An Exploration of the Study Engagement
of Trainee Accountants in lreland

Thesis Submitted for the award of
Doctor of Philosophy (PhD)
By

Caroline McGroary, FCA, M.Acc, BBS(Hons)
Dublin City University Business School
2021

Research Supervisors:

Professor Barbara Flood and Professor Yseult Freeney

A Thesis Submitted to Dublin City University Business School in
Partial Fulfilment of the Requirements for the Degree of Doctor of
Philosophy



DECLARATION

| hereby certify that this material, which I now submit for assessment on the programme
of study leading to the award of PhD is entirely my own work, and that | have exercised
reasonable care to ensure that the work is original, and does not to the best of my
knowledge breach any law of copyright, and has not been taken from the work of others
save and to the extent that such work has been cited and acknowledged within the text of

my work.

Signed: (Candidate)

e S
ID no: 12212403
Date: Academic year 2020/2021



DEDICATION

My Parents and James Anthony

Together you instilled in me the importance of education, the virtues of hard work and
perseverance, and encouraged me to never give up on this goal. Thank you for

everything.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Writing this thesis has not been an individual experience, rather, it was made possible by
the support of many people, all of whom | would like to thank sincerely.

First of all, I would like to express my gratitude to my advisory panel throughout this
PhD process — Professor. Barbara Flood, Professor. Yseult Freeney, Professor. Marann
Byrne and Dr. Margaret Heffernan. Barbara, Yseult and Marann, your expert guidance,
encouragement and patience throughout this process has been unwavering and is
something for which I am very grateful. Barbara, your passion for accounting education
research was what first inspired me to embark on this journey. This passion, along with
your expertise in this area, has been my guiding light throughout. Yseult, your expertise
and ability to challenge my thinking in such a supportive way has helped me embrace
some of the more difficult stages along this path. Marann, thank you for inspiring this
research topic and for your support and guidance, particularly during the early stages of
this research. You are a great friend and mentor. Dr. Margaret Heffernan, thank you for
your very useful advice and feedback and especially for helping me prepare for the final

stages of this research journey.

I would like to thank the very supportive Doctoral Studies team in DCU. Over the years,
| attended some excellent workshops and had the support of many colleagues who were
always so generous with their time. | would like to acknowledge the research funding
provided by DCU Business School and the research committee over the last number of
years. | would also like to thank Chartered Accountants Ireland (CAl) for supporting this
research, along with the many trainee accountants who participated in this study and the

lecturers at CAl for their co-operation and help while I was collecting my data.

The PhD would have been a very lonely journey if it were not for the friends | met along
the way. While there are many, particular thanks go to Clare Balfe and Bernadette
McCullock for making me feel so welcome when 1 first joined DCU and for your
friendship over the years. Thanks to Maria Scanlon and Dr. Claire O’Sullivan Rochford,
my first “PhD Buddies”. Thanks to Dr. Orla Feeney for her friendship and for being my
“go to” person on so many occasions. Thanks also to Dr. Jenny Kennedy and Dr. Roisin
Lyons, it was a pleasure working with both of you. The assistance of the pomodoro

technique made sure we always kept on track but allowed enough time for us to enjoy a



few adventures in Saudi Arabia. Finally, Dr. Raja Clouse, thank you for being such an

inspiring colleague and invaluable pillar of support on so many occasions.

| am also lucky to have had the support of special friends and a wonderful family
throughout this journey. To Kevin and Jenny - throughout this PhD journey you have
passed the baton of support between you. | owe a debt of gratitude to both of you for
always being there (including doing mock viva’s) and believing that I could reach this
goal. I am so delighted that we are crossing the finish line together. To Carrieann - it has
been my pleasure being the extra member of the Kennedy family. Your Dad remains one
of my greatest role models and his love for education has been such an inspiration to me
throughout this journey. | know he is proof reading this from afar. To my aunts and
uncles, particularly Helen, Margaret, Liam and John, as well as my Godparents, Eileen
and Patsy - thank you for the cups of tea, phone calls, many trips to the chapel and
everything you have done for me over the years. To Dermot, Sandra, Davin and Adeline
- thank you for your support and for the many welcome breaks, my favourite being
spending time with my two little monkeys. Dermot, special thanks to you for helping me
find all the “mistakes” and for your continuous words of encouragement. To Patch - thank
you for always making me smile and for being such a good listener. To James Anthony -
thank you for encouraging me to put all that “free time” to good use. While you are no
longer with us, 1 hope you are proud, as this PhD is also your achievement. Finally, to
my parents, Benny and Nan — on behalf of Dermot and I, thank you for your constant
encouragement, love and everything you have done for us. Thank you especially for
giving us the gift of education. Over the years you have provided me with every
opportunity to pursue my educational goals and you have supported me at each step along
the way. While it has been quite the journey, we can now quote the words of Mick Flavin

with a smile, as it is finally time to graduate from the “old school yard”.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

DECLARATION . ..ottt ettt et e et e e naaennaeenneeenns 2
DEDICATION ...ttt e et e et e et e et e teenna e e nreeanes 3
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ...ttt e et snaa et e e nnne s 4
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS .....oooiiiiie ettt 10
LIST OF TABLES ...ttt ree e 12
LIST OF FIGURES ..ottt ne e 13
AB ST RACT ..ottt s e e e e et e e e e e e et e te e te e ta e raeanbeenree s 14
CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION .....cciiiiiiiiie et 15
1.1 Overview of the RESEArC ........ccvvviiie s 15
1.1.1 Personal EXPEIIENCE .......ccuviiiieiiiesiie sttt 15
1.1.2 A Research OpPOrtuNity .......c.ooivieiieiieeiie e 16

1.2 AIMS AN ODJECTIVES ...ttt 18
1.3 Research MethodolOgy ........ccueeiiiiiiiiiieiie e 21
1.4 Research Contributions and Practical Implications............ccocceiviiieiiieniicninnn 22
1.5 THESIS OULHNE. .. .ceiiiiieiiie ettt e e e et e e e e e enees 24
CHAPTER TWO: PROFESSIONAL ACCOUNTING EDUCATION................... 25
2.1 INTrOAUCTION ...ttt e st 25
2.2 Professional EQUCALION. .........ccuiiiiiiiiiie e 25
2.2.1 The Concept of EAUCALION .......ccoiuiieiiiieeciie e 26
2.2.2 The Nature of ProfessSions ..........ccovveiiieiiiiniiesie e 26
2.2.3 Professional COMPELENCE. ........cciivie e 27
2.2.4 Structure of Professional Education SyStems ...........cccccvevviveeiiieecciie e, 32

2.3 Professional Accounting EAUCALION............ccovuveeiiieeiiie e 33
2.3.1 The Accountancy ProfeSSiON ..........ccccveiiieeiiiie s 33
2.3.2 Professional Accounting EAUCAtION ............ccocvveiiieiiiiee e 35

2.4 Chapter SUMMAIY .......oooiiie ittt e et ae e e stae e e srae e e snaeeennaeeeanes 42
CHAPTER THREE: STUDY ENGAGEMENT .....ccoiiiiiiiee e 43
T8 A [ oo L1 Tox o] [PPSR OURUPRPRS 43
3.2 StUAY ENQAgEMENT......oiiiiie ettt et e e e 43
3.2.1 Sociological/Behavioural PErspective..........ccccvveviiveiiiec e 45
3.2.2 Psychological PErspectiVe .........ccceeoiieeiiiee e 52
3.2.3 SociocUltural PErSPECtiVE. ........ccoiuieeiiiiee et 60

3.3 The Process of Engagement: Engagement Frameworks...........ccccocvveevvneeinneenne, 63
3.3.1 A Conceptual Framework of Engagement ...........ccccvvveeiiiiireeiiiiine e 63



3.3.2 A Theoretical Perspective of Engagement — Job Demands-Resources (JD-R)

T RO e 66
3.3.3 Framework SeleCtion ..........c.cooiuiiiiiiieiii s 70
3.4 The Outcomes of Study ENgagement...........ooviiiiiiieiiieiie e 75
3.4.1 Study Engagement and Exam Performance...........ccccoocevvvenienieiiieniecninnnn 75
3.5 The Antecedents of Study ENQagement ...........cocvviieiiiiiieniie e 83
3.5.1 SUAY RESOUITES ...ttt 83
3.5.2 PErsoNal RESOUICES ........vveeiueeeeiiiieesiiieessiieeatiaeateeeanteeeasneee e eesneeeesneeeesneeas 93
3.5.3 DEMANGS .....eveieiiieeiiee ettt eennes 104
3.6 Summary of Variables Selected and Proposed Hypotheses............ccccccveveenne. 111
3.7 Chapter SUMIMAIY ......ccuviiiieiiieiie ettt 116
CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY ........cccoiiiieieeee e 117
A1 INTFOAUCTION <. e e e e sne e e nrae e e nnraeennneeeas 117
4.2 RESEAICN CONTEXL .....viiieiiie et e e srae e erae e 117
4.3 Philosophical Assumptions, Research Paradigms and Research Methodologies118
4.3.1 Quantitative versus Qualitative Research Approaches..........c.cccccvvvennee. 121
4.3.2 Mixed Methods APProach ... 122
4.3.3 Research Approach of this Study ..........cccccveiiiiiiiii 124
4.4 Stage One - Quantitative (QUAN) Methods .........cccevvvveiiive i 126
4.4, 1 SUIVEY DESION ...evieeiiie ettt et et e et e et e e snae e e nntaeesnneeeas 127
4.4.2 Sample Selection and Data COllection ............ccccccvevviee i, 135
4.4.3 Data Analysis Strategy: Quantitative Data ...........cccccceveevineeiiie e, 137
4.5 Stage Two - Qualitative (qual) Methods.............ccooveiiiiiiiiie e 138
4.5.1 Data Analysis Strategy: Qualitative Data ............cccccovvveivive e, 140
4.6 Chapter SUMMAIY ......oeiiiieeiiiee ettt et e et e st e et a e e srae e e snbaaesnneeeas 141
CHAPTER FIVE: DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS ....cocoiiiiiiiiieiiee e 142
5.1 INTrOAUCTION ..ttt 142
5.2 The Hypothesised Research Model ...........cccoveiiiieiiiic e 143
5.3 Data SCrEENING ... .civveeitiee ettt et se e et e et e et e e et e e et ae e e srae e e anaeeeanraaeanes 144
5.3.1 MiSSING DALA ......ccoviieiiiie et 147
5.3.2 DeSCriptive STAtiStICS ......eeeivireeiiee e 149
5.3.3 Testing the Assumptions of Multivariate Analysis............ccccceeviiveeiineenne, 149
5.4 Structural Equation Modelling ...........cooiiiiiiiii i 153
5.4.1 Building the Measurement Model: Determined using Cohort 1 Data......... 153
5.4.2 Validating the Measurement Model: Determined using Cohort 2 Data...... 167
5.4.3 Building and Testing the Structural Model: Determined using Cohort 2 Data
.......................................................................................................................... 171



5.5 HYPOLhESES TESHING.....ccviiiiieiiieeiie et 175

5.5.1 Test of the Direct Relationships...........ceeivieiiiiiieiiie e 175
5.5.2 Test of the Indirect (Mediated) Relationships ............ccccvviiiiiiiiiiiennne, 177
5.6 Chapter SUMIMAIY .......coouiiiieiii et 181
CHAPTER SIX: DISCUSSION.....coiiiiiiiiiii ettt 182
6.1 INEFOAUCTION ...ttt e e e et e et e e e srte e e nnaaeeanneaeas 182
6.2 Summary of Quantitative Research FINdiNgS..........c.ccevviiiiiiieiiicic e 182
6.3 StUAY ENQAGEMENT ... ..iiiiiiiie et 184
6.4 Study Engagement and Exam Performance..........cccoocvevviiiie e siicnec e 185
6.4.1 Behavioural Study Engagement and Exam Performance...............ccccccvee.. 186
6.4.2 Cognitive Study Engagement and Exam Performance ............cccccoccvvevnnnne 191
6.4.3 Affective Study Engagement and Exam Performance .............ccccovevvvevvnnnnn 193
6.5 Study Resources, Study Engagement and Exam Performance .............cccoeeveee. 196
6.5.1 Study Resources and Behavioural Study Engagement..............cccccoovennnene. 197
6.5.2 Study Resources and Cognitive Study Engagement ...........cccceevveiinennnnne 202
6.5.3 Study Resources and Affective Study Engagement............ccccceevveeinennnene. 207
6.6 Personal Resources, Study Engagement and Exam Performance...................... 211
6.6.1 Personal Resources (Academic self-efficacy) and Behavioural Study
ENQAGEIMENT ... 211
6.6.2 Personal Resources (Academic self-efficacy) and Cognitive Study
ENQAGEIMENT ... e 214
6.6.3 Personal Resources (Academic self-efficacy) and Affective Study
ENQAGEIMENT ... 217
6.7 Demands, Study Engagement and Exam Performance.............ccccccooveeviveeinnnnnn 219
6.7.1 Demands (Work exhaustion) and Behavioural Study Engagement............. 220
6.7.2 Demands (Work exhaustion) and Cognitive Study Engagement................. 223
6.7.3 Demands (Work exhaustion) and Affective Study Engagement................. 227
6.8 Chapter SUMMAIY .......ccoiiii ettt e e e e snaee e 229
CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSIONS .......ooiiiiiiieiieeiie e 230
% A oo L1 Tox o] OO P PP 230
7.2 Achievement of the Overall Research Objective ..........ccccoveeiiiiiiiic e, 230
7.3 Research ContribULIONS .........ccviiiiiiiie e 232
7.3.1 Accounting Education Literature: Professional Education.......................... 232
7.3.2 Study Engagement LIterature ...........ccceeeiveeeiieeeiiie e 237
7.3.3 Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) Literature..........cccccovvvveeiieeiiiiee v 239
7.4 Practical Implications and Recommendations ............cccccovvveeiieeiiececiee e 240
7.5 Limitations and Future RESEAICH ...........ooiviiiiiiiiiiie e 242
7.6 Reflections of the ReSEArChEr...........ocviiiiiiiii 247



