workload and the
difficulty of the work), second-year students struggle with financial burdens and their future
after university life (Gahagan and Hunter 2006). Evidently, university is much more than an
academic experience; it also involves psychosocial development (Black 2014).
Correspondingly, Willcoxson, Cotter and Joy (2011) found that second-year students need
support in terms of both their learning and their well-being (however, not half as much as the
support required by first-year students).

Yet, while acknowledging the various challenges faced by second-year students,
Willcoxson, Cotter and Joy (2011) found that second-year students have learnt how to balance
the various demands of a student. These students present a more internal focus (e.g. self-
confidence) rather than believing that the university and the teachers are responsible for
ensuring learning. Moreover, a study by Ramsay, Barker and Jones (1999) illuminated that
despite all the challenges that students face, they also experience a lot of positive occurrences,

for example tutoring classes, group work and peer support.
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Preparedness

The importance of prior education experiences and the learning context is a topic that has been
studied extensively over a long period. One of the more famous models of student learning
processes was designed by Biggs (1985). Cook and Leckey (1999) highlight that the methods
and practices learned at school will provide for a certain set of study skills and method of
learning that might not be effective for higher education where a more independent form of
learning might be expected. Some students view university as a continuation of secondary
school, and therefore expect that, for example, similar teaching styles would be used, detailed
material would be given, and small groups of students would be allocated per lecture (Lowe
and Cook 2003). Evidently, students’ expectations can be very different from the reality, as
well as from the expectations of lecturers. This is illustrated by, for instance, the expectation of
lecturers that students take responsibility for their own studies (Crabtree, Roberts and Tyler
2007), while some students tend to believe that lecturers have the greater responsibility for
students' learning (Killen 1994). A mismatch between a lecturer’s teaching style and a student’s
learning style could also lead to negative consequences (Visser, Mcchilery and Vreken 2006).

In the same manner that first-year students rely on their school knowledge, learning methods
and experiences, the methods and practices learned during their first year might or might not
help and support students in their second year of study. In a study by Byrne and Flood (2005),
25 per cent of the respondents (first-year Accounting students) indicated that they were not sure
about their ability to succeed. Adelman (2006) found that for about 20 per cent of second-year
students, the transition from first year to second year includes the recapturing of what they lost
in their first year. Notably, a study by Tinto (1993) underscores that the experiences gained
from first year play a significant role towards students’ mindsets and performance in the
following years. If differences exist between students’ expectations and the reality (for example
what they expected from the second year of study vs the reality), then it might be difficult to
transition from one year to the next. Students’ preparedness and their prior learning experiences
affect their self-confidence which, in turn, will influence their motivation and commitment in
higher education (Anderman and Midgley 1998). In the study by Byrne and Flood (2005), first-
year Accounting students were asked how prepared they were for higher education. Most
respondents were confident and felt prepared for many factors; however, surprisingly, they did
not feel that their prior studies provided them with confidence for some of the factors. In
contrast to this, it is the expectation that second-year students feel that they were provided with

enough confidence in their first year to face all factors in their second year. However, in a
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working paper by Calma (2020), it was found that second-year Accounting students performed
poorly in their three main modules, including Financial Accounting, which indicates that they
are not properly prepared for their second year.

Preparedness (or underpreparedness) for second year does not only refer to academic
preparedness but could also involve institutional factors (e.g. the offering of support to second-
year students like tutorial classes), financial factors (e.g. concerns regarding accommodation,
student fees and meals), and internal factors (e.g. poor time management and a lack of self-
discipline) (Mavunga 2014). Calma (2020) links to this by pointing out that due to the intense
workload of accounting students, it is important that they are prepared to pursue the programme

in higher education.

