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Abstract

The use of active learning tools such as simulations in accounting education are increasingly stressed
by accounting educationalists locally and abroad. This study highlights the benefits of using
simulations and how their challenges can be mitigated. The objective was to obtain students’ views on
the use of simulations in the field of auditing. A qualitative approach in collecting the data was
followed, including focus group discussions with third-year audit students at a SAICA-accredited
South African university. The results form part of a bigger project involving the development of a
simulation instrument for purposes of audit education. The qualitative results showed that the use of
simulations in specifically audit education is invaluable to the learning process. The recommendations
made on the basis of the content analysis also hold value for lecturers in the wider accounting
pedagogy. Areas for further research and development are outlined, and the study’s limitations are
acknowledged.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The most prominent domain in which accounting education research has been performed involves
the usefulness of simulations or similar instruments as educational tools in these classrooms.
Gurau, Loukis, Ranchhod and Trivedi (2013:76) stated that the use of simulations embodies a vital
revolution in education as it provides a useful pedagogical instrument for active, experiential and
problem-based learning. This is supported by extensive research which has been conducted on
accounting education in the twentieth century (e.g. Fouché, 2006; Fowler, 2005; Mensching,
Adams, Gardiner & Jones, 2012; Nitkin, 2011; Steenkamp & Rudman, 2007; Steenkamp & Von
Wielligh, 2011).

The study by Mensching et al. (2012) involved a simplified business environment simulation. This
simulation was designed to assist students in grasping problematic models of business planning
and the development of budgeted financial statements (Mensching et al., 2012:53). The main
objective was to create a resilient understanding of the interconnections between various
business processes as well as to expose students to business modelling by means of simulations
(Mensching et al., 2012:53).

Steenkamp and Rudman (2007) developed a simple simulation that assessed the usefulness of
simulation use to students at undergraduate level. This study was followed up in subsequent years
by Steenkamp and Von Wielligh (2011) who examined the perceptions of the same group of
students who completed the simulation at undergraduate level, but with improved
comprehension, as they had in the meantime completed another year of postgraduate education
as well as a minimum of six months of traineeship in public practice. Other success stories in the
use of simulations are those of Fouché (2006) and Fowler (2005), who developed an accounting
simulation to enhance students’ understanding of the accounting process all the way from
transaction initiation to financial statement compilation.

The results of these studies, among others noted later, have shown that the use of simulations
contributes to learning in a variety of ways by introducing students to the ‘reality’ of what is being
studied in a textual format. The present study gives an overview of the usefulness of simulations
in audit education specifically. This is done by firstly looking into literature on existing uses and
usefulness of simulations in accounting education and audit education in particular, followed by
statements of the study’s objectives and intended value. Next, the research design and results of
the qualitative data analysis are provided. A conclusion is formed on the worth of simulations,
together with some recommendations based on the findings of the study, which may be beneficial
for all lecturers in the accounting pedagogy.

2. THE USEFULNESS OF SIMULATIONS: AN OVERVIEW

According to DeCoster and Prater (1973:137), simulations have three distinct advantages for
student learning, the first being that they create a positive attitude towards learning and inspire
engagement in the learning process. Secondly, active participation encourages learning whereas,
thirdly, simulations provide opportunities for integration and application learning (DeCoster &
Prater, 1973:137). Knechel (1989:411-419) stated that an element of business reality is brought
to the classroom when using simulations as an active learning tool. He further pointed out that
simulations reduce issues of slacking that are caused by traditional teaching methods. Hoffjan
(2005:63) and Knechel (1989:411-419) suggested that simulations also provide soft-skill
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practice including team work, collaboration and interpersonal social skills. Hoffjan (2005:63)
further argued that:

... business games stimulate students and motivate them to participate to a greater degree
than in a conventional classroom situation. Furthermore, business games increase the ability
to recall factual knowledge and appear to improve problem-solving skills. Contrary to
conventional teacher centered teaching (passive approach) the business game participant is
actively engaged in the learning process, which enhances learning effectiveness.