T CONCIUSTON .. ettt 249

REFERENCES ... ..o s 250
APPENDIX A: KEY AUTHORS AND CONTRIBUTIONS - PERSPECTIVES OF
ENGAGEMENT ..ot 289
APPENDIX B: KEY AUTHORS AND CONTRIBUTIONS - STUDY
ENGAGEMENT LITERATURE ..o 296
APPENDIX C: QUESTIONNAIRE/SURVEY .....cccooiiiiiiiiiieicie e 303
APPENDIX D: ETHICS APPROVAL LETTER ..o 312
APPENDIX E: CHARTERED ACCOUNTANTS IRELAND (CAI) APPROVAL
EIM AL e 313

APPENDIX F: RESULTS OF EXPLORATORY FACTOR ANALYSIS (EFA) 315
APPENDIX G: CRONBACH ALPHA BEFORE AND AFTER

CONFIRMATORY FACTOR ANALYSIS (CFA) oottt 325
APPENDIX H: FREQUENCY DISTRIBUTION OF STUDY VARIABLES ..... 326
APPENDIX 11 INTERVIEW GUIDE.........cooiiiicii e 335
APPENDIX J: INTERVIEW ANALYSIS ..o 336



LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

Abbreviation

Full Title

AAA American Accounting Association

ACCA Association of Chartered Certified Accountants
AECC Accounting Education Change Commission

AIC Akaike Information Criterion

ANOVA Analysis of Variance

ASI Approaches to Studying Inventory

ASSIST Approaches and Study Skills Inventory for Students
AUSSE Australian Survey of Student Engagement

BIC Bayesian Information Criterion

CAl Chartered Accountants Ireland (also referred to as “the Institute™)
CAP Chartered Accountancy Proficiency

CCSSE Community College Survey of Student Engagement
CFA Confirmatory Factor Analysis

CFlI Comparative Fit Index

CIMA Chartered Institute of Management Accountants
CLF Common Latent Factor

CMV Common Method Variance

COR Conservation of Resources

COVID-19 Coronavirus

CPA Certified Public Accountant

CPD Continuing Professional Development

CSEQ College Student Experiences Questionnaire

DCU Dublin City University

DF Degrees of Freedom

DV Dependent Variable

EFA Exploratory Factor Analysis

FAE Final Admitting Examination

FIML Full Information Maximum Likelihood

GPA Grade Point Average

GRAMMS Good Reporting of a Mixed Methods Study

HOL Higher Order Learning

IAASA Irish Auditing and Accounting Supervisory Authority
IAESB International Accounting Education Standards Board
ICAEW Institute of Chartered Accountants in England and Wales
ICAI Institute of Chartered Accountants Ireland

ICAS Institute of Chartered Accountants of Scotland

IEO Input-Environment-Output

IFAC International Federation of Accountants

IPD Initial Professional Development

ISSE Irish Survey of Student Engagement

10




Abbreviation

Full Title

v

Independent Variable

JD-R Job Demands-Resources

MAR Missing at Random

MBI-GS Maslach Burnout Inventory - General Survey
MBI-SS Maslach Burnout Inventory - Student Survey
MCAR Missing Completely at Random

MNAR Missing not at Random

MSLQ Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire
NSS National Student Survey

NSSE National Survey of Student Engagement
OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
PAB Professional Accounting Body

PhD Doctor of Philosophy

QUAL/qual Quialitative

QUAN/quan | Quantitative

RMSEA Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
SCT Social Cognitive Theory

SEM Structural Equation Modelling

SIG Significance

SPSS Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
SRMR Standardized Root Mean Square Residual
Std.Dev. Standard Deviation

TLI Tucker-Lewis Index

UK United Kingdom

uUsS United States (of America)

UWES Utrecht Work Engagement Scale

UWES-S Utrecht Work Engagement Scale - Student
VIF Variance Inflation Factor

12 Chi-square

11




LIST OF TABLES

Table | Title

2.1 CAl exam structure

3.1 Frameworks of study engagement

3.2 Summary of hypotheses

4.1 Comparison of philosophical paradigms

4.2 Mixed methods design

4.3 Survey used in this study

4.4 FAE grade descriptor

4.5 Response rates

4.6 Interview details

4.7 Details of interview participants
5.1 Characteristics of the sample
5.2 Percentage of missing values
5.3 Pattern of missing data

5.4 Correlation matrix - Cohort 1 (before CFA)

5.5 Correlation matrix - Cohort 2 (before CFA)

5.6 Model fit indices: thresholds

5.7 Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA): model fit comparison
5.8 Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA): explanation of modifications
5.9 Final measurement model: factor structure

5.10 | Correlation matrix - Cohort 1 (after CFA)

5.11 Model fit indices: measurement model (Cohort 1 and Cohort 2)

5.12 | Correlation matrix - Cohort 2 (after CFA)

5.13 Common method variance test

5.14 Model fit indices: structural models

5.15 Model fit indices: final structural model

5.16 | Research hypotheses

5.17 | Results of hypotheses testing

12




LIST OF FIGURES

Figure | Title

1.1 Hypothesised research model

1.2 Research design

2.1 The elements of professional competency (Jarvis, 1983, p. 35)

2.2 Model of professional competence (Cheetham & Chivers, 1998, p. 275)

2.3 Competency-based education model (CAI, 2020Db)

3.1 Astin’s IEO model (Astin, 1970, p. 3)

3.2 General causal model for assessing the effects of differential college
environments on student learning and cognitive development (Pascarella,
1985, p. 50)

3.3 Conceptual model of cognitive development (Pike & Kuh, 2005 p. 280)

3.4 Participation-identification model (Finn, 1989)

35 Conceptual framework of engagement, antecedents and consequences
(Kahu, 2013, p. 766)

3.6 Conceptual framework of student engagement (Kahu & Nelson, 2018, p.
7)

3.7 Job demands-resources (JD-R) theory (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017, p.
275)

3.8 Influences of conceptions of teaching on approaches to studying and
outcomes of learning (Entwistle, 2000, p. 3)

3.9 Job demands-resources (JD-R) theory - variables selected

3.10 The hypothesised research model (excluding sub-scales)

4.1 Stages of research

5.1 The hypothesised research model (including sub-scales)

5.2 Affective study engagement - second (higher) order three factor structure

5.3 SEM results: all significant relationships (Cohort 2)

13




ABSTRACT

Caroline McGroary
An Exploration of Study Engagement of

Trainee Accountants in Ireland

While the concept of study engagement has been the focus of much research in the higher
education literature, it has received little attention in professional education research. To
address this gap, this research investigates the study engagement of trainee accountants
preparing for the qualifying exams of a professional accountancy body (PAB). The study
applies the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) theory and explores, firstly, the mediating
role of behavioural, cognitive and affective study engagement in the relationship between
study resources (e.g. effective teaching practices), personal resources (academic self-
efficacy), demands (work exhaustion) and the outcome variable of exam performance.
Secondly, the moderating role of study resources in the relationship between personal
resources, demands and study engagement is explored. The study adopted a mixed
methods research design, with a dominant quantitative approach. Firstly, structural
equation modelling was used to test the study hypotheses, based on a sample of 1,201
respondents. Secondly, interviews were undertaken to provide supplementary insights to
the quantitative findings. The results reveal that study engagement is a mediating variable
in the motivational process between resources, demands and exam performance.
Furthermore, some support was found for the propositions that: 1) resources (personal
and study) positively influence the motivational process leading to study engagement and
exam performance, and 2) demands negatively influence this process. Additionally, there
was limited evidence regarding the moderating role of study resources in the relationship
between personal resources, demands and study engagement. From a theoretical
perspective, the use of JD-R theory to explore resources and demands from different
domains (work and study) is a notable contribution of this research. From a conceptual
perspective, the use of a multidimensional definition of engagement is novel and
significant. The practical implications of the findings for professional accounting
education are also considered in the thesis and directions for future research are outlined.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Overview of the Research

Your primary goal is to get your qualification, but your primary energy is devoted to
your job, so that is your focus. It is hard, [...] you are using your spare time to do
your study [...] you are wrecked.

P2, 2015 Cohort
This opening quote highlights the challenges that trainee accountants face when
balancing the demands of both working and studying, and how this can potentially impact
on their engagement in their professional studies, as well as the quality of learning at the
pre-qualification stage. Recognising the importance of well-educated members to the
future of the accountancy profession, and the potential of study engagement as an
intervention to help improve the quality of education in any educational setting
(McCormick, Kinzie, & Gonyea, 2013), this study aims to gain a deeper understanding
of the study engagement of trainee accountants. Using a mixed methods approach, this
research explores the process of study engagement along with the factors that can
potentially contribute to (resources), and impede (demands), this process, and ultimately
exam performance. This research was motivated by the researcher’s personal experience
of learning within a professional educational environment, as well as an identified

research opportunity, both of which are discussed below.

1.1.1 Personal Experience

In advance of starting my academic career, | qualified as a Chartered Accountant with
the Institute of Chartered Accountants Ireland (ICAI), now known as Chartered
Accountants Ireland (CAl). | had also completed undergraduate and postgraduate degrees
in accountancy, and at the time of qualification as a Chartered Accountant, was employed
as a trainee accountant with one of the “Big Four” international accountancy firms. To
qualify and gain membership to CAl, I had to successfully complete a three-year training
contract and pass the final qualifying examination, known as the Final Admitting

Examination (FAE). A distinct memory from this qualification period was the pressure
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of passing the FAE, as well as trying to balance the demands of both working long hours
and studying in the evenings and at weekends.

Another notable memory from my experiences studying for the FAE was the variation in
how trainee accountants dealt with these challenges and approached their learning. Some
trainees attended the majority of lectures, engaged in careful preparation of study notes,
and intensive study throughout the FAE year. In contrast, other trainees attended few
lectures and tended to leave the majority of their study until study leave. Study leave is
typically a three-month period in advance of the FAE exams, where trainee accountants
are given a leave of absence from work to focus on their studies. My observations of these
different approaches to FAE preparation triggered my personal interest in understanding
more about how students learn. However, it was not until I moved to my current role, as
a university lecturer, that 1 got an opportunity to reflect on this topic in more detail.
Through both my experiences in the classroom, and my increasing interest in research
literature, 1 developed deeper appreciation for the complexity of student learning.
Consequently, 1 became more informed about the variety of ways in which students’
engage in learning, the range of factors which can influence study engagement and the
relationship between study engagement and learning outcomes. Drawing on these
experiences and knowledge, | identified an opportunity to explore fully these issues in a

professional accounting education context.

While my personal experiences were informative, care was taken to ensure that this
research focused on the experiences of the participants in the study. To ensure clarity,
throughout the remainder of this thesis | will refer to myself as “the researcher”, with the

exception of Section 7.6, where | reflect on this research journey.

1.1.2 A Research Opportunity

For the last number of decades, the role of pre-qualification accounting education
programmes in preparing trainee accountants for a career in accounting, has been the
subject of much consideration. A range of themes have emerged within this debate,
including, the challenges of dealing with an ever-increasing knowledge base (e.g. Evans,
Juchau, & Wilson, 2014; Paisey & Paisey, 2006, 2014; Sundem, 2014), the nature of the
knowledge and skills being developed (e.g. Boyce, Narayanan, Greer, & Blair, 2019;
Chaffer & Webb, 2017; Evans et al., 2014; Flood, 2014; Flood & Wilson, 2009; Pierre
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& Rebele, 2014; Rebele & Pierre, 2019; Sangster et al., 2014), as well as the socialisation
experiences of trainee accountants, and how they progress through the various stages of
professional development from novice to expert (e.g. Anderson-Gough, Grey, & Robson,
1998/2018, 2001, 2002; Grey, 1998; Hamilton, 2013; Murphy & Hassall, 2020; Paisey
& Paisey, 2014). Many stakeholders, including the academic community, prominent
professional accountancy bodies (PABSs) and accountancy training firms, have claimed
that accounting education, whether offered by higher education institutions or by PABs,
is inadequate (e.g. Accounting Education Change Commission [AECC], 1990; Albrecht
& Sack, 2000; American Accounting Association [AAA], 1990; Arthur Andersen et al.,
1989; Behn et al., [The Pathways Commission] 2012). For example, a number of reports
published by these stakeholders highlighted concerns regarding the balance of technical
and soft-skill development, claiming that there was an overemphasis on technical content
in accounting education curricula. Interestingly, a more recent perspective highlighted by
Rebele and (St.) Pierre is that the changes to embrace soft skills may have gone too far
and is at the expense of developing the technical knowledge and skills considered
important for a career as an accountant (e.g. Pierre & Rebele, 2014; Rebele & Pierre,
2019). There is also evidence of trainee accountants failing to see the linkage between
their professional studies and their work (Anderson-Gough et al., 1998/2018; Evans et
al., 2014; Flood, 2014; Flood & Wilson, 2009). These findings have consequences for
the accountancy profession, as the International Federation of Accountants (IFAC), the
global organisation for the accountancy profession, outlines the important role of the
Initial Professional Development (IPD) stage, also known as the pre-qualification stage,
in preparing future accountants for complex roles in a rapidly changing business
environment (International Accounting Education Standards Board [IAESB], 2019;
IFAC, 2020).