Support in second year
Students might be underprepared for their second year. While the middle years of a programme
(for example the second year of a three-year curriculum) are full of challenges and transitions,
second-year students often experience a lack of the support strategies they received in their first
year of study (Birbeck, McKellar and Kenyon 2021). Black (2014) emphasises that since
second-year students are faced with so many challenges and are seeking to become independent
adults, they need support. If support programmes were offered to second-years as well, it would
make a huge difference in their learning experiences and their success (Gahagan and Hunter
2006). This is underscored by Milsom and Yorke (2015) who inform that students who reflected
on their second year indicated that they would have wanted more academic support. Lecturers
with good teaching styles could be beneficial to develop students’ ability to distinguish the need
for different learning styles, for example surface approach vs deep approach (Cadiz Dyball et
al 2010), as accounting specifically requires a mixture of these two learning approaches.
Lecturers play an important role in the attitude towards the subject. Calma (2020) found that
teachers with a negative attitude towards the subject Financial Accounting negatively
influenced their students’ performance. It also emerged that teaching style influenced the
students’ understanding of the subject. Visser et al. (2006) propose that different teaching and
assessment approaches by lecturers could be beneficial for students with different learnings
styles.

Examples of support for second-year students include strategies such as the traditional
orientation programme, websites for second-years, personnel who act as advisors, workshops
to develop specific academic skills as well as specific life skills, counselling workshops, pairing

second-year students with final-year students, peer to peer mentoring, and mentoring
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programmes (Donnison and Masters 2010; Gahagan and Hunter 2006; Sterling 2018).
Furthermore, Willcoxson, Cotter and Joy (2011) demonstrate that the presentation of an
expectation-building strategy for students will narrow the link between the intention of second-
year students to leave university and the excessive workload. The ideal would be to develop an
overall transition support programme for students throughout their time at university (Loughlin
etal 2013).

Gahagan and Hunter (2006) suggest the following support for second-year students:

e Pay attention to second-year students by understanding their experiences and
evaluate their support.

e (reate second-year appropriate services, programmes and curricula.

e Design first-year experience offerings that can be extended to the second year.

e C(reate institutional traditions for sophomores to make them feel included.

The second year is a crucial year at university as it is a vital phase of making decisions
regarding academic and career development, hence the importance of support during this time
(Schreiner and Pattengale 2000). It was found that learning-related support plays a role in the
retention, the satisfaction and the success of second-year students (Willcoxson, Cotter and Joy
2011).

The current study focused on whether, according to the perceptions of students, a specific
first-year Financial Accounting module supports or fails to support student success in a specific
second-year Financial Accounting module at one South African university. In addition, the
study investigated what students perceived to be the major influences on their success or failure
in Financial Accounting at second-year level.

While the cited literature informed this study and influenced the initial preparation of the
questionnaires employed, the focus was on the students’ own perceptions. Students’ perceptions
are important as their lived experience is influenced by it. It is thus imperative that lecturers

take cognizance of these perceptions, and where possible, address these issues.

METHOD

Background

An exploratory interpretive approach was adopted in this study. A survey questionnaire was
utilised to investigate student perceptions on whether the current first-year Financial
Accounting module supports or fails to support student success in the current second-year

Financial Accounting module at a particular South African university.
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The first-year Financial Accounting module, with approximately 1 300 registered students
annually, is a compulsory first-year subject for all Bachelor of Commerce (BCom) students at
this particular university. Of these 1 300 students, approximately 40 per cent to 50 per cent have
no background in Accounting as it was not one of their secondary school subjects. Students
have the opportunity to follow a BCom degree without having studied accounting as a subject
at secondary school as a prerequisite. The second-year Financial Accounting module, with
approximately 500 registered students annually, is a compulsory module for some BCom
students, while for other students the module can be taken as an elective or extra module.

Students are often considered as “customers” and, as such, the essence of higher education
institutions, hence the value and significance of obtaining insights into their views and
perceptions (Bunce 2017). If the views and perceptions of students are better assessed and
comprehended, it might contribute to overall satisfaction in a higher education institution (Nell
and Cant 2014). The results obtained in the current study provided valuable empirical insight
into the attitudes and perceptions of students regarding factors in the first-year Financial
Accounting module that support or fail to support their success in the second-year Financial
Accounting module. This insight may facilitate a more learner-centred ethos through the
development of student support systems and teaching practices based on an empirically founded

notion of student needs (Steenkamp, Baard and Frick 2009).