However, simulations as active learning tools are also fraught with difficulties and challenges.
Fouché and Visser (2008:599), together with Hoffjan (2005:70), noted that time constraints in
performing a simulation proved to be the greatest difficulty faced by the majority of students
participating in a simulation. They furthermore explained the necessity of clear instructions and
facilitation before the simulation is performed to counteract any possible student confusion
about what is expected (Fouché & Visser, 2008:599; Hoffjan, 2005:70).

Giroux and Pasin (2011:1246) identified the same time constraint problem in their study of a
simulation on operations management education. They also found that students became
frustrated with technical difficulties inherent in the simulation and that educators struggled to
provide feedback and answer questions in cases where the simulation took place outside of class
time (Giroux & Pasin, 2011:1246). This yet again confirms the importance of clear instructions and
facilitation, as stated by Fouché and Visser (2008:599), before the simulation is performed, to
limit any possible confusion, frustration and unanswered questions that students may have while
performing the simulation. That being said, all of these studies acknowledge that the advantages
for students’ learning experience in accounting education exceed the limitations as the ultimate
conclusions and feedback from participants were positive and reiterated that the simulations
added value to their understanding of the subject. TABLE 1 summarises some of the advantages
and challenges that the use of simulations may bring to the classroom, as noted from the
literature cited in this study.

3. OBJECTIVES AND VALUE

The literature on the use of different teaching methodologies in accounting education (e.g.
Bagley & Harp, 2012; Botha, 2014; Miller & Savage, 2009; Steenkamp & Rudman, 2007) placed
focus on obtaining students’ perceptions on the usefulness of these methods and the effect these
have on student learning predominantly via applying quantitative research methodologies. The
objective of the present study was therefore to obtain students’ views on the usefulness of
simulations in auditing as a subject by following a qualitative approach in collecting the data
from students.

This study forms part of a larger project in which an instrument, i.e. audit simulation, was
developed to offer students the opportunity to develop the various competencies related to
auditing and assurance as well as generic and pervasive skills, as stipulated in the competency
framework of the South African Institute of Chartered Accountants (SAICA). In this larger project,
where more than one SAICA-accredited university were involved, a mixed methodology was
adopted in evaluating this newly developed simulation, with the quantitative findings concluding
that that the newly developed audit simulation enhanced students’ perceived broad competence
significantly.
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TABLE 1: Advantages and challenges of simulations

Advantages
*  Creates a positive attitude towards learning;
* Inspires engagement in the learning process;
*  Encourages learning;
*  Provides opportunities for integration and application learning;
*  Brings an element of business reality to the classroom;
*  Reducesissues of slacking that are caused by traditional teaching methods;
*  Provides soft-skill practice, including team work, collaboration and interpersonal social skills;

*  Stimulates students and motivates them to greater participation than in a conventional
classroom situation;

* Increases the ability to recall factual knowledge;
*  Improves problem-solving skills; and

*  Actively engages participants in the learning process, which enhances learning effectiveness.

Challenges
* Time constraints;
*  Possible student confusion about what is expected;
e Students become frustrated with technical difficulties inherent in the simulation; and

*  Educatorsstruggle to provide feedback and answer any questions if the simulation takes place
outside of class time.

Source: Adapted from Fouché and Visser (2008:599); Giroux and Pasin (2011:1246); Hoffjan (2005:63);
Knechel (1989:411-419)

Subsequent to the quantitative evaluation, focus group discussions were held to inform the
quantitative findings, obtaining insight not only on why the participating students indicated the
audit simulation enhanced their perceived broad competence, but also, to evaluate the use of
simulations in the audit classroom further. The latter approach therefore ensured a triangulation
of the results found for the entire project.