In addition to challenges with the curriculum, there are also concerns that pre-
qualification education is viewed by trainee accountants as an endurance test, and
something which they just need to “get through” in order to become a professional (e.g.
Anderson-Gough et al., 1998/2018, 2001, 2002; Hamilton, 2013; Paisey & Paisey, 2014).
Therefore, questions are raised about the quality of learning that takes place at the IPD
stage, and whether the engagement habits formed at this stage may influence accountants’
longer-term work engagement and professional development after qualification, as well

as their long-term well-being. These questions are informed by research highlighting the
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interlinkages between the various stages of professional development of accountants (e.g.
Murphy & Hassall, 2020), as well as research highlighting that engagement patterns
remain relatively stable over time (e.g. Maslach & Leiter, 2008; Salmela-Aro, Tolvanen,
& Nurmi, 2009, 2011; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2010). Therefore, engagement experiences
early in one’s career may act as early predictors of future engagement in work and

learning tasks.

Despite the importance of the IPD stage to the “making of an accountant” and the future
of the accounting profession, with the exception of a small number of studies (e.g.
Anderson-Gough et al., 1998/2018; Flood & Wilson, 2008; Grey, 1998; Hassall & Joyce,
2001), there is a notable dearth of research rigorously examining trainee accountants
experiences of professional education. The need for further research in this area was also
highlighted through specific calls for empirical research exploring the educational
experiences of trainee accountants (e.g. Apostolou, Dorminey, & Hassell, 2020; Tharapos
& Marriott, 2020; Wilson, 2014). Recognising this research opportunity, the researcher
consulted the higher education literature and explored a number of theories and concepts
in this field to determine how they could be used to better understand the process of
learning in a professional accounting education setting. In doing so, the concept of study
engagement emerged as a useful way to explore the learning of trainee accountants.
Consequently, a number of specific research aims and objectives were constructed which
are outlined in the section below. Included in this section is an overview of the theoretical
framework used to frame this research, along with a brief description of the study

variables selected.

1.2 Aims and Objectives

The overall objective of this research is to gain a better understanding of the study
engagement of trainee accountants as they prepare for the final qualifying exams of one
of the PABs in Ireland. In doing so, this study aims to address some of the gaps in the
literature identified above. Using the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) theory to frame this
research, this study explores the mediating role of behavioural, cognitive and affective
study engagement in the relationship between study resources (e.g. effective teaching
practices), personal resources (academic self-efficacy), demands (work exhaustion) and

the outcome variable of exam performance. The potential moderating role of study
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resources between demands, personal resources and study engagement is also explored.
This overall research objective is summarised in diagram format in Figure 1.1 below,

followed by a brief introduction to JD-R theory and the variables explored in this study.

P ————

Strain

-
S
(=

Figure 1.1: Hypothesised research model
(Adapted from: Bakker & Demerouti, 2017, p.275)

Note. The variables highlighted in blue above are explored in this study.

Job Demands-Resources Theory. The Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) theory
was used to frame this research. In the engagement literature, this theory has gained
significant empirical support as a theory to explain the role of demands and resources in
the engagement process (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). The theory is explained in detail
in Chapter Three (Section 3.3.2) followed by an overview of the key reasons as to why it

was chosen in this research (Section 3.3.3).

Study engagement. In the education literature study engagement is often
considered to have three main dimensions, behavioural, cognitive and affective, whereby
all three types are distinct, yet interrelated (Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Fredricks,
Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Kahu, 2013). Behavioural study engagement conveys the
presence of “on-task behaviour” (Boykin & Noguera, 2011, pp. 52-53), including lecture
attendance and active learning. As trainee accountants are expected to attend and actively

engage in lectures, this was considered an important dimension of engagement to include
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in this study. Similarly, cognitive engagement was considered important in this research
context as it refers to activities aimed at comprehending complex concepts and conveys
deep (rather than surface) processing of information, where the aim is to gain critical or
higher-order understanding of the subject matter (Boykin & Noguera, 2011, p. 53).
Finally, affective study engagement was included as it captures an individual’s emotional
reactions related to task investment, including interest level, positive affect and attitude
(Boykin & Noguera, 2011, p. 53). By exploring all three dimensions, the comparative
value of each can be captured, which is often not explored in the engagement literature.
The concept of study engagement is further explored in Chapter Three (Section 3.2).

Antecedent variables. As outlined in Figure 1.1. above, the antecedent variables
chosen in this study were study resources (e.g. effective teaching practices), academic
self-efficacy as a personal resource and work exhaustion as a demand. Some of the

reasons for choosing these variables are outlined below.

Study resources. In the study engagement literature there is widespread support
for the role of study resources in the engagement process. For example, in the higher
education literature it is widely reported that study resources including effective teaching
practices, support from the professional body and enriching educational experiences are
important in promoting study engagement (e.g. Kuh, 2001). As the study resources
provided by the professional body in this study largely fall into these three categories,
they were included as variables of interest in this study. These resources are further

explored in Chapter Three (Section 3.5.1).

Academic self-efficacy (personal resource). The role of self-efficacy in the
engagement process is well documented in the education literature (e.g. Kahu, 2013;
Pintrich, 2004). In an academic setting self-efficacy refers to a student’s confidence in
his/her abilities to successfully perform academic tasks at a designated level (Schunk,
1991; Schunk & Mullen, 2012). Furthermore, self-efficacy is considered a personal
resource as it is an internal resource which is malleable and the source of personal growth
and development, rather than being a personality trait (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014). It was
also considered important to distinguish general self-efficacy beliefs from domain
specific beliefs. There is a strong case made in the field of social learning theory that self-
efficacy beliefs in one domain may not transfer across to another domain (e.g. Bandura,

1977). For example, one may have high efficacy beliefs regarding their work tasks but
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may have lower efficacy beliefs regarding study tasks. Therefore, the distinction between
academic and general self-efficacy beliefs was considered important in this study. This
personal resource is further explored in Chapter Three (Section 3.5.2).

Work exhaustion (demand). Work exhaustion, albeit often considered an
outcome of hindrance demands in the psychology literature (e.g. Demerouti, Bakker,
Nachreiner & Schaufeli, 2001), was chosen as a demand in this study. This was based on
the view that once an individual changes domain, which in the case of this research was
the work domain to the study domain, exhaustion became a hindrance demand. This
choice was based on the education literature where demands are commonly defined “as
the sum of all the pressures in a student’s life including, employment, needs of
dependents, finances and health” (Kahu, 2013, p. 767). As trainee accountants are
expected to work long hours while at the same time study for their professional exams, it
was expected that they would likely experience exhaustion, which in turn would spillover
and have a negative impact on their study engagement. This demand is further explored
in Chapter Three (Section 3.5.3).

Exam performance. Exam performance was considered the outcome variable of
interest in this research setting. This was due to performance in the final qualifying exams
being considered an important milestone in the career progression of a Chartered
Accountant. The relationship between study engagement and exam performance is

further explored in Chapter Three (Section 3.4).

1.3 Research Methodology

This study followed a two-stage sequential mixed methods research design, as outlined

in Figure 1.2 below.

4 N
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Figure 1.2: Research design
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The first stage adopted a quantitative approach and was the dominant research phase. It
involved testing the relationships in the hypothesised model using structural equation
modelling (SEM) via Mplus version 8 (Muthén, Muthén, & Asparouhov, 2017). This was
done using a sample of 1,201 respondents. The second stage adopted a qualitative
approach to obtain enhanced description, understanding and explanation of the results
obtained at stage one. The qualitative stage was executed through 26 semi-structured
interviews. Together, these findings provide some support for the mediating role of
behavioural, cognitive and affective study engagement in the relationships between
resources, demands and exam performance. However, the findings provide limited
support for the moderating role of study resources. This research makes a number of
research contributions, which are summarised below and discussed in depth in Chapter
Seven (Section 7.3).

1.4 Research Contributions and Practical Implications

This is the first piece of research to comprehensively explore the concept of study
engagement in a professional accounting education setting. In doing so, it makes
contributions to four main areas; the accounting education literature; the study
engagement literature; the JD-R theory literature; and there are also practical implications

of this work.

Accounting education literature. In the accounting education literature this
study builds on the current body of research which seeks to understand more about how
trainee accountants learn at the IPD stage (e.g. Flood & Wilson, 2008; Gammie, 2000;
Hassall & Joyce, 1997, 2001). It does so by exploring the behavioural, cognitive and
affective study engagement patterns of trainee accountants, as well as some of the factors
which contribute both, positively (e.g. academic self-efficacy), and negatively (e.g. work
exhaustion), to the engagement process, and how study engagement impacts on
performance in the qualifying exams. It also builds on the work which explores the
socialisation experiences of trainee accountants (e.g. Anderson-Gough et al., 1998/2018,
2002; Grey, 1998; Hamilton, 2013). It does so by highlighting how aspects of this
socialisation process, for example, the culture of working long hours, can spillover and
impact on the learning experiences of trainee accountants. Together, this adds to the

debate about the knowledge and skills being developed at the IPD stage (e.g. Boyce et
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al., 2019; Chaffer & Webb, 2017). Furthermore, as the IPD stage is considered to lay the
foundations for lifelong learning, the engagement patterns identified have implications
for the quality of learning, as well as work and study engagement post-qualification, and

thus, the future of the accountancy profession.

Study engagement literature. In the study engagement literature this research
firstly provides support for a multi-dimensional definition of study engagement which
comprises behavioural, cognitive and affective dimensions. Secondly, it provides support
for the use of JD-R theory as the theoretical framework to explore the process of study
engagement, as well as highlighting how different antecedent variables interact with the
various types of engagement. These are important contributions to this literature as there
has been ongoing debate about; 1) the best way to define engagement (e.g. Fredricks et
al, 2004); 2) the most appropriate theory to explore the process of engagement (Kahu,
2013); and 3) the factors influencing engagement (e.g. Boykin & Noguera, 2011).

JD-R theory literature. In the JD-R theory literature, the majority of studies
define engagement as having one-dimension, affective engagement (e.g. Bakker &
Demerouti, 2017; Schaufeli, Martinez, Pinto, Salanova, & Bakker, 2002). The findings
of this study support the inclusion of three dimensions, behavioural, cognitive and
affective engagement, when applying JD-R theory. Furthermore, this research finds
support for the exploration of demands and resources from two different domains -
demands from the work domain and resources from the study domain - as well as the
spillover effects of demands from the work domain on the study engagement process.
This is a notable contribution as the majority of studies explore demands and resources
in the same domain (e.g. Crawford, LePine, & Rich, 2010; Mauno, Kinnunen, &
Ruokolainen, 2007). Furthermore, there are limited studies exploring spillover effects

from the work to the study domain.

Practical implications. There are also practical implications of this research for
a number of stakeholders including, PABs, accounting training firms, accounting
educators and trainee accountants. Firstly, this research supports previous studies which
found that trainee accountants, while engaging in self-directed learning, are primarily
exam focused (e.g. Flood & Wilson, 2008). Therefore, this research highlights important
questions about their intrinsic interest in their studies and their future careers as

accountants. Secondly, this study highlights that even when experiencing exhaustion,
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trainee accountants balance the demands of working and studying to do what it takes to
pass the qualifying exams and complete work tasks. This not only has implications for
the quality of learning at the IPD stage but it also has implications for their long-term
well-being. Thirdly, academic self-efficacy emerged as the only antecedent variable in
this study to positively impact on all three dimensions of study engagement. As self-
efficacy can be influenced through interventions, if the goal of PABs or training firms is
to increase study engagement, it may be possible to do so through self-efficacy
interventions. Finally, the results of this study highlighted that the study resources
provided by the PAB were in some cases greatly valued by the students (e.g. case study
lectures) but in other cases were less valued (e.g. lectures focusing on technical material).
These insights will be useful to PABs when reflecting on their education programmes.

1.5 Thesis Outline

This thesis consists of seven chapters. Chapter One introduces the study. It also outlines
the overall aims and objectives of this research, the research methodology, as well as a
summary of the research contributions and practical implications. Chapter Two presents
the research context including an overview of the concept of professional education and
professional accounting education. Chapter Three presents the concept of study
engagement and explores the conceptual and theoretical frameworks shaping this
concept, as well as the empirical research from the higher education and the work and
study psychology fields. This chapter also identifies the gaps in the literature and the
resulting hypotheses. Chapter Four describes the research methodology for both the
quantitative and qualitative stages. Chapter Five presents the results from the quantitative
analysis. Chapter Six presents a discussion of the quantitative results in light of the
theoretical and empirical work underlying the study hypotheses, as well as providing
further insights from the qualitative data. Finally, Chapter Seven discusses the
achievement of the research objectives, the contributions and practical implications of
this research, along with the limitations of this study and suggested areas for future
research. This chapter closes with the reflections of the researcher and the overall

conclusion to this study.
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CHAPTER TWO: PROFESSIONAL ACCOUNTING EDUCATION

2.1 Introduction

The objective of this study, as stated in Chapter One, is to gain a better understanding of
the study engagement of trainee accountants as they prepare for the final qualifying
exams of one of the PABs in Ireland. The successful completion of the qualifying exams
is a critical hurdle to becoming a member of the PAB (completion of a minimum of three
years appropriate training is the other key requirement). Additionally, passing the
qualifying exams is like a “rite of passage” in the socialisation process of trainee
accountants, as they seek to integrate successfully into the organisational culture and
professional norms of the training firm. To fully understand this research context, this
chapter firstly explores the professional education element of this qualification and
socialisation process. This includes a discussion of the concept of education, the nature
of professions, the concept of professional competence and the structure of professional
education systems. This is followed by an exploration of professional accounting
education, which includes a discussion of the accountancy profession, with a specific
focus on the professional education system at the pre-qualification stage. The chapter
concludes by considering the cultural and organisational aspects of the socialisation
process and how these factors potentially impact on trainee accountants study

engagement, their future careers and the future of the accountancy profession.