Research aim

The study aimed to answer the following research question: Does the current first-year
Financial Accounting module support or fail to support student success in the current second-
year Financial Accounting module? The objectives of the study were to determine the ways in
which the first-year Financial Accounting module prepared students to be successful in the
second-year Financial Accounting module, or where it fell short in this regard. In addition, it
sought to establish how the first-year Financial Accounting lecturers helped promote or

hindered the success of students in the second-year Financial Accounting module.

Student survey

The objective of the research was to provide a descriptive analysis of the perspectives of
second-year Financial Accounting students at a South African university (Henning, Van
Rensburg and Smit 2004) using a survey questionnaire. A published study by Steenkamp, Baard
and Frick (2009) employed a questionnaire which formed the basis for the questionnaire used
in this study. The questionnaire was adapted for the specific circumstances and objectives of

the study. The questionnaire contained both open and closed questions and was electronically
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distributed via e-mail to a second-year Financial Accounting cohort of students and was
repeated in the following year with the second-year Financial Accounting cohort of students of
that academic year. The questionnaire was distributed at the same time in both academic years,
close to the end of the second semester of studies. The respondents had two weeks to voluntarily
complete the online questionnaire anonymously. The research design and methodology were
developed with the intention of ensuring the study's replicability, thereby enhancing its
reliability. Prior to distributing the questionnaire, the necessary ethical clearance and
institutional permission for the study were obtained.

The questionnaire consisted of two parts. The first section of the questionnaire contained

closed questions and students were asked to respond to statements by means of a five-point
Likert scale (1 = disagree strongly; 2 = disagree; 3 = neutral; 4 = agree; 5 = agree strongly).
Students’ perceptions of the module content, degree of difficulty, assessments, pace of class
presentations and the performance of lecturers in the first-year Financial Accounting module
were investigated in this section. The section also included questions on whether the first-year
module prepared students for the second-year module and whether the first-year module led
students to overestimate or underestimate the second-year module.
The second section of the questionnaire contained open questions on, inter alia, the ways in
which the first-year Financial Accounting module and lecturers of the module helped prepare
students to be successful or hindered their success in the second-year Financial Accounting
module.

A total of 1 077 second-year Financial Accounting students (total for both academic years)
were included in the survey. A response rate of 20.61 per cent (222 respondents) was obtained.
Gay (1987) recommends a minimum sample size of 10 per cent of the total target population
for a descriptive study. The results can therefore be generalised to the target population for
students registered for the second-year Financial Accounting module at the particular South

African university, but not beyond this parameter.

Analysis

Basic descriptive statistics were used to process and analyse the 222 closed-ended Likert-scale
responses. Basic content analysis was used to scrutinise students’ responses to the open
questions. Quotes in the results section of this article represent typical responses — all selected
to inform the quantitative study results. A limitation to the study is that it predominantly focused

on students’ own perceptions. Their perceptions might, however, not reflect reality.

19



Baard, Steenkamp, de Jager The ignored middle: transition from first to second year financial accounting

RESULTS
The questionnaire contained a number of 5-point Likert scale questions to gauge students’

perceptions. The calculated mean and median are summarised in Table 1.

Disagree Agree

n strongly 2 3 4 | Strongly | Mean | Median
First-year FinAcc prepared me adequately to
complete second-year FinAcc successfully. 217 2% 9% | 18% | 42% 29% 3.89 4
The pace of class presentation in first-year FinAcc
was too slow compared to second-year FinAcc. 218 8% | 26% | 38% | 18% 9% 2.94 3
The content of first-year FinAcc (in other words,
topics covered) prepared me adequately to
complete second-year FinAcc successfully. 217 2% 9% | 22% | 42% 25% 3.79 4
First-year FinAcc caused me to OVERestimate the
degree of difficulty of second-year FinAcc. 216 26% | 43% | 21% 6% 3% 2.16 2
First-year FinAcc caused me to UNDERestimate the
degree of difficulty of second-year FinAcc. 217 7% | 28% | 21% | 31% 12% 3.14 3
The way classes were presented in first-year FinAcc
prepared me adequately to complete second-year
FinAcc successfully. 217 2% | 1% | 26% | 40% 21% 3.66 4
Lecturers in first-year FinAcc could have done more
to prepare me for second-year FinAcc. 218 17% | 30% | 28% | 19% 6% 2.66 3
The pace of class presentation was too slow in first-
year FinAcc. 216 15% | 30% | 30% | 19% 6% 2.70 3
The pace of class presentation was too fast in first-
year FinAcc. 216 23% | 44% | 25% 6% 2% 2.20 2
The degree of difficulty of first-year FinAcc prepared
me adequately for second-year FinAcc. 216 8% | 23% | 29% | 31% 9% 3.10 3
The tests of first-year FinAcc prepared me
adequately for second-year FinAcc. 215 5% | 15% | 26% | 38% 16% 3.46 4