This study therefore hopes to contribute to audit education specifically, by reporting on students’
views of the use of an updated (with the latest auditing standards and other legislation) audit
simulation, retrieved through qualitative methods. The latter will add new knowledge to literature
pertaining to the usefulness of simulations in accounting education, specifically due to the
qualitative method followed in obtaining the data. The use of a qualitative research design also
contributes to the richness of the data obtained. These contributions may also be of universal
value as the use of simulations in accounting education has been advocated by local researchers
as well as many abroad. The findings of this study are thus of value to the broader spectrum of
accounting educationalists outside the South African context.

4. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHOD

As noted earlier, a qualitative approach was followed in collecting the data for the present study.
The sample population consisted of third-year audit students who had participated in the

488 Journal of Economic and Financial Sciences [JEF [ July 2016 9(2), pp. 485-502



THE USEFULNESS OF SIMULATIONS IN SA AUDIT EDUCATION

simulation of a chartered accountant programme at a SAICA-accredited South African university
(hereafter referred to as University X). In obtaining the data qualitatively, several focus group
discussions were held with the students who volunteered to participate in the discussion within
one week after completing the audit simulation. The number of groups was determined by
randomly selecting students from the volunteers to compile groups of between six and eight
students, as suggested by Davies (2007:168-173), up until all students who volunteered had been
divided into various groups. By doing so, eight focus group discussions were held, consisting of a
variety of students in terms of their race, culture, gender and originating campus of University X.
The author is of the opinion that adequate coverage was obtained by this means, as, according to
Davies (2007:149), qualitative research ends when the themes emerging from the research start
to repeat, i.e. when saturation is achieved. After the fifth focus group discussion was held, it was
clear that the same matters were being raised by all the focus groups. Although it seemed as if
saturation of the data was achieved after five focus group discussions, it was decided
nevertheless to conduct the remaining three focus group discussions to ensure that all
volunteering students were granted the opportunity to participate. The risk of biased results was
therefore mitigated.

€ach focus group was asked four open-ended questions. The focus groups thus followed an
unstructured approach designed by the author to aid in fulfilling the research objectives. The first
question asked was based on the results of the quantitative analysis, reported in a different study
(De Villiers, 2015) and explained earlier, which indicated that the audit simulation enhanced the
audit students’ perceived broad competence significantly. The question was framed as follows:

= Why do you think the audit simulation assisted you to better comprehend the audit subject?

The second, third and fourth questions were aimed at assisting the author to further evaluate the
audit simulation in order to obtain information on the students’ use of simulations in the audit
classroom. These questions were framed as follows:

= What went well during the audit simulation?
= Whatdidn’t you enjoy about the audit simulation?
= Do you have any other comments you would like to add?

The author formed part of each focus group and only facilitated the questions as students were
allowed to generate their answers, ideas and any other valuable information obtained from the
focus group discussions themselves.

After obtaining the permission of the students in each focus group, the discussions were voice-
recorded and then independently transcribed. By utilising the software tool, ATLAS.ti, the
transcripts were thoroughly content analysed after multiple readings of the transcripts to identify
all the reasons and motivations (themes) students provided on why they think the audit
simulation assisted them to better comprehend the audit subject. This was done by extracting all
the quotes from the focus group transcripts for the first question and categorising each quote
into a possible reason or motivation (theme). This approach was repeated in analysing the
answers obtained for the remaining questions. Only themes that were evident across all the focus
groups were retained after applying careful judgement. Any quotes extracted in Afrikaans were
accurately translated into English. The author took great care in ensuring that the meaning
intended by the Afrikaans students was not altered in any way by performing multiple readings of
the Afrikaans quotes and only then translating them into English. This was done by comparing the
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translated quotes to the original Afrikaans quotes, thus ensuring an accurate translation of the
Afrikaans quotes into English.