2.2 Professional Education

Professional education is generally understood as the formal mandated education of
trainees which enables them to develop the specialised knowledge and skills required for
entry to their chosen profession. Taylor (1997) describes the core ideology of professional
education as the development of reflective, critical and self-directed learners who have a
strong technical knowledge base, with the skills to adapt their knowledge to a changing
professional environment (Taylor, 1997, p. 10). Shulman (2005) adds to this view
outlining that “professional education is not education for understanding alone; it is
preparation for accomplished and responsible practice in the service of others” (Shulman,
2005, p. 53). In order to fully comprehend the meaning of professional education, it is

necessary to firstly explore the concept of education and profession separately. From this
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discussion the concept of professional competence emerges as the ultimate goal and
objective of any professional education system, and is discussed in Section 2.2.3.

2.2.1 The Concept of Education

Greek philosophers including Socrates, Plato and Aristotle outlined that the general role
of education was central to the moral fulfilment of individuals and the wellbeing of
society, a view which is still relevant today (Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development [OECD], 2019). However, other researchers focused on alternative
ways to understand the concept. For example, Peters (1966) introduced the concept of the
“educated person”, cautioning that education involves more than transmitting facts and
skills; instead, an educated person must have knowledge and a conceptual scheme to
understand a collection of disjointed facts. Furthermore, he contended that education
systems need to encourage a broad understanding of the world, and not just the
development of knowledge through specialised training (Peters, 1966, pp. 7-8).

Jarvis (1983) built on this work by proposing another definition of education which
captured the process of learning, outlining that “education is any planned series of
incidents, having a humanistic basis, directed towards the participants’ learning and
understanding” (Jarvis, 1983, p. 5). He claimed that by highlighting the notion of
“intention” (planned series of incidents), this definition distinguishes education, which
takes place in a formal setting, from experiential learning, which takes place through life
experiences, including work. This is particularly important in the context of professional
education given the significant role of both education and training in the development of
professional competence. In advance of exploring the concept of professional education,

it is necessary to comprehend the nature of professions, as outlined below.

2.2.2 The Nature of Professions

While many researchers contend that the task of defining a profession is a sterile activity,
as the concept is constantly changing (e.g. Johnson, 1972), others argue that it is
worthwhile, as it forms the root of our understanding of the profession (e.g. Saks, 2012).
There are three main approaches to understanding the sociology of professions: the

functionalist, the interactionist, and the critical approach (Willmott, 1986). The
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functionalist approach describes the chief distinguishing feature of a profession as
“special competence, acquired as the result of intellectual training” (Carr-Saunders &
Wilson, 1933, p. 307). The interactionist approach describes how professions seek to
demonstrate their legitimacy through a series of interactions over time, where they try to
convince others of their worthiness of professional status (Freidson, 1988; MacDonald,
1995; Willmott, 1986). The critical approach to understanding professions highlights how
power and control is negotiated (Willmott, 1986). Larson (1977), through the
“professional project”, outlined that power is built on the notion of gaining a monopoly
as a result of expertise in a specialised area, which results from market control and social
mobility (Larson, 1977, p. 558). Abbott (1988/2014) further developed this work
claiming that the work of professionals is linked directly to a system of knowledge that
formalises the skills from which professional work proceeds (Abbott, 1988/2014, p. 52).
Therefore, the ability of a profession to distinguish itself “lies partly in the power and
prestige of its academic knowledge” (Abbott, 1988/2014, p. 54). He further explained
this notion of power through the concept of jurisdiction. He described this as the system
which regulates entry and examinations as a means of upholding standards and limiting

access.

While there are other theoretical perspectives regarding the study of professions, an in-
depth study of the literature on professions is outside the scope of this study. However,
this discussion highlights that the nature of professions is centered around the
development of specialised knowledge and skills, as well as the acceptance of the values,
norms and behaviours of the professional body. The following section explores the
development of specialised knowledge and skills, which are considered the foundations

of professional competence.

2.2.3 Professional Competence

Professional competence is regarded as the cornerstone of any profession as it is
considered the key to public confidence in that profession (Jarvis, 1983). Jarvis (1983)
based his model of professional competence on Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy of educational
objectives, which describes competence as having three interrelated, yet distinct,

components - knowledge, skills and attitudes - as presented in Figure 2.1.
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- Academic discipline(s) - Perform - Knowledge of

- The psycho-motor psycho-motor professionalism
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- Interpersonal - Interact with professionalism
relationships others - Willingness to perform

- Moral values professionally

Figure 2.1: The elements of professional competency (Jarvis, 1983, p. 35)

Knowledge. Jarvis (1983) describes professional knowledge as “that selection
from the overall body of knowledge considered by members of the profession to be the
foundation of their practice” (Jarvis, 1983, p. 74). Eraut (1992) further categorises
professional knowledge as: propositional knowledge (knowledge that - factual
knowledge), process knowledge (knowledge how - application of knowledge) and
personal knowledge.

Propositional knowledge. Propositional knowledge includes discipline-specific
theoretical knowledge, as well as experience, which together are regarded as the
knowledge base of the profession. Theoretical knowledge is usually communicated in a
formal manner, and thus, forms an integral part of the syllabi and examinations for entry
into the profession. In contrast, practical experience is described as subjective knowledge,
as it has been internalised by the human mind, and is objective in nature. The challenge
with propositional knowledge is that theoretical knowledge can quickly become obsolete,
can sometimes cause learners to uncritically accept ideas and typically includes well
defined problems, which don’t always reflect reality (Caliskan & Ergun, 2012; Eraut,
1992; Evans et al., 2014; Paisey & Paisey, 2014; Taylor, 1997; Velayutham & Perera,
1993).

Process knowledge. Process knowledge is commonly defined as “knowledge
how”, and refers to “how to conduct the various processes that contribute to professional
action” (Eraut, 1992, p. 105). In the accounting profession, process knowledge relates to
the ability to apply the appropriate propositional knowledge, and to engage with all
stakeholders in an appropriate manner. Eraut (1992) ranks process knowledge above

propositional knowledge, as he claims it transforms knowledge into effective action.
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Personal knowledge. Personal knowledge often referred to as professional or tacit
knowledge, refers to the internalised knowledge that a professional acquires over the
course of his/her work-life experiences. This knowledge can be gained through both
formal and informal interactions, but in many cases, it can occur without an intended
educational goal (Eraut, 1992). This knowledge is usually internalised, and therefore
exists at the “impression level” which is difficult to define, extract and understand
(Taylor, 1997).

Understanding. Jarvis (1983) brings all three types of knowledge together
through the concept of understanding, whereby he considers understanding to be the link
between knowledge of facts and application. He states that “it is essential for the
practitioner to understand the theoretical basis to the skills involved in the performance
of professional practice” (Jarvis, 1983, p. 34). He also asserts that, through engaging in
the process of understanding, knowledge becomes internalised, is reflected upon, and is
assimilated to become “true knowledge” (Jarvis, 1983, p. 67).

Skills. The second component in Figure 2.1 is skills, which deals exclusively with
“performing the occupation rather than the theory” (Jarvis, 1983, p. 35). This includes
skills which are based on occupational standards (e.g. planning, implementing) and
measured via job-specific outcomes, as well as social skills, including control over

emotions and interpersonal skills (Cheetham & Chivers, 2000; Jarvis, 1983).

Professional attitudes. The third component in Figure 2.1 refers to the
demonstration of professional attitudes which are behavioural, cognitive and affective in
nature (Jarvis, 1983). Jarvis outlines that as knowledge and skills are constantly changing,
professionals must adopt an attitude that acknowledges the importance of lifelong
learning, as well as having the emotional commitment and willingness to perform

professionally.

Reflective practitioner. While the above conceptions of professional
competence focus on knowledge types, an alternative view was presented by Schén
(1983) through the concept of the reflective practitioner. This concept is centred around
the belief that reflection is the key professional competence and necessary in acquiring
all other competencies. Schoén (1983) explains that through reflection a professional can
develop a repertoire of solutions and learn how to apply these solutions to solve complex

problems, which he refers to as “knowledge in action”. He further explains that reflection
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can be used to develop rigour and relevance which helps bridge the gap between the
uncertainty of practice and theory (Schon, 1983, p. 69). In educational settings, the case
study method tends to promote the development of this type of knowledge through the
application of technical knowledge and theory to ill-defined business scenarios,
explaining why this method is favoured in accounting education (e.g. Boyce, Williams,
Kelly, & Yee, 2001).

Model of professional competence. Recognising the merits of both knowledge
and reflection in the development of professional competence, Cheetham & Chivers
(1998) developed the “Model of Professional Competence”, as outlined in Figure 2.2

below.
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Figure 2.2: Model of professional competence (Cheetham & Chivers, 1998, p. 275)

Four core dimensions of competence. This model outlines four core dimensions
of competence: 1) knowledge/cognitive competence (e.g. technical knowledge); 2)

functional competence (e.qg. literacy skills, I'T skills); 3) personal/behavioural competence
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(e.g. self-confidence); and 4) values/ethical competence (e.g. adherence to ethical codes).
While presented separately, each dimension is interlinked by the meta-competencies,
such as communication and self-development, as these act as an aid to the development
of other competencies due to their transferrable nature. When brought together, the four
core competencies and meta-competencies interact to produce specific outcomes
(professional competence), while reflection “acts like a sort of gate keeper to certain
kinds of development” (Cheetham & Chivers, 1998, p. 274) and encourages continuous
improvement of the core and meta-competencies. There is recent research in the
accounting education literature making a strong case for the development of competence
in all these areas (e.g. Rebele & Pierre, 2019). The model presented by Cheetham and
Chivers (1998) is also important in the context of this research as it highlights some of
the factors (e.g. self-confidence) which may impact on the development of competence
(study engagement and exam performance) in a professional accounting education

setting.

Work context and the work environment. Another feature of this model is the
influence of work context and the work environment on professional competence. The
work context considers the particular situation in which a professional is required to
work, while the work environment considers the physical, social and cultural structures
in an organisation (Cheetham & Chivers, 1998, p. 273). In an accounting setting, the work
context of a trainee accountant includes their role dealing with clients, while at the same
time being a professional student. This model suggests that competence could be affected,
either positively or negatively, where the individual moves between roles. For example,
in the case of trainee accountants, the practical knowledge gained in a work setting could
positively influence the development of competence in a professional education setting.
As regards work environment, trainee accountants could be affected by the physical
structure, for example, working on a client site and then trying to travel to lectures at a
different location in the evenings. The social environment could also affect competence.
For trainee accountants, this could include the pressure to engage in social activities
which may detract from their study time. Finally, cultural structures can impact
confidence and competence. In the case of trainee accountants, this could relate to the
culture of working long hours, while also studying, something which is discussed further
in Section 2.3.2.
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Personality traits and motivation. This model also explicitly recognises that
personality traits and motivation can either help or hinder the development of
professional competence (Cheetham & Chivers, 1998, p. 274). For example, in a
professional accounting education setting, personality could lead to students adopting a
preference to learn on their own, instead of in group settings (e.g. lectures), which may
influence how they engage in their studies. Furthermore, motivation could affect their

willingness to engage in their professional studies.

These research contributions are frequently referred to in accounting education research,
where researchers highlight the importance of knowledge being understood, reflected
upon, and applied using a range of skills (Duff, 2014; Flood, 2014; Lucas & Mladenovic,
2014; Paisey & Paisey, 2014). These factors will be discussed in more detail in Section
2.3. The following section outlines how the education arm of a professional body

typically works.

2.2.4 Structure of Professional Education Systems

In a professional setting, training and education typically takes place at two stages. The
first stage is the initial professional development (IPD) stage, prior to admission to the
profession. The second stage is the continuing professional development (CPD) stage,
after admission to the profession. The IPD stage, which is the focus of this research, may
take place in both a higher education and professional education setting, known as the
dual qualification system, or solely in the higher education system, which is popular in
the United States (US). For example, in the accountancy profession (and chartered
accountancy bodies, particularly), the dual qualification system typically requires
prospective members to initially complete a primary or postgraduate degree. If this degree
is in accounting, they will likely receive certain exemptions from professional exams.
This is followed by a training contract, which consists of practical training and formal
education, under the control of their chosen professional body. In contrast, the higher
education route incorporates practical and theoretical training into the higher education
programme, requiring students to pass an entrance exam to gain admission to the
profession. More recently, there are also alternative professional education systems that

do not fall into either category, such as corporate universities (Sidaway, DelLange,
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Bouilheres, & Sangster, 2013). However, despite the structure of the professional
education system, the goals of the IPD stage are the same, as discussed below.

2.3 Professional Accounting Education
2.3.1 The Accountancy Profession

The overall vision of the International Federation of Accountants (IFAC) is for the global
accountancy profession to be recognised as essential for strong and sustainable
organisations, financial markets and economies (IFAC, 2019, p. 4). This vision has been
at the heart of the accountancy profession for many centuries resulting in accountants
often being described as the gatekeepers of public trust in our institutions (Pierce, 2007),
a fundamental pillar of social and economic life, and highly influential (Hopwood &
Miller, 1994; IFAC, 2019). This emergence of power and prestige can be traced back to
the 121 and 13" centuries, when bankers in Florence, Italy, under the strict control of the
Bankers Guild, devised the system of double entry bookkeeping, which saw accountancy

emerge as a skilled craft (Sangster, 2016).

While double entry bookkeeping still has its place in the accountancy profession today,
as a result of globalisation and consistent changes in the economic, political and
professional climate, the role of the accountant has evolved considerably (Association of
Chartered Certified Accountants [ACCA], 2018; McKinsey, 2019; Needles, 2010;
Sangster et al., 2014). Accountants are now engaged in providing a wide range of
services, including, financial reporting, auditing, tax, management consulting, corporate
finance and treasury, across a diverse range of sectors. Therefore, accountants require the
ability to apply their knowledge, skills and expertise to a range of professional pursuits
which puts many demands on their time, and contributes towards the view that the
accounting profession is a very demanding and stressful profession (Buchheit, Dalton,
Harp, & Hollingsworth, 2016; Chong & Monroe, 2015; Collins & Killough, 1989;
Fogarty, Singh, Rhoads, & Moore, 2000; Haskins, Baglioni, & Cooper, 1990; Ozkan &
Ozdevecioglu, 2013; Sweeney & Summers, 2002).