Table 1: Likert-scale questions and responses

General perceptions

In response to a general question, 71 per cent of the respondents were of the opinion that the
first-year module prepared them adequately to complete the second-year module successfully.
The majority (67 per cent) also felt that the topics covered in the module prepared them
adequately for the second year. Taking into account the various challenges second-year students
are required to manage, these results could reveal that they know how to deal with these
challenges and can even experience the transition from first year to second year as positive, as
was found by Willcoxson, Cotter and Joy (2011) and Ramsay, Barker and Jones (1999).

In an open-ended question, “In what ways did the work covered in first-year FinAcc prepare
you for second-year FinAcc?”, 77 per cent of the respondents said that the work covered had

provided a good foundation, and had taught them the basics and principles of the discipline. A
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further 19 per cent went on to say that good learning methods and habits learned in the first
year stood them in good stead in the second year. These results correspond to Tinto’s (1993)
findings that the foundations and experiences from the first year play a meaningful role towards
the performance and preparedness of the following year. The following quotes represent typical

responsces:

“The work in first-year FinAcc is a good introduction of accounting and allows continuity into
second-year FinAcc for understanding concepts in greater detail and applying techniques to more
difficult problems.”

“Work in first-year FinAcc significantly prepared me for second-year FinAcc. It improved some
of my accounting skills.”

Adjustments between first and second year
In an open-ended question, students were asked what the biggest adjustment was between the

first- and second-year Financial Accounting modules. The results are summarised in Table 2.

Table 2: Biggest adjustments between first- and second-year Financial Accounting modules

Bigger workload/volume of work 32%
Second year is more difficult 30%
The learning methods had to change 23%
Pace of classes and the module in general was faster 14%
The second year had more “new” work, compared to the first year 11%
Other 13%

The responses are in line with expectations and the reality of life at university, which include
more and harder work in the second year and a faster pace, all necessitating a change in
students’ approach to and method of learning. These results are also in agreement with prior
research by, for example, Sterling (2018) and Milsom and Yorke (2015), who also found that
the intense workload is a major factor in adjusting from the first year to the second year. These
themes appear in the responses to other questions as well. The following sample of quotes

represent the more typical responses:

“I found that continuous practice is required for second-year FinAcc, whereas with first-year
FinAcc not much needed to be done to be successful in the module at the end of the year. The
adjustment from first-year FinAcc to second-year FinAcc was therefore difficult.”

“First-year FinAcc was a lot of revision so it was easy to stay up to date without really trying.
Second-year FinAcc is all new work so it takes a lot more hard work and attention.”
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Classes
Classes in the first year Financial Accounting module are initially presented at a slightly slower
pace compared to second- and third-year Financial Accounting modules. For many students
this is their first introduction to the subject area, and sufficient time is spent on embedding an
understanding of the base principles of the discipline. In the second year of Financial
Accounting, all students are expected to be at the same level and the pace is picked up
considerably. Students were asked whether the pace of classes was too slow in the first year,
compared to the second year. A third (34 per cent) disagreed, i.e. they felt that the pace was not
too slow, 38 per cent were neutral, and 28 per cent agreed. Later in the survey, when students
were asked whether the pace was too slow (in general, instead of as preparation for second
year), 25 per cent agreed that it was too slow. However, in a separate question, only 8 per cent
felt it was too fast. From the results of these different questions it can be concluded that, for the
majority of students, the pace of classes in the first year is acceptable and serves as adequate
preparation for the second year.

Respondents believed that the way in which classes were presented in the first year

prepared them adequately for the second year, with 61 per cent of the respondents agreeing.