5. FOCUS GROUP RESULTS

The sections below provide a discussion of the themes that emerged from the first question posed
to students, namely why they thought the audit simulation assisted them to better comprehend
the audit subject. Some of the individual noteworthy quotes by the participants are also provided.
The themes discussed next were identified on the basis of the content analysis performed. It
should be noted that the themes are not discussed in any particular order and that some of the
quotes are interrelated. Therefore, the results (themes) should be interpreted within this context.

5.1 Holistic view of the audit process

One of the most prominent reasons that emerged from the focus group discussions is that students
felt the audit simulation gave them the opportunity to obtain a better understanding of the audit
process as a whole as they reported being able to see how the theory of the various steps in the
audit process came together. Some of the students’ comments include:

| personally had a better understanding of how the whole audit process works. Before
the audit simulation, you learn about pre-engagement activities and about the audit
report at the end of the audit, but | did not really have an understanding of all that
stuff together. So it helped me a lot.

| think what also helped is the fact that you could do the audit from the beginning to
the end, as to where you had class you just did a fraction of the work at a time.

| think the more practical something is, the more easier it is for you to understand
rather than the theory because the theory has a whole lot of scope that you need to
cover but when you see it and you get to follow it through the whole process, you get
to see oh, this is what it actually means.

It helps you to visualise the whole thing from beginning to end and not just the
theoretical aspects we learn.

| think that the simulation - uhm - put the pieces of the puzzle together in terms of
the whole how each section is linked to another.

5.2 Sufficient communication

The students indicated that the use of Facebook, the platform used for communication during the
audit simulation, assisted in their learning process as it was a useful method of communication
between themselves and the lecturer because they could see other students’ questions and the
answers provided. The students stated the following:

You do not actually realise how many of these groups actually have the same
question. It was really interesting to me to see, for example, when we sat and
wondered about one thing, and two days later, a different group asked the same
question and then you answered it on the Facebook page.

Everybody could see what the answer is to the questions posted; | really liked it and |
was on that page regularly.
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It also served as auseful method of communication outside the audit classroom:

For me it was a great source of communication because when | wanted to know about
something, | did not have to send an email to hear about it, because | will first look if
someone else has not already asked. And then it makes it easier than sending
unnecessary emails.

5.3 Active involvement in the learning process

The simulation proved to be a tool that actively involved the students in the learning process,
which, in turn, assisted them to see how an audit is actually performed and how the theory should
be applied in an actual scenario. This was made evident through comments such as:

I think it’s how the audit procedures actually begins, as vacation work also helped but
here you could have seen better how it was actually going to be applied, and not just
rote learn it.

I think the planning part of the audit was pretty cool to like see all the theory that we
have already done, and how the whole planning process fits together by doing it step
by step. It helps you to see what auditors really do.

It’s one thing to learn theory from a textbook, but it’s another thing to see how you
should take the information given to you and complete a working paper that should
form part of the audit in total.

It further enhanced the students’ understanding and memory-retention ability:

Okay, | think overall, just the whole practical aspect of the whole thing, as we are
currently only just learning theory, theory, theory, but now we all basically know how
itis practically applied and this helps a lot. | learn when | do something practically; |
remember it more easily than just learning the theory.

See, for me it was great. | got the creditors section and | really now know and
understand the whole creditors process and where everything fits in.

| think with the working papers - it would be easier to remember something, or click a
certain topic - you’ll actually click better ’cause you’ll literally see what the working
papers looks like and you’ll easier remember what is on that working paper, which kind
of flows back to the theory that you studied.

I have to say, just to put everything in perspective - it helped me a lot - it’s not that |
am ready to go to a company and audit it now, but it helped me to have a better
understanding of everything. | think in future papers if you get a question where you
are not sure what the answer is, it will be easier to rationalise the issue and come up
with an answer, even if you have to thumb suck it.