In line with Abbott’s work on the system of professions, this diversity of roles suggests
that the accountancy profession can distinguish itself based on the power and prestige of

its academic knowledge, and the work that it does. However, in light of the most recent
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global economic crisis and many corporate scandals, it has become more difficult for the
accountancy profession to defend its position as the gatekeepers of public trust
(Humphrey, 2005; Sikka, Haslam, Kyriacou, & Agrizzi, 2007; Sundem, 2014). In
addition, the appropriateness of the nature and content of professional accounting
education systems in preparing its members for their roles as accountancy professionals,
has been questioned. Debate concerning the role of education in the making of an
accountant, and for the future of the accountancy profession, is not new (Anderson-
Gough et al., 1998/2018; Boritz & Stoner, 2014; Needles, 2014; Paisey & Paisey, 2014;
Rebele & Pierre, 2019; Tharapos & Marriott, 2020). It has been ongoing for the last 50
years and has not only been prevalent amongst the academic community globally, but has
also been heavily influenced by a number of stakeholders, including the accountancy
profession itself and the major accountancy firms (e.g. Accounting Education Change
Commission [AECC], 1990; Albrecht & Sack, 2000; American Accounting Association
[AAA], 1990; Andersen et al., 1989; Behn et al., [The Pathways Commission] 2012;
Cappelletto, 2010; Evans, Burritt, & Guthrie, 2010; Hancock et al., 2009). This debate
led to the issue of a number of reports focused mainly on the overemphasis on technical
content in accounting education curricula, at the expense of the development of soft-skills
and competencies, including communication skills, critical thinking skills and ethical
awareness (Boyce et al., 2019; Chaffer & Webb, 2017; Evans et al., 2014; Flood, 2014;
Sangster et al., 2014; Sundem, 2014).

There is some concern that the changes to embrace soft skills may have gone too far, and
may be at the cost of developing the technical skills and knowledge that are considered
the foundation of the accountancy profession (Pierre & Rebele, 2014; Rebele & Pierre,
2019). Consequently, there has been calls to refocus on the development and application
of technical skills. Rebele and Pierre (2019, p. 14) outlined that “without being
technically competent in accounting, students cannot think critically about their
discipline, nor can they communicate effectively about technical accounting issues”.
Furthermore, there has been calls for accounting education to develop a broader
knowledge base through helping students better understand the role of accounting in
serving society, as well as encouraging them to question deeply, and challenge ideology,
when engaging with accounting issues (Boyce et al., 2019). While these views are
supported by the International Accounting Education Standards Board (IAESB), the

independent standard-setting board for professional accounting education, there are still
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questions as to whether trainee accountants are being adequately prepared for careers as
accounting professionals. These concerns, as well as the objectives and structure of
professional accounting education programmes, are discussed further below.

2.3.2 Professional Accounting Education

The IAESB describes professional accounting education as “education and training that
build on general education, and develop a) technical competence, b) professional skills,
and c) professional values, ethics, and attitudes” (IAESB, 2019, p. 12). The Initial
Professional Development (IPD) stage describes “the learning and development through
which aspiring professional accountants first develop professional competence leading to
performing a role of a professional accountant, which includes professional accounting
education, practical experience and assessment” (IAESB, 2019, p. 7). In addition, the IPD
stage seeks to provide the foundation for lifelong learning to ensure members continue to
develop the knowledge and skills required to effectively carry out their jobs (IFAC,
2020). While the objectives of the IAESB and IFAC are clear, like the five decade long
accounting education debate outlined briefly above, there are concerns as to whether the
objectives of the IPD stage are in fact being achieved. In order to fully understand these
concerns, it is useful to explore the model of professional education and training of

Chartered Accountants Ireland (CAl), as it is the setting for this study.

Professional accounting education (Chartered Accountants Ireland [CAI]).
Similar to many of the PABs, CAI has updated its professional education programmes
over the last number of years. Many of the changes that have taken place at the IPD stage
relate to entry route, the curriculum and exam structure. For example, in addition to the
traditional training contract route, prospective students now have a number of entry
route options including the school leavers route, where they can enter the profession
directly from school, or the chartered business flexible route where students can stay in
their current jobs and study with CAl. While these changes resulted in more people
entering the profession, the more notable changes related to the exam structure and the

curriculum.

Changes in the CAl exam structure and curriculum were announced in 2007 and phased
in over the period from 2008 to 2010. This new examination structure was centred around

the attainment and development of a number of competencies, including, core
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professional values, business competencies and functional competencies. These are

summarised in Figure 2.3.

A= “""‘o«%

Figure 2.3: Competency-based education model (CAI, 2020b)

The examination system currently in place in CAl is based on this competency model
and the new structure consists of three levels of exams, namely Chartered Accountancy
Proficiency 1 (CAP 1), Chartered Accountancy Proficiency 2 (CAP 2) and the Final
Admitting Examination (FAE), with a number of subjects examinable at each level (see
Table 2.1). The number of exam levels to be completed is dependent on an individual’s
prior qualifications. Those entering the profession with non-relevant degrees must
complete all three levels of exams, while those with an accounting-related degree
potentially receive some exemptions. However, regardless of the exemptions granted, all
students must successfully complete the FAE exams before admission to membership
(they must also have completed at least two years of work experience in advance of sitting
these exams). This is one of the reasons why the FAE exams of CAl are the focus of this
study, as they are the only set of exams which are compulsory for all students. The other

reasons for choosing CAI as the setting for this study are discussed in Chapter Four.
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Table 2.1

CAl exam structure

Programme

Subjects

Chartered Accountancy
Proficiency 1 (CAP 1)

Chartered Accountancy
Proficiency 2 (CAP 2)

Final Admitting Examination
(FAE)

Finance

Management Accounting
Financial Accounting
Law for Accountants
Taxation |

Strategic Finance and Management
Accounting

Financial Reporting

Audit and Assurance

Taxation Il

FAE Core Comprehensive and FAE Core

Simulations (case study including all the below)

1) Financial Reporting

2) Strategic Management and Leadership

3) Data Analytics, Artificial Intelligence and
Emerging Technologies

4) Risk Management and Sustainability

FAE Elective (students choose one of the below):
1) Advanced Auditing and Assurance

2) Advisory

3) Advanced Taxation

4) Financial Services

5) Public Sector

Note. Adapted from (CAl, 2020b)

When considering this structure in the context of the objectives of a professional

education programme, CAP 1 and CAP 2 clearly focus on gaining critical comprehension

of the key technical subject areas (CAI, 2020b). The FAE is split into two papers, core

and elective, examined through interim assessments and final exams, with both papers

using case study learning. Case-studies are described as scenarios involving contentious

accounting issues, which are set in a context that encapsulates the ambiguities of

accounting practice. This in turn requires the student to use a combination of professional

judgement, along with technical, analytical and communication skills, to draft a

professional answer, in a specific format, to a particular target audience (Boyce et al.,
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2001). The FAE Core consists of several case-studies which integrate knowledge, skills
and expertise across all technical disciplines, while FAE Elective requires students to
specialise in one of the following five subject areas: Advanced Auditing and Assurance,
Advisory, Advanced Taxation, Financial Services or Public Sector. The interim
assessments (15% core paper and 15% elective paper) take place during the FAE year,
when students are working, and the final exams (85% core paper and 85% elective paper)
are held at the end of study leave. The FAE assumes a baseline level of technical
knowledge, and it examines the depth and breadth of understanding and the application
of knowledge in a real business-type scenario. Therefore, in order to succeed, FAE
students need to think like professionals, in an integrated manner, and give the
professional analysis and advice expected of a chartered accountant (CAI, 2020b). To
help achieve these goals, CAl also provide a range of resources to all students at the IPD

stage, including lectures, workshops, mock examinations and student support services.

CAI outlines that this syllabus, and the resources provided, encourages active study
engagement which it considers vital to achieve the required level of professional
competence (CAI, 2020a). Upon review of this course structure, its overall objectives are
aligned with the main propositions of Cheetham and Chivers (1998) Model of
Professional Competence. For example, this syllabus emphasises the development of
technical knowledge through case study learning, with case study learning being
considered the preferred pedagogical approach to promote synthesis, evaluation of
content and the development of professional skills (e.g. Ballantine, Duff, & Larres, 2008;
Boyce et al., 2001; Hassall, Lewis, & Broadbent, 1998; Healy & McCutcheon, 2008;
Kember, Jamieson, Pomfret, & Wong, 1995). As a result, this syllabus intends to foster
a deeper understanding of technical knowledge, as well as helping students develop the
skills to deal with the ambiguities of accounting practice, which aligns with the concept

of the reflective practitioner outlined by Schon (1983).

While this syllabus is comprehensive, it must be questioned as to whether this PAB, or
other PABs, have actually achieved the objectives set out by the IAESB, and whether
they have addressed some of the concerns emerging from the accounting education
literature, as outlined in Section 2.3.1 above. Furthermore, while claiming that this
syllabus encourages active engagement and requires a deep understanding of technical
knowledge, as cautioned by Hassall and Joyce (2001), students may not interact with the

body of knowledge taught in the way expected by the professional body. This is a
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particular risk in this context as professional education takes place at a time when trainee
accountants are simultaneously training in the workplace, where they are required to
navigate the demands of both studying and working. There are also concerns that the
main focus of trainee accountants is the goal of qualification rather than developing the
skills of lifelong learning. Together, these concerns pose further important questions
regarding the quality of learning that takes place at the IPD stage and its implications for
the future careers of accountants, and the future of the accountancy profession (e.g.
Tharapos & Marriott, 2020). While some of these questions have already been explored,
there is a need to conduct further research. The current body of research in this field is

summarised below.

Key themes in the professional accounting education literature. Upon review
of the key studies in the professional accounting education literature, the following
themes emerge. The first body of research, much of which is discussed above, explores
the concerns around accounting education curricula and the competencies being
developed by accounting students (e.g. Boritz & Stoner, 2014; Needles & Powers, 1990;
Paisey & Paisey, 2006; Rebele & Pierre, 2019). This research makes many
recommendations for accounting education reform and is therefore the overarching theme

in most strands of professional accounting education research.

Predictors of exam success. The second body of research relates to predictors of
exam success in the final qualifying exams, with a specific focus on the review of pre-
selection criteria and whether this is a good determinant of passing the qualifying exams
(e.g. Gammie, 2000; Gammie, Cargill, & Gammie, 2004; Gammie & Kirkham, 2008;
Harvey-Cook & Taffler, 2000). For example, Gammie (2000) developed a series of
statistical models predicting students ability to pass the professional accountancy exams
at first attempt in a Scottish PAB. The results revealed that the classification of
undergraduate degree performance was the most valid predictor, ahead of engagement in
experiential activities (e.g. job experience related to chartered accountancy) and school
performance. While useful, these studies provided little insights into the learning
activities of trainee accountants. To address this gap, a body of research related to the
learning approaches adopted by professional accounting students emerged (e.g. Flood &
Wilson, 2008; Hassall & Joyce, 1997, 2001).
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Learning approaches of trainee accountants. This topic has been researched at
higher education level, providing a strong foundation for extending this research to a
professional accounting education setting. Hassall and Joyce (1997, 2001) examined the
learning approaches of professional students in the UK preparing for the qualifying
exams of a global PAB. They found, over the course of four years, that students were
more inclined to engage in deep learning as they progressed through the course. They
also explored whether professional students experienced lack of direction and low
academic self-confidence. The findings revealed that students suffered less from lack of
direction, but in the early stages of their professional studies, those who tended to study
alone, had lower academic self-confidence than those studying with a tutor. This study
also noted that a high level of technical content may discourage students from engaging
in deep forms of learning. Building on this work, Flood and Wilson (2008) conducted an
extensive study exploring the learning approaches of trainee accountants from one PAB
in Ireland. The findings revealed that while the nature of the qualifying exams required
students to engage in deep learning activities, such as seeking meaning, integrating
knowledge etc., students learning motives were centered around passing the exams, and
less around educational enlightenment and the syllabus content. These findings were in
line with the literature exploring the socialisation process of trainee accountants which
highlighted that professional accountants often view the qualifying exams as something
which they just needed to get through, whereby doing well was not particularly valued
(Anderson-Gough et al., 1998/2018, 2001, 2002; Grey, 1998; Paisey & Paisey, 2014).

Socialisation process of trainee accountants. This literature provides useful
insights into the various factors at play in the socialisation process of trainee accountants.
While the exploration of all these factors is beyond the scope of this study, one important
factor is the professional identity adopted by trainee accountants and how this is moulded
throughout the course of their training contract. Professional identity typically derives
from two sources. Firstly, the knowledge and skills gained through both education and
formal training during the IPD stage. Secondly, the internalisation of the values, culture
and norms of the training firm (Abbott, 1988/2014; Carr-Saunders & Wilson, 1933; Egan,
1997; Empson, 2004; Grey, 1998; Hamilton, 2013; Larson, 1977; Paisey & Paisey, 2014).
While earlier research described education and training as the hallmarks of professional
status (e.g. Abbott 1988/2014; Carr-Saunders & Wilson, 1933), later work challenged

this view highlighting that “becoming” a professional sometimes led to the adoption of
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the following: internalisation of demanding performance objectives, focusing on passing
exams as the end goal rather than learning, reluctance to engage in critical questioning of
accounting practices, peer group loyalty, commitment of personal time to client work,
exam preparation and work-related socialising (Empson, 2004, p. 761). Upon reflection,
the internalisation of these values and norms has major implications for how trainee
accountants engage in their professional studies and work-related tasks, which in turn has

implications for their future careers and well-being.