Tests

The first-year and second-year modules are assessed in a similar fashion with written three-
hour tests. In a Likert-scale question, 54 per cent of the respondents agreed with the statement
“The tests for first-year FinAcc prepared me adequately for second-year FinAcc”, with 20 per
cent disagreeing. In a related question, 40 per cent felt that the degree of difficulty for the first-
year module prepared them adequately for the second-year module, with 31 per cent
disagreeing.

In an open-ended question, students were asked which of the skills they learned in the first-year
module assisted them to be successful in the second year. More than half (53 per cent) in some
way indicated that exam technique, study methods and a general approach to questions learned
in their first year aided them in their second year. This response could indicate that the lecturers
of this course adopted various approaches to tests in order to accommodate students with

various learnings styles (Visser et al. 2006).

Effect on expectations
As discussed previously, the first-year Financial Accounting module is an introductory module

to Financial Accounting and is presented at a slightly slower pace compared to second- and
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third-year Financial Accounting modules. The reason for the introductory module to Financial
Accounting is that some first-year students would have had exposure to accounting at secondary
school level, while for other first-year students the Financial Accounting module would have
been their first introduction to this learning area. For this reason, it is possible that the first-year
module might create incorrect expectations of the discipline and future Financial Accounting
modules for both the students who had previous exposure to accounting at secondary school
level and for those who did not. Specifically, this might lead them to either over- or

underestimate the degree of difficulty of the second-year Financial Accounting module.

Table 3: Effect of first-year module on estimation of difficulty of the second-year module

First-year FinAcc caused me to OVERestimate the

degree of difficulty of second-year FinAcc. 216 26% | 43% | 21% 6% 3% | 2.16
First-year FinAcc caused me to UNDERestimate the

degree of difficulty of second-year FinAcc. 217 7% | 28% | 21% | 31% 12% | 3.14

Two Likert-questions indicate that these fears are warranted. More than two thirds (69 per cent)
felt that they did not overestimate the difficulty of the second-year Financial Accounting
module; however, 44 per cent believed that the first-year Financial Accounting module caused
them to underestimate the second-year Financial Accounting module. This could possibly lull
students into a false sense of security at the start of their second year, with negative
consequences later in their second year.

This is borne out in the responses to an open-ended question where respondents were
asked to indicate how the first-year Financial Accounting module hindered their success in the
second-year Financial Accounting module. Of the respondents who listed factors that hindered
them, 50 per cent indicated that the first-year of Financial Accounting was easy, and caused
them to underestimate the second-year of Financial Accounting. The samples of quotes below

reflect some of these views:

“Because first-year FinAcc was so easy, I underestimated the difficulty of second-year FinAcc
and went into it with a “too chilled” mindset.”

“First-year FinAcc was very similar to accounting in high school. There was not much new work.
There is therefore a lot more new work in second-year FinAcc for me. It may have made me
underestimate second-year FinAcc somewhat. However, 1 adjusted fine and am doing well in
second-year FinAcc.”

“The pace was pretty slow in first-year FinAcc (keep in mind I did do accounting in school). So it
made me lazy for Finacc which affected my marks for second-year FinAcc as I realized I had to
start putting in more hours.”

“Make the student understand that in order to cope with second-year FinAcc, first-year Fin Acc is
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more important than expected as it is often underestimated or its necessity for second-year FinAcc
is underestimated.”

Lecturers

While ample support is provided by the university, faculty and lecturers, it remains the
responsibility of the student to access the support and, in the final instance, to pass the module
(Crabtree et al. 2007). The researchers were therefore interested to know whether students
believed that lecturers could have done more to prepare them for the second-year Financial
Accounting module. Only 25 per cent felt that lecturers could have done more to help them
prepare for second-year Financial Accounting, while 47 per cent said they could not have done
anything more.

When students were asked in an open-ended question how first-year Financial Accounting
lecturers hindered their success in their second-year Financial Accounting studies, 73 per cent
indicated that lecturers did not hinder their success in any way. Of the remainder, 14 per cent
had a variety of comments related to lecturing style, disinterest, lack of motivation received
from the lecturer, or other related matters. The only noticeable trend in the answers to this
question was that 6 per cent of respondents felt that the pace of the lecturer in first-year
Financial Accounting was too slow compared to second-year Financial Accounting. This
corresponds to the study by Sekhukune (2008) where students in accounting found it difficult
to cope with the pace of lectures in their second year.