5.4 Working as part of a group

The fact that the students were required to work in groups proved to be a useful method of
teaching that helped in their learning. The students noted that if they did not understand
something, their peers were there to assist them and vice versa, for example:

The team work really worked well for me. If you did not know something, you just said,
come and help here quick, and then when they did not know something, you go and
help them.
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If one person struggled with something, another person immediately helped that
person. Although you had certain tasks allocated to you, when you struggled someone
was there to quickly assist you. It was nice to see how we can help each other.

Their peers explained at a more understandable level and from a different perspective:
To hear how someone else thinks about something, | really think helped me.

To discuss in the group made more sense than a lecturer trying to explain it to you
where students in the same position as you - you ask them a question cause you’re
not sure, then the whole group starts talking about it. They understand what your
question is, more so than the lecturers. So they explain it to you on your level so that
you understand it better than sitting in class answering a question - it’s a textbook
answer, where a student knows what the textbook answer is, but they see it this way
and maybe you understand it better.

When you sometimes do not understand something or when the lecturer explains
something that you do not click, but the person next to you understands it, you can
just say, quickly explain this to me, then the person says ok, because he understands
it and explains it, | can almost say, at a student level which makes more sense.

5.5 Visualising the theory in practice

The use of actual visual aids such as actual audit working papers and engagement letters gave
students the opportunity to see how audit theory is applied in practice and also made the work
more interesting and understandable. This proved to have contributed to the students’ enhanced
perceived competence in the audit subject, as was made evident in the following statements:

| completed the engagement letter, and to see the physical thing, who should sign,
who is responsible for what and what the content requirements of an engagement
letter are, really helped. It is something we do in class but we do not actually
understand it.

For me it was the second section of the audit simulation. In section C and D you
physically saw how to complete a working paper. | had to do a graph, so every time |
completed a field, | saw how the graph developed. | really enjoyed it.

It helped in the sense of the practical part of auditing, since auditing was for the past
two years for myself, it’s been based on theory, theory, theory, you understand the
theory, theory, theory but they weren’t showing how to apply the theory, so having the
simulation actually gave us a better understanding ... especially when it comes to
audit procedures because we understand that you have to confirm, you have to
inspect, you have to observe, but then now that we actually have a better
understanding as to what these documents actually look like and what we’re
supposed to look out for - actually helped us to have a better understanding.

The use of the videos to simulate the stock count also proved to have given students some feel of
the audit reality and to better understand the audit subject. One student commented:

| feel that it gives you a perspective of audit practice especially with auditing
inventory.
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5.6 Effective and sufficient feedback

Some students noted that the feedback obtained from the simulation assisted them to see what
they did not understand correctly during the simulation, and how it should have been done. One
student noted the following:

The feedback was not as theoretical as a memo discussion of a class test would be. It
was not just about this is where you did not understand the theory correctly, it was
much more practical and you could make the link much quicker and it made sense
afterwards.

Like the feedback session was quite long - you explained topics like from the start till
the end and | feel like in that five minutes that we had this done, | think we learnt so
much that whatever we didn’t understand.

5.7 Replicated audit practice

The fact that the audit simulation replicated audit practice offered students the opportunity to
be part of a real audit experience and to obtain a better understanding of how the auditing theory
is applied in practice. Some of the quotes include:

In practice it may not be so easy, but it gives you an idea of how it will be as you must
actually perform the tests.

Yes, | actually did not have a clue. | studied the theory but did not actually have an
idea what’s going on. When it came to the review of the things it was like you do the
work from the beginning and it helped me to understand.

| think, throughout this whole thing, you saw how it’s going to work in practice. You
are going to work under pressure, you are going to work with people you do not know,
you will have to do other people’s work, you will have to do extra, those types of
things. So | really think you now saw how it is going to be and if you are going to like it
or not.

I've never seen how working papers look like. That was the first time for me, so
actually, how the theory would actually be put into real practice and real life, like how
the - how a pre-engagement really looks like, how an audit - those audit procedures
- how you actually put them on working papers.