From a study engagement perspective, trainee accountants place significant value on
passing the qualifying exams and are committed to the goal of qualification. These
qualifying exams are viewed as a rite of passage to gain full membership to the profession
and failure of these exams has serious consequences, not only for their future careers, but
also their credibility and identity in the organisation (e.g. Anderson-Gough et al.,
1998/2018; Coffey, 1994; Grey, 1998; Hamilton, 2013; Paisey & Paisey, 2014). For
example, both Grey (1998) and Hamilton (2013) highlighted that some trainees viewed
exam failure as the end of their career. However, as described by Hanlon (1994), despite
this, they are equally committed to their jobs. He described the culture of accountancy
firms as “an atmosphere of competitive individualism”, which leads to trainees striving
to give an impression of “doing their best” at all times. Therefore, there is an accepted
culture of working long hours and juggling high workloads, which can detract from the
amount of time that is available for study, family, friends and extracurricular activities,
which may contribute to high levels of stress and anxiety. This view is consistent with
other studies which have found that trainee accountants often experience high levels of
stress in their jobs especially at certain periods during the year, including busy season - a
period when most audits occur, tax returns are due and professional services are in high
demand (e.g. Collins & Killough, 1989; Haskins et al., 1990; Ozkan & Ozdevecioglu,
2013; Sweeney & Summers, 2002). Furthermore, Anderson-Gough et al. (1998/2018)
outline that trainees often view their training contract as a “trial of strength”. Thus, the

culture of “sacrifice” of personal time is accepted as the “done thing”.

In the context of this study, this socialisation process has serious implications for learning
at the IPD stage. Not only are there many factors which can impact on how trainee
accountants engage in their professional studies (e.g. working long hours), but there are

also concerns over the work practices being internalised, the knowledge and skills being
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developed, and whether they are being adequately prepared for their future role as
accountants. These concerns highlight the need for more research in the professional
accounting education field exploring the study experiences of trainee accountants. As the
concept of study engagement has emerged in the higher education literature as a way to
understand how students learn, it provides great potential as a way to explore the
experiences of trainee accountants when preparing for the qualifying exams of their PAB.
Furthermore, the concept of study engagement is appealing as a research topic because it
is malleable and responsive to changes in educational practices (Fredricks, Filsecker, &
Lawson, 2016). Therefore, by exploring the study engagement process of trainee
accountants this will provide necessary insights into whether the reforms to date in
professional accounting education have achieved their desired results or if more needs to
be done.

2.4 Chapter Summary

This chapter commenced with an exploration of the concept of professional education.
Emerging from this discussion was the importance of professional education in the
development of professional knowledge and competence. The nature of professional
accounting education was then discussed. This began with an exploration of the role of
the accountancy profession in serving society and how the profession has evolved over
the years. This was followed by a discussion of the accounting education change debate
and the perceived shortcomings of professional accounting education. The accountancy
profession was then discussed, with a specific focus on education at the IPD stage. This
discussion acknowledged that students engage in the professional accounting
examination process in various ways and their engagement can be influenced by a variety
of factors. This chapter concluded by summarising the current themes in the professional
accounting education literature and the potential contribution of this study to this body of

research. The concept of study engagement is discussed in detail in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER THREE: STUDY ENGAGEMENT

3.1 Introduction

This chapter provides an in-depth discussion of the concept of study engagement. While
there are many different perspectives of study engagement presented in the literature, this
chapter organises the various literature themes focusing on three perspectives identified
by Kahu (2013). These perspectives include, the sociological/behavioural perspective,
the psychological perspective and the sociocultural perspective of engagement. Emerging
from this review is the strength of the multidimensional definition of engagement
comprising behavioural, cognitive and affective dimensions. The literature review also
reveals that engagement is a complex process, influenced by a range of antecedents, and
resulting in a number of outcomes. This chapter includes consideration of the theoretical
and conceptual frameworks which have guided research on understanding the study
engagement process, concluding with the theory that will be used to guide this research,
the JD-R theory. This is followed by an exploration of the range of antecedent and
outcome variables considered important in an educational setting, with a specific focus
on the professional accounting education context. The variables of interest in this study

are then explored in depth, with resulting hypotheses presented.

3.2 Study Engagement

Study engagement. Study engagement, also referred to as student engagement,
is an overarching term used to describe a diverse range of ideas rooted in understanding
the student experience and its effect on learning and development. The influences on
study engagement research date back to the 1930s and span a range of topics and
disciplines including college impact theory, learning theory, sociology and psychology
(McCormick et al., 2013). Consequently, study engagement is a complex,
multidimensional construct that does not have a single agreed definition or
conceptual/theoretical framework. Many attempts have been made to organise the
literature into engagement perspectives (e.g. Blakey & Major, 2019; Hu & McCormick,
2012; Kahu, 2013; Redmond, Abawi, Brown, Henderson, & Heffernan, 2018; Zepke &
Leach, 2010). While these various perspectives can help shape our understanding of the

concept of study engagement, the exploration of all these perspectives is beyond the
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scope of this study. As the engagement perspectives outlined by Kahu (2013) capture
many of the recurring themes emerging in the literature, this framework is used to help
define the term study engagement, in this research.

Four perspectives of study engagement. Kahu (2013) presented four, distinct,
yet overlapping, perspectives of engagement, namely, (a) the sociological/behavioural
perspective, (b) the psychological perspective, (c) the sociocultural perspective, and (d)
the holistic perspective, three of which are discussed in this chapter.

a) The sociological/behavioural perspective is centered around the role of the
educational institution in promoting engagement, as well as the behaviours that
students typically engage in, including the time spent on learning tasks.

b) The psychological perspective builds on the sociological/behavioural perspective by
adding two additional engagement dimensions, cognitive and affective engagement.
While there is overlap with the sociological/behavioural perspective, this perspective
develops the definition of engagement by further exploring “how” students engage,
as well as acknowledging the emotional intensity attached to learning. It also
succeeds in distinguishing between study engagement and its antecedents.

c) The sociocultural perspective moves away from defining engagement to offer insights
into “why” students might become engaged or disengaged in their education (e.g.
internal factors such as experiencing reality shock). Overall, the sociocultural
perspective proposes that to fully understand the meaning of study engagement,
students should be located at the heart of the educational experience, and that learning
should be located within the wider political, social and cultural context.

d) The holistic perspective draws together the themes from the three perspectives above.

As the sociological/behavioural and psychological perspectives provide the foundation
of the definition of engagement used in this study, these two perspectives, and the
theoretical and empirical work shaping them, are the focus of the discussion in the
following sections. The sociocultural perspective is also briefly discussed as it gives an
insight into some of the antecedents influencing the study engagement process. A
tabulated summary of the literature that shaped each of these perspectives is presented in

Appendix A.
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3.2.1 Sociological/Behavioural Perspective

Background and definitions. The sociological/behavioural perspective of study
engagement has received significant attention in the higher education literature since the
1990s. This was driven by a US political initiative, Goals 2000: Educate America Act,
which among other things, aimed to improve critical thinking, communication and
problem-solving skills amongst college graduates. Alongside this political initiative,
there was much public discontentment regarding the ranking of higher education
institutions, highlighting the need to refocus on indicators related to educational
effectiveness rather than reputation and input measures (Kuh, 2009b). Together, both
agendas highlighted the value of assessing higher education institutions on the basis of
process indicators which represent “behaviours associated with desired outcomes of
college and estimate the extent to which students are engaged in these activities” (Kuh,
Pace, & Vesper, 1997, p. 435). This culminated in a large taskforce conducting extensive
research which resulted in the design and implementation of the National Survey of
Student Engagement (NSSE). This survey was first administered in the US in 2000 and
has since been adapted for use all over the world. It is considered the cornerstone of the
sociological/behavioural perspective of study engagement, as it captures many of the
behavioural activities that students engage with, both inside and outside the classroom,

in addition to the role of the institution in fostering study engagement.
The definition of engagement which underpins the NSSE is as follows:

The time and energy students devote to educationally sound activities inside and
outside of the classroom, and the policies and practices that institutions use to
induce students to take part in these activities. (Kuh, 2003, p. 25)

This definition gained significant support throughout the higher education literature and
its influence is evident in other jurisdictions. For example, a similar theme was presented
by Krause and Coates (2008), who are dominant researchers in this field in Australia,
whereby they refer to the concept of study engagement as:
...... a specific understanding of the relationship between students and
institutions. Institutions are responsible for creating environments that make
learning possible, and that afford opportunities to learn. The final responsibility
for learning, however, rests with students. The nature and degree of learning is

dependent on how the student makes use of his/her environmental resources.
(Krause & Coates, 2008, p. 494)
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Theoretical and conceptual models. The literature contributing to these
definitions has its roots in the work of Tyler (1930) which focused on “time on task™ and
Pace (1984) which focused on “quality of effort”. The college impact models/theories
also contributed to these definitions (e.g. Astin 1970, 1984; Pascarella, 1985; Tinto,
1975), as well as the literature on the principles of good practice (Chickering & Gamson,
1987). These contributions are discussed below.

Time on task and quality of effort. Ralph Tyler’s (1930) work was significant in
highlighting that college outcomes were not only dependent on the hours spent on
educational tasks, but on the entire college experience (Kuh, 2009a; McCormick et al.,
2013). Robert Pace (1984) further developed this work outlining the importance of
“quality of effort” for student success. He described quality effort as a behavioural
activity which involved activities such as studying and interacting with peers and faculty
(Pace, 1984, p. 6). Astin (1970, 1984) sought to provide the called-for theoretical
perspective through the “Input-Environment-Output (IEO) model”.

College impact model: Input-environment-output (IEO) model. In this model
Astin (1970, 1984) proposed that input variables (e.g. prior academic performance)
impact on output variables (e.g. exam performance) both directly, and indirectly, through
the medium of engagement in the college environment (e.g. interaction with faculty), as

outlined in Figure 3.1 below.
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Figure 3.1: Astin’s IEO model (Astin, 1970, p. 3)

Y

Astin (1993) demonstrated the strength of his model through a four-year longitudinal
study. This study revealed that students developed a greater sense of interpersonal and
intellectual competence, and experienced substantial increases in knowledge and skills,
when they were involved in activities with others. The key contribution of his work was
in highlighting the important role of the institution in designing effective educational

policy to increase engagement (McCormick et al., 2013). However, some researchers
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criticised this work, outlining that the model did not explicitly distinguish between
student experiences and the study resources influencing these experiences, making it
difficult to understand what environmental factors impacted on student outcomes (Hu &
Kuh, 2003; Kim, 2001; Pascarella, 1985; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). As this work
gained significant attention and has strongly influenced the most widely used definitions
of study engagement, including that of Kuh (2003) presented above, it has contributed to
definitions of study engagement that fail to distinguish between the state of engagement,

its antecedents and outcomes.

College impact model: Theory of integration. Firstly, it is important to note that
while this work is not necessarily concerned with the state of study engagement, it does
provide useful insights into the factors influencing engagement. Tinto (1975), through
the concept of integration, outlined that all students come to the college environment with
a set of individual characteristics, which influence their initial goals, intentions and
institutional commitments. He further proposed that through a series of formal and
informal interactions with academic and social activities, students become integrated into
the new institutional environment. This will lead to either persistence and engagement in
their studies, where they are more likely to achieve desired learning outcomes, or on the
other hand, departure from their studies. These propositions are supported as factors
influencing study engagement (e.g. Astin, 1993; Braxton, Sullivan, & Johnson, 1997;
Gonyea, 2006; Milem & Berger, 1997; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Wolf-Wendel,
Ward, & Kinzie, 2009). Tinto’s (1975) work also recognises both the role of the student
and the institution in the educational process and is described as an interactionist theory
(McCormick et al., 2013).

In the context of this current research, the integration process described in Tinto’s model
provides a useful perspective about the factors which could potentially influence the
study engagement of trainee accountants. For example, when trainee accountants enter
their accountancy training contract, they are expected to quickly adapt to the culture of
working long hours, while still being expected to study for, and pass, the qualifying
exams. This is a practical example of how individuals must adapt to the norms and culture
of a new organisation and highlights the value of Tinto’s theoretical work to help

understand the complexity of the study engagement process.
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College impact model: General causal model. Building on the work of Tinto,
Pascarella (1985) introduced the “General Causal Model for Assessing the Effects of
Differential College Environments on Student Learning and Cognitive Development”,
often referred to as the “General Causal Model” (Figure 3.2). This model included
variables from earlier work such as “quality of effort” and theorised that organisational
characteristics, student background, peer/faculty interaction, quality of effort and active
participation in the learning environment, were the main predictors of learning and
cognitive development (Pascarella, 1985). The strength of this framework was its ability
to bring together the various themes in the literature up to that point into one cohesive
model. As the propositions of this theory were verified in later studies (e.g. Astin, 1993;
Kuh, Hu, & Vesper, 2000), it has led to significant support for this model in the study

engagement literature.
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Figure 3.2: General causal model for assessing the effects of differential college
environments on student learning and cognitive development
(Pascarella, 1985, p. 50)

College impact model: Conceptual model of cognitive development. More recent
attempts to build on this work were presented by Pike and Kuh (2005) through their
“Conceptual Model of Cognitive Development”, as outlined in Figure 3.3 below. This
was the first model to specifically refer to the concept of engagement, even though the
term had been referred to by other researchers and coined in earlier research, as outlined
at the start of Section 3.2.1.
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Figure 3.3: Conceptual model of cognitive development (Pike & Kuh, 2005, p. 280)

In this model, the concepts of academic and social engagement were defined separately.
Academic engagement refers to the behavioural activities that lead to high quality
learning (e.g. synthesising material), while social engagement describes the informal
activities associated with learning (e.g. peer and faculty interactions). As outlined in
Figure 3.3, both academic and social engagement are considered to impact on educational
gains directly, and indirectly, through the mediating variable of integration. It is worth
noting that in this model, unlike in Tinto’s model, integration refers to bringing together
(integrating) diverse ideas and concepts to develop knowledge and understanding,
whereas Tinto described integration as the acceptance of institutional norms and values
and acting accordingly. While the strength of Pike and Kuh’s model is its specific
reference to the concept of engagement, it has many similarities with the work of Astin
(1970, 1984), Pace (1984) and Pascarella (1985). For example, all researchers highlight
the importance of investing quality effort in educational activities and interactions with
peers and faculty to achieve desired learning outcomes. As a result of these similarities,
while Pike and Kuh’s (2005) model is widely referenced in the literature, it does not add
to the theoretical development of the concept of study engagement. It also further
demonstrates the variety of different ways in which study engagement is defined,

contributing to the difficulty in finding one useable definition.