Students were also afforded the opportunity to indicate how lecturers helped students to
be successful in their second-year Financial Accounting. As could be expected, the answers to
this question varied widely in detail, but were for the most part complimentary (65 per cent of
the respondents) regarding specific lecturers, generally good lecturing styles, preparedness, and

helpfulness. As one student responded:

“My lecturer in first-year FinAcc was extremely helpful and made sure I understood the concepts
(she was thorough and explained things really well) which helped me to have a more solid
foundation of knowledge in second-year FinAcc. I didn't have to revisit work to understand things
again.”

One noticeable theme that emerged in this regard was that lecturers’ enthusiasm, passion and
personal interest aided students’ preparation for the second-year Financial Accounting module,
as was indicated in some way by 25 per cent of respondents. Two typical comments from
respondents illustrate this:

“My lecturer in first-year FinAcc was fantastic, passionate and really understanding and helpful.
He listened to the class and would not move on if the class was confused. He really managed to
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portray his love for accounting and used different ways to help us understand the sections instead
of just using normal slides and questions.”

“Their enthusiasm for the subject really helps. People tend to relay information better when they
are passionate about it. When lecturers were really enjoying the topic, it creates a better
environment not only to encourage learning (because the lecturer gives detailed explanations) but
it also creates an environment which is more comfortable for asking questions and actively
participating.”
Given that students’ self-confidence influences their motivation and commitment in higher
education (Anderman and Midgley 1998), lecturers’ attitude can play a vital role in students’
future success. In a separate question, students were asked whether the first-year Financial
Accounting module had changed their interest in accounting in general. A quarter (27 per cent)
stated that the first-year Financial Accounting module had increased their interest significantly,
with 35 per cent indicating that it had increased it a bit. Evidently, lecturers can play a role in
promoting students’ motivation and commitment. In line with Calma’s (2020) finding regarding

the detrimental effect of negative lecturers, positive lecturers seem to have a positive effect on

future performance, at least in the perceptions of students.

SUGGESTED IMPROVEMENTS
The respondents were asked what could have been done in the first-year Financial Accounting
module to prepare them better for the second-year Financial Accounting module.

The results are summarised in Table 4.

Table 4: Suggested improvements for preparing students for second-year Financial Accounting

Nothing more needs to be done 28%
Introduction of second-year Financial Accounting in first year / similar difficulty 27%
Adopting better learning methods 16%
More time covering basic principles / extra support mechanisms 11%
Changing pace of classes in first year / similar workload 10%
Improvement in lectures presented 6%

Other 9%

Just more than a quarter (27 per cent) of the respondents expressed the wish that the difficulty
level of the first-year Financial Accounting module be more similar to the second-year
Financial Accounting module. Additionally, they suggested that some of the content of the
second-year Financial Accounting module is introduced in the first-year Financial Accounting
module to ease the transition between first and second year of Financial Accounting studies.

Examples of students’ responses are:
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“A slight introduction to the concepts which were going to be dealt with in second-year FinAcc.
A gradual increasing pace in first-year FinAcc would have assisted as well, I [sic] think.”

“The difficulty level of work completed in first-year FinAcc could've been a bit closer to second-
year FinAcc's difficulty level, then the jump wouldn't have been so dramatic.”

These findings agree with those by Willcoxson, Cotter and Joy (2011) regarding managing
student expectations.

Some of the respondents (16 per cent) indicated that they should have employed better
learning methods in the first year of Financial Accounting to better prepare themselves for
second-year Financial Accounting. They mentioned, for instance, working more on their own,
coming to class prepared, attending classes, and working through more exercises. As one

student responded:

“I think that first-year FinAcc was taught well especially because I didn't have accounting in high
school it helped me to prepare for second-year FinAcc. Again I just need to do a lot of extra
studying because the concepts in second-year FinAcc aren't repeated once they're taught and I just
had to adjust to that lack of repetition.”