5.8 Working with a diverse group of individuals

The fact that the groups consisted of diverse individuals from different biographical backgrounds,
cognitive strengths and commitment levels to their studies, also assisted the students in various
ways. The following quotes point to this:

Due to the fact that we were a quite diverse group, you realised that you have to apply
different methods of getting people involved or that you have to treat them
differently to get them to participate. | do not say that you have to change your style,
but that you need to realise that everybody is not that committed to their studies as
you are, but you need to get them to take responsibility of their work.

You need to be adaptable and you need to show understanding for different people’s
abilities.
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Yes, to sometimes just step back and think, okay, how does this person see it, and
then maybe adjust your method of thinking.

Yeah, | think also when you’re selecting groups. When I’'m with my, let me say English
speaking or Tswana speaking people and then we have to accommodate somebody
who is English speaking.

| come from a place where there is still a lot of racial separation and now | have to
work with people from different races for the first time in my life. It showed me that
they know just as much as we do, it’s not about this or that, but | am being completely
honest here, it opened my eyes.

5.9 Opportunity to develop various soft skills

The most salient aspect that students reported was that the audit simulation really helped them
to develop several soft skills. Firstly, the students mentioned that the audit simulation enhanced
their communication and language proficiency skills and helped them to develop more self-
confidence. Some students stated the following:

It helped me to be able to communicate with people | did not know.

There was this one girl in our group that was very shy, we encouraged her by asking her
a lot of questions and by boosting her to be part of the group and to speak to us. |
think it helped her to develop more self-confidence to speak in front of people.

| think it helped me to be more comfortable to give my opinion, and to say to
everybody, okay, | think we are doing this wrong and that we should rather do it this
way, in contrast to just sitting there and to accept what everybody else says.

My English improved a lot.

In my opinion, the fact that it was in English was a very good thing. | think English
dominates the work force and therefore | think it’s actually fantastic exposure.

The development of time management skills was also evident:

Time management, as we all did not always have the same time gaps. Our group was
fortunate enough not to have a lot of issues with this, but it was still something we
had to consider.

It learned me to compromise because we plan now, okay, we have an hour break
between these classes, but now it does not fit everybody, now you have to shift some
things around as to accommodate everybody.

I think it helped me to plan better strategically, not just because we had all our other
subjects still, but also because we had ten weeks. So, actually it had an element of
time management and it helped me with this.

At the beginning | was very scared. | did not know how | was going to get everything
done, but this is how you learn to manage your time.

Yes, | think it forces you to stick to your time planning, especially because you work
in such large groups. If you do not make the deadlines, things can go wrong very
quickly and you can keep the other people in the group waiting. This forces you to stick
to your deadlines.

Some leadership skills were also improved:
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| think the group leaders learnt a lot from this. You had to take charge and help
everybody.

| feel that it taught me to just begin, to lead people and to say, okay, you do this and
you do this. | feel that it helps you to be able to lead.

It also developed logical thinking and problem-solving skills, for example:

You must be able to think logically. You must be able to think, okay, if something goes
wrong now, what you are going to do.

As noted earlier, the second, third and fourth questions were aimed at assisting the author to
further evaluate the audit simulation by obtaining information on how the students felt about the
use of simulations in the audit classroom. The results showed the following:

5.10 The use of social media platforms such as Facebook

The students indicated that the incorporation of Facebook into the audit simulation created a
positive attitude within the groups and also motivated them to learn. This was made evident by
student quotes such as:

Our group loved using Facebook. We were like one of the first groups that uploaded
photos onto the Facebook page, and we also uploaded a video. Our group where there
hey.

Itwas avery goodidea. It's well executed. I'm very glad that it worked because | mean,
sometimes, then you have a question, then you’re there, and | mean, you know, it’s
technical points, so it's not like you can ask friends.

5.11 Well-structured and -developed simulation

The way in which the simulation was structured (built) and developed (i.e. the framework applied)
appeared to