Principles of good practice. The literature on effective teaching and learning is

also a major contributor to the conceptualisation of study engagement. Chickering and
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Gamson (1987) presented work on the “seven principles of good practice in higher
education”, which summarised 50 years of research on the teaching and learning activities
most likely to contribute to high quality learning outcomes (Coates & Krause, 2005;
Gonyea, 2006; Kuh, 2001; Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2006; McCormick
et al., 2013; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Zepke, Leach, & Butler, 2014). These
principles highlighted the importance of student/faculty interactions as well as the
following activities: encouraging contact between students and faculty, reciprocity and
cooperation among students, active learning, prompt feedback, communication of high
expectations, time on task and respect for diverse talents and ways of learning
(Chickering & Gamson, 1987). Influenced by this work, the “Inventories of Good
Practice in Undergraduate Education” were designed to allow institutions and faculty
assess how their educational and campus policies aligned with the original seven
principles. Cruce, Wolniak, Seifert, and Pascarella (2006) found empirical support for the
positive relationship between these practices and cognitive development, learning
orientations and student aspirations during their first year of college. Informed by this
research, the developers of the NSSE integrated a subscale of “high impact practices”
into the NSSE. This subscale captured students’ engagement in activities such as learning
communities, internships, studying abroad, service learning and undergraduate research
(McCormick et al., 2013; NSSE, 2018). As the nature of these practices required a high
level of involvement with faculty and peers, applying learning in new situations and the
application of deep approaches to learning, their role in aiding learning and personal

development was supported (McCormick et al., 2013).

NSSE instrument. As already outlined, the NSSE instrument was developed at a
time when the US Department of Education expressed the need for reliable information
on the student experience and the need to assess the effectiveness of educational practices
(Kuh, 2001). In essence, the NSSE framework was developed as a model of university
quality, through the lens of student engagement. This instrument frames different aspects
of the student experience, which prior research had linked conceptually and empirically
with productive learning (Coates & McCormick, 2014). Since its introduction in 2000,
the NSSE has undergone a number of revisions to reflect new research in the area, such
as that outlined above on high impact practices. In its various forms, the most recent
version of the NSSE, launched in 2013, captures behavioural data under five main

categories: level of academic challenge; experiences with faculty; learning with peers;
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campus environment experiences; and high impact practices. Each category is considered
to be representative of high-quality educational practices (Kuh, 2001).

While the NSSE had not intended to represent theoretical constructs, it became the basis
of much empirical research conducted on student engagement all over the world (e.g.
Baron & Corbin, 2012; Carini, Kuh, & Klein, 2006; Coates & Krause, 2005; Coates &
McCormick, 2014; Cruce et al., 2006; Gonyea, 2006; Kuh et al., 2006). It also became
the foundation for some of the most widely wused definitions of the
sociological/behavioural perspective of engagement, including those presented at the
beginning of Section 3.2.1. Due to its popularity and global reach, empirical data derived
from the NSSE, and its equivalents, has resulted in a large body of research exploring the
relationship between behavioural study engagement and learning. While many of these
studies used self-reported gains to measure student learning, there is widespread support
for the assumption that NSSE benchmarks lead to high quality educational outcomes (e.g.
Kuh, 2001, 2003, 2009b; McCormick et al., 2013; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).

Criticisms of the sociological/behavioural perspective. While the
sociological/behavioural perspective has made a significant contribution to the study
engagement literature, this perspective has been criticised on a number of levels. Firstly,
for failing to capture the complexity of the engagement process and to distinguish
between the state of engagement, its antecedents and consequences (Kahu, 2013).
Secondly, for failing to give a complete view of a student’s experience of engagement.
For example, some researchers claimed that it did not give adequate attention to the
development of the student as a learner and the underlying psychological processes
involved. Instead it placed greater emphasis on the activities of the educational institution
(e.g. Kahu, 2013; Pike, 2013; Solomonides, 2013; Zepke & Leach, 2010; Zepke et al.,
2014). Thirdly, it was criticised for failing to acknowledge the wider sociocultural
influences on the learning process (Bryson, Cooper, & Hardy, 2010; Coates & Krause,
2005; Kahu, 2013; Kinzie & Kuh, 2017; Solomonides, 2013; Zepke et al., 2014).

The research instrument underpinning this perspective, the NSSE, was also the subject of
many criticisms, despite its popularity as a research tool. For example, some studies
found that NSSE benchmarks only modestly predicted educational outcomes such as
grades (e.g. Carini et al., 2006; Pascarella, Seifert, & Blaich, 2010), while other studies
found poor predictability (e.g. Campbell & Cabrera, 2011; Gordon Ludlum, & Hoey,
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2008). In addition, the general nature of the survey was criticised, with researchers
claiming that teaching and learning strategies, and student engagement activities, are very
discipline specific, and therefore, the use of one instrument, across multiple disciplines,
could reduce the value of the data collected (e.g. Laird, Shoup, Kuh, & Schwarz, 2008).
However, one of the main issues with the instrument, which is also one of the main
criticisms of the sociological/behavioural perspective, was that the NSSE captured
information on both the state of engagement, as well as the antecedents to engagement,
making it difficult to distinguish between the two (e.g. Kahu, 2013). Consequently, this
highlighted the need for alternative perspectives which provided more clarity on the
process of engagement. Some of these criticisms were addressed through the

psychological perspective, discussed below.

3.2.2 Psychological Perspective

Background and definitions. As outlined in Section 3.2.1, there is conceptual
overlap between (a) the sociological/behavioural and (b) the psychological perspectives
of study engagement. While some of the literature in the psychological perspective
defines engagement using one-dimension, affective (emotional) engagement (e.g.
Schaufeli et al., 2002), there is also a broader definition evident within this perspective.
This broader definition, which is multidimensional, typically refers to the behavioural,
cognitive and affective dimensions of engagement (Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Fredricks
et al., 2004; Kahu, 2013; Kahu & Nelson, 2018). As behavioural engagement is a
dimension within this definition, the psychological perspective was able to build on the
sociological/behavioural perspective of engagement, to address some of the shortcomings

outlined in Section 3.2.1.

The multidimensional definitions of engagement, which shape this perspective, emerge
from both the school and higher education literature, along with the work engagement
literature. In the school literature, Fredricks et al. (2004) describe the three dimensions of
engagement as follows:
Behavioral engagement draws on the idea of participation; it includes
involvement in academic and social or extracurricular activities and is considered
crucial for achieving positive academic outcomes and preventing dropping out.

Emotional engagement encompasses positive and negative reactions to teachers,
classmates, academics, and school and is presumed to create ties to an institution

52



and influence willingness to do the work. Cognitive study engagement draws on
the idea of investment; it incorporates thoughtfulness and willingness to exert the

effort necessary to comprehend complex ideas and master difficult skills.
(Fredricks et al., 2004, p. 60)

Boykin and Noguera (2011) also provided similar definitions for the three dimensions of
engagement, outlining that engagement is much more complex than a simple reaction of

a student to a teacher-initiated action.

Behavioural engagement conveys the presence of general “on-task behaviour”.
This entails effort and persistence along with paying attention, asking pointed
questions, seeking help that enables one to accomplish the task at hand (rather
than being given the answer), and participating in class discussions. Cognitive
engagement connotes investment aimed at comprehending complex concepts and
issues and acquiring difficult skills. It conveys deep (rather than surface-level)
processing of information whereby students gain critical or higher-order
understanding of the subject matter and solve challenging problems. Affective
engagement connotes emotional reactions linked to task investment. The greater
the student’s interest level, positive affect, positive attitude, positive value held,
curiosity, and task absorption (and the less the anxiety, sadness, stress, and
boredom), the greater the affective engagement. (Boykin & Noguera, 2011, pp.
52-53)

Similarly, in the higher education literature, Kahu (2013) describes the three dimensions
of engagement as follows:
The behaviour dimension has three elements: positive conduct and rule following
including attendance; involvement in learning, including time on task and asking
questions; and wider participation in extracurricular activities [...] the cognitive
dimension refers to a student’s self-regulation and effective use of deep learning
strategies and also incorporates individual characteristics such as motivation, self-
efficacy and expectations [...] the affective dimension refers to a student’s sense
of belonging, interest and enjoyment in the task. (Kahu, 2013, pp. 761-762)
Support for this multidimensional definition is also evident in the work engagement
literature. In particular, Kahn (1990) was a strong advocate. He outlined that “people
become physically involved in tasks, whether alone or with others, cognitively vigilant,
and empathically connected to others in the service of the work they are doing” (Kahn,

1990, p. 700).

There is also support for a two-dimensional definition of engagement including
behavioural and affective dimensions (e.g. Finn, 1989) and cognitive and affective
dimensions (e.g. Halverson & Graham, 2019). Some researchers have also added further
dimensions such as agentic, collaborative, volitional, and social-behaviour engagement
(e.g. Blakey & Major, 2019; Halverson & Graham, 2019; Redmond et al., 2018; Reeve,
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2013). More recent research also shows evidence of expanding the cognitive dimension
to distinguish between cognitive engagement inside and outside class (e.g. Burch, Heller,
Burch, Freed, & Steed, 2015). While further research is needed to determine whether
these additional dimensions are worthy of consideration, there is general consensus that
a narrow definition of study engagement does not capture the complexity of the state of
being engaged (Fredricks et al., 2016), and that the three-dimensional definition of study
engagement offers more potential (Fredricks et al., 2004; Fredricks et al., 2016; Kahn,
1990; Kahu, 2013; Kahu & Nelson, 2018).

Theoretical and conceptual models. There are a number of theoretical models
which underpin the development of these multidimensional definitions of engagement.
For example, as described in Section 3.2.1, Tinto’s (1975) theory of integration attempted
to introduce the concept of both behavioural and affective engagement simultaneously.
In the school literature, the multidimensional conceptualisations were more prevalent,
and emerged from two distinct theoretical strands: motivational theories and student
drop-out theories. While the motivational theories provide meaningful insights into the
psychological dimensions of the learning process, many of these theories relate to factors
influencing engagement, rather than the state of engagement. For example, social
cognitive theory (SCT: Bandura, 1977) highlights the role of self-efficacy in the learning
process. In contrast, the student dropout theories were more successful at depicting
engagement as a multidimensional construct, as well as the process of learning, as

discussed below.

The “participation-identification model” (Finn, 1989), outlined in Figure 3.4
below, was initially designed to understand the factors influencing student dropout and
negative behaviour. Through later research, it was considered a useful way to understand
the various dimensions of study engagement and academic achievement. This model
recognises the fundamental importance of behavioural (participation) and emotional
(identification) engagement. This model assumes that, where ability and appropriate
instruction are evident, the more students participate (e.g. attend class, invest effort) in
the educational environment, the more their levels of identification (e.g. sense of

belonging) increase (Finn, 1989).
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Figure 3.4: Participation-identification model (Finn, 1989)

While there are a number of dimensions of study engagement presented above, the
psychological perspective primarily supports the inclusion of the three dimensions of
behavioural, cognitive and affective study engagement. It is therefore necessary to draw
together the various themes above and present a definition of each component. These

definitions are outlined below.

Behavioural study engagement. In the theories and definitions presented in
Section 3.2.1, behavioural study engagement is most commonly characterised by time on
task, including class attendance and active participation in classroom and extracurricular
activities (e.g. Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Finn, 1989; Fredricks et al., 2004; Kahu, 2013;
Kuh, 2001). The concept of “time on task” while dating back to the work of Tyler (1930),
received significant attention in the 1960s. In a seminal study by Carroll (1963), he
outlined that five factors affect success in school learning and three involved time. Firstly,
the time needed to learn the task under optimal learning instructions, secondly, the time
the student is willing to spend learning, and thirdly, the time allowed for learning. This
work was later coined “the Carroll model” and has gained significant attention in the
literature and at policy level. For example, Bloom (1974) supports this work outlining
that learning requires time, and competence is attained only after a series of learning
experiences, that may take months or years to complete (Bloom, 1974, p. 682). Carroll’s
work has also been referenced in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) policy documents which state that everything else being equal,
increasing the time that students invest in learning, will lead to higher academic
performance (Gromada & Shewbridge, 2016). The importance of time spent in class has

also been highlighted in the accounting education literature. For example, in the US,
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guidance is provided to accounting educators outlining that candidates should complete
150 hours of lectures before they sit the professional accountancy exams (Needles, 2014;
Needles & Powers, 1990).