Whereas Willcoxson, Cotter and Joy (2011) and Gahagan and Hunter (2006) found that students
require more support, only 11 per cent of respondents in the current study believed more time
should be spent on covering the basic principles and adding further support mechanisms in the
first year. As such, the majority of respondents did not identify lack of support as a main concern
in preparing them for second-year Financial Accounting.

Of the respondents, 10 per cent had comments on changing the pace of classes; however,
the responses were fairly evenly split between both classes being faster and slower. A small

percentage (6 per cent) had other suggestions regarding the presentation of the work and classes.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Macaskill (2018) proposes the possibility that first year transition strategies provide too much
support, and consequently, after a positive first year, the reduced transitional support in the
second year leaves students feeling abandoned by the institution. D’ Arcangelo (2013) suggests
that the issues of retention in first year are moved to the second year, and that in line with
transitional support in the first year, the second year should also have targeted transition
support. This raises concerns that university implementation of first year transition pedagogies
may have been too narrowly focused. The transition from first year to second year at university
is an important one, as students need to navigate their way through new challenges that await
them. Hence, they expect the same level of support that they might have received in their first

year. However, higher education institutions normally direct their attention to the new first-
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years, and this is where second-year students might feel left out (Schreiner 2018). Sophomores
can be compared to a sibling stuck between the older child and the baby seeking attention.
Notably, Sterling (2018) highlights the importance of continuing the provision of specific
support to maximise all students’ learning and development. Therefore, sophomores should not
be viewed as the “forgotten class”. On the contrary, it is vital to understand that they are going
through a period of transition.

Byrne and Flood (2005) emphasise that for a student to succeed, he or she has to know
what is expected from him or her and to be prepared accordingly, since students’ motives,
preparedness and expectations impact their learning, and ultimately their success. In line with
this, Gahagan and Hunter (2006) opine that support should be extended to second-year students
and their needs should be considered more seriously in order to assist them better. However,
there is much that we don’t know about second-years, their experiences and their challenges.
Therefore, much more research needs to be done in this regard (Heier 2012).

The current study aimed to determine the views of second-year Financial Accounting
students at one university in South Africa on whether the current first-year Financial
Accounting module and lecturers support or fail to support student success in the current
second-year Financial Accounting module. At large, the results showed that the respondents
were mostly of the opinion that the first-year Financial Accounting module provided a good
basis and prepared them well for the second-year module. The increased workload and
difficulty level of the second year were highlighted as the biggest adjustments from first to
second year. Students were, however, generally satisfied that the tests and pace of classes in the
first year served as good preparation for the second-year module.

What emerged as an area that warrants improvement in the transition from first to second
year is better communication regarding the differences students can expect. Students’
expectations of what they could anticipate in their second year were based on their experiences
in and perceptions of the first-year module. Consequently, they often underestimated the
second-year accounting module. Students therefore suggested that a variety of methods be
employed to manage their expectations, e.g. introducing topics in the first year already and
discussions on study techniques and the importance of time management.

To address the suggested improvement in communication, it might be considered to
disseminate the results of this study among first-year students at the beginning of the academic
year. This could potentially enhance their motivation to approach the subject with greater
seriousness and encourage regular class attendance. Rather than being mere instructions from

a lecturer, these findings reflect the perspectives of their peers and might therefore be more
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impactful. The approach aims to foster a more engaging and relatable learning environment.
Furthermore, lecturers can attempt to contextualise the contents of the first-year module within
the scope of the topics and workload of future years. Providing a better understanding of where
the work fits in and demonstrating how it serves as a basis for future years of studies may
motivate and inform students better.

The study supports the extant literature, but also expands on the literature and adds value

by giving a voice to students’ experiences. These perceptions and experiences can sensitise
lecturers in how they present classes, but also in how curricula are developed.
The fact that the study focused mainly on students’ own perceptions could be seen as a
limitation to the study. However, the research question identified is not necessarily restricted to
a specific discipline, in this case accounting; it could be generalisable beyond this context to
other disciplines and other higher education institutions.

An area for future research, which is currently being undertaken, is the extent to which
there is a correlation between students’ academic performance in the first-year module and the

second-year module.
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