In addition to coursework hours, accounting educators have also been looking for ways
to broaden the curriculum to actively engage students (Adler & Milne, 1997; Blankley,
Kerr, & Wiggins, 2017; Healy & McCutcheon, 2008; Riley & Ward, 2017). An active
learning environment is described as one where students are the main agents in the
learning process, where they engage in activities such as discussion, reading, writing etc.
In contrast, a passive learning environment is one in which students are receivers of
information (Riley & Ward, 2017). The importance of active learning has for many years
been accepted as an important factor for student success in any academic setting (e.g.
Irish Survey of Student Engagement [ISSE], 2016; Riley & Ward, 2017). In recent
months this has also been the subject of much discussion as educational institutions
around the world seek to find ways to ensure that students remain actively engaged in an
online setting (e.g. Malan, 2020). Therefore, time invested in active learning activities is

an important dimension of behavioural study engagement.

While it can be concluded that the concept of behavioural study engagement is distinct,
it is evidently interrelated with cognitive study engagement (Fredricks et al., 2004; Kahu,
2013). For example, Kember et al. (1995) and Kember, Tse, Wong, and Pomfret (1996),
in a study of undergraduate students, found that despite investing long hours in study
tasks, either inside or outside class, students only gained higher performance when
engaged in activities promoting higher order learning (e.g. achieving depth of
understanding). Similarly, in the accounting education literature, while there has been a
push towards integrating active learning into both higher education and professional
curricula, there is acknowledgement that the purpose of this is to promote higher order
learning (cognitive study engagement) (e.g. English, Luckett, & Mladenovic, 2004; Riley

& Ward, 2017). The concept of cognitive study engagement is discussed below.

Cognitive study engagement. As outlined by Boykin and Noguera (2011)
cognitive engagement captures efforts to comprehend complex concepts and issues
through deep (rather than surface-level) processing of information, whereby students gain
critical or higher-order understanding of the subject matter (Boykin & Noguera, 2011, p.

53). Similarly, Fredricks et al. (2004) refers to cognitive study engagement as the mastery
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and comprehension of difficult ideas and skills which requires both investment in
learning and self-regulation. The term self-regulation is used interchangeably with
cognitive study engagement and is commonly measured as cognitive strategy use,
metacognition, volitional and effort control (Fredricks et al., 2004). This is evident in the
work of Pintrich and De Groot (1990) who referred to cognitive study engagement as
cognitive strategy use and self-regulation. They defined cognitive strategy use as
elaboration strategies (e.g. paraphrasing) and organisational strategies (e.g. further
reading), while self-regulation was defined as metacognitive strategies (e.g. planning and
comprehension) and effort management strategies (e.g. persistence and working
diligently). These themes are evident throughout definitions of cognitive study
engagement in the school literature (e.g. Green & Miller, 1996; Newmann, Wehlage, &
Lamborn, 1992). Similarly, in the higher education literature, Kahu (2013) refers to
cognitive study engagement as “students’ self-regulation and effective use of deep
learning strategies” (Kahu, 2013, pp. 741-742). Deep learning strategies describe
activities that reflect a commitment to understanding the material such as reading widely,
discussing ideas with others, synthesising ideas from various sources to gain a wider

perspective (Laird et al., 2008).

Conceptually, there is some overlap between the two constructs of deep learning and self-
regulation. Therefore, a case can be made for using only one concept to measure cognitive
engagement in this study. For example, self-regulation has three components: 1)
metacognitive strategies for planning, monitoring and modifying cognition, 2) students’
management and control of their own efforts, and 3) the cognitive strategies that students
use to learn, remember and understand material. The third component mirrors the
definition of a deep approach to learning, as it exhibits the internal learning process where
students’ seek to demonstrate understanding (Entwistle, 2000; Entwistle & Ramsden,
1983).

The NSSE also captures behaviours that are indicative of deep learning. Informed by the
approaches to learning literature, NSSE researchers modified their original instrument
and included a deep learning scale in later versions of the instrument. This scale has three
sub-scales: 1) higher order learning, 2) integrative practices, and 3) reflective learning
(Laird et al., 2008). The higher order learning scale is indicative of cognitively intense
learning that requires depth of understanding and comprehension to achieve mastery of

knowledge. Integrative practices address the extent to which students can integrate
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information from various sources, while reflective learning probes the extent to which
students reflect on the learning process (Laird et al., 2008, p. 7). In the lIrish and
Australian versions of the NSSE, the higher order learning scale is the sub-scale that has
received the most attention, as it captures participation in activities (e.g. deep thinking)
which are considered important to achieve desired learning outcomes (ISSE, 2016).

Cognitive strategies, and in particular deep learning strategies, has also been extensively
studied in the accounting education literature (e.g. Ballantine et al., 2008; Booth, Luckett,
& Mladenovic, 1999; Byrne, Flood, & Willis, 2002; Duff & Mladenovic, 2015; Flood &
Wilson, 2008; Hassall & Joyce, 1997, 2001; Jackling, 2005). Therefore, it is acceptable
to conclude that measures of deep learning can be a good proxy of cognitive study
engagement in this research setting. Furthermore, while it is acknowledged that many of
these studies have been conducted in a higher education setting, Flood and Wilson (2008)
found support for the use of a higher order (deep) learning scale to explore student
learning in a pre-qualification professional accounting education context. This provides

support for the use of this definition of cognitive study engagement in this research.

Affective study engagement. Similar to many definitions of affective
engagement presented in the literature, Boykin and Noguera (2011) outline that this
dimension of engagement captures emotional reactions linked to task investment. They
define affective engagement as “the students interest level, positive affect, positive
attitude, positive value held, curiosity, and task absorption” (Boykin & Noguera, 2011,
p. 53). The emotional nature of this dimension of engagement is also noted by researchers
who claim that creating a bond with the educational environment is a fundamental factor

in learning (e.g. Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Finn, 1989).

Other popular definitions of affective engagement are evident in the work engagement
literature, where there has been much debate about defining this dimension of
engagement (e.g. Maslach & Leiter, 2016; Saks, 2006; Schaufeli, 2017; Schaufeli &

Bakker, 2010). For example, there are four main themes of work engagement, as follows:

1) Kahn (1990) defined work engagement as the way in which people feel physically
involved, cognitively vigilant and emotionally connected to others in their jobs.

2) Leiter and Maslach (2008) considered engagement (energy, involvement and
efficacy) as the opposite to burnout (exhaustion, cynicism and reduced professional

efficacy).
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3) Schaufeli et al. (2002) considered burnout and engagement to be independent but
negatively correlated constructs and defined it as “a positive, fulfilling, and work-
related state of mind that is characterised by vigor, dedication and absorption”
(Schaufeli et al., 2002, p. 22).

4) Macey and Schneider (2008) defined engagement as having three dimensions, state
engagement (e.g. satisfaction), behavioural engagement (e.g. active citizenship) and

trait engagement (e.g. personality attributes including positivity).

The definition of work engagement presented by Schaufeli et al. (2002) provides the
foundation for the definition of affective study engagement used in this study. In an
educational context, vigor is described as the energy invested in learning, mental
resilience, persistence and the willingness to invest time in educational activities.
Dedication relates to a sense of significance, enthusiasm, inspiration, pride and challenge,
while absorption is described as being fully concentrated on, and happily engrossed, in
one’s study, where time passes quickly and where a student finds difficulty detaching
from his/her work (Schaufeli et al., 2002). This definition acknowledges that engagement
is an internal psychosocial process, a view which has emerged in the student engagement
literature as an important consideration in the definition of engagement (e.g. Kahu, 2013).
Secondly, this definition has received theoretical and empirical support in both the work
and study engagement literature, including professional accounting work settings (e.g.
Schaufeli et al., 2002; Yakin & Erdil, 2012). Finally, the psychological focus of the
Schaufeli et al. (2002) definition is useful in professional accounting settings, as trainee
accountants often suffer stress as a result of high workloads, which in turn can impact on

their ability to psychologically engage in both work and study tasks (e.g. Grey, 1998).

In summary, while there has been variation in how each dimension of engagement is
defined, there is some agreement that study engagement is a multidimensional construct,
with the most common conceptualisation being that it consists of three distinct, yet
interrelated, dimensions (Fredricks et al., 2004; Fredricks et al., 2016; Kahu, 2013; Kahu
& Nelson, 2018). Consequently, this work has been the foundation of more recent
research seeking to build robust scales to measure each of the three dimensions (e.g.
Gunuc & Kuzu, 2015; Maroco, Maroco, Campos, & Fredricks, 2016). As there is support
for the inclusion of each dimension in a professional accounting education setting, the

multidimensional definition of engagement is used in this study.
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Criticisms of the psychological perspective. Despite the strengths of this
multidimensional definition within the psychological perspective, by focusing mainly on
the internal processes of engagement, this perspective can fail to encapsulate the
influence of the wider sociocultural context on the engagement process (Fredricks et al.,
2016; Kahu, 2013), as well as failing to understand which antecedent variables are linked
to each dimension of engagement (Boykin & Noguera, 2011). Furthermore, Kahu (2013)
stated that “engagement is fundamentally situational - it arises from the interplay of
context and individual” (Kahu, 2013, p. 763). The importance of this wider context is
supported in the work and study engagement literature, as well as being a feature in the
professional accounting education literature, outlined in Chapter Two. It is therefore
useful to be aware of the sociocultural perspective of study engagement, as it presents
important insights into possible antecedents to study engagement. This perspective is

discussed below.

3.2.3 Sociocultural Perspective

Background. The (c) sociocultural perspective presents a wider view of study
engagement than the psychological perspective by incorporating the broader social,
cultural and political context. It seeks to understand “why” rather than “how” a student
engages in his/her educational experience. This perspective emerged from concerns that
earlier definitions of engagement lacked philosophical inquiry, resulting in a
conceptualisation of study engagement that is rarely questioned, and narrowly focused
(Bryson et al., 2010; McMahon & Portelli, 2004). To frame this discussion, this
perspective explores the influence of institutional culture and the wider social and
political context on study engagement under three themes: 1) the concept of alienation
and disengagement (e.g. Hu & Kuh, 2002; Mann, 2001), 2) the constructivist view of
education (e.g. Solomonides & Reid, 2009), and 3) the influence of societal and market-

driven changes, including the commercialisation of education (e.g. Mclnnis, 2001).

Theme One: Alienation and disengagement. The concepts of alienation and
disengagement emerged as useful ways to understand the powerful barrier to study
engagement created by cultural differences. This is something that had been briefly
introduced in the sociological/behavioural perspective through Tinto’s (1975) work on

integration. One of the most seminal contributors to this theme was Mann (2001), who
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described alienation as “the state or experience of being isolated from a group or activity
to which one should belong or in which one should be involved” (Mann, 2001, p. 8). The
strength of Mann’s work is that it provides a broader and potentially more critical analysis
of the student learning experience than other theoretical perspectives. For example, she
highlighted how postmodern educational policies which focus on performativity and
functionality can cause students to pursue ideological goals set by their institution, rather
than intrinsic interests. This is of particular relevance in this research context as past
research has found that many trainee accountants see the professional accountancy exams
as an obstacle to overcome and do not always view their learning as an enlightening
educational experience (Flood & Wilson, 2008; Hanlon, 1994; Paisey & Paisey, 2014).
There is also evidence of trainee accountants experiencing alienation in the form of
“reality shock” due to the expectations of their jobs leading to difficulties “fitting in” to
their new roles (Carcello, Copeland, Hermanson, & Turner, 1991).

Theme Two: The constructivist view of education. This view locates the
student at the heart of the engagement process, through considering his/her “sense of
being” and becoming a student. Solomonides and Reid (2009) captured these ideas
through their “relational model of student engagement”, where they described a sense of
being as the way which students think of themselves and their study, one that supports
confidence, happiness, imagination and self-knowledge, while a sense of transformation
referred to how a student learns, understands and thinks about his/her study (Solomonides
& Reid, 2009, p. 390). Most importantly, this study found that when learning tasks were
set in the more general social, political and economic context, students took a more active
rather than passive role when engaging with faculty. Consequently, this stimulated a
critical approach to learning, characterised by debates and both personal and peer
judgements, which facilitated the development of ethical, moral and cultural opinions
(Solomonides & Reid, 2009, p. 395). This model helps explain the process of becoming
an accountant and the sense of being an accountant, something which is often referred to
in the professional accounting education literature (e.g. Grey, 1998; Paisey & Paisey,
2014). For example, Grey (1998) explored the role of “being a professional” in a large
accountancy firm and found that knowing how to conduct oneself was just as important,

if not more important, than the possession of technical knowledge.

Theme Three: The influence of societal and market-driven changes. The third

theme seeks to understand the influence of the wider socio-political context on student
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engagement, and in particular highlights how societal and political changes have
redefined the meaning of study engagement. This is firstly explained through the impact
of globalisation and marketisation on study engagement and how this has led to higher
education being viewed more like a private good than a public good, where the provision
of knowledge is akin to a commercial transaction (e.g. Adler & Harzing, 2009; Altbach,
2015; Hu & McCormick, 2012; Olssen & Peters, 2005). For example, the OECD
explicitly outline that higher education institutions are responsible for helping students
develop a broad range of skills and attitudes (e.qg. critical thinking, problem solving), all
of which are essential for the labour market (OECD, 2019). This has undoubtedly led to
increased job opportunities, a more productive workforce and in turn economic growth,
which is considered an important contribution to society (Adler & Harzing, 2009;
Altbach, 2015; Olssen & Peters, 2005). However, it is argued that as a result of this
commercialised approach to education many of the privileges of academic education,
including the pursuit of knowledge and truth are being lost (Mann, 2001). These concerns
are also expressed in professional accounting education settings, where trainees are more
concerned with the goal of qualification rather than developing the skills of lifelong
learning (e.g. Flood & Wilson, 2008; Hanlon, 1994; Paisey & Paisey, 2014).

Strengths and criticisms of the sociocultural perspective. Overall, the
sociocultural perspective argues for the need to locate student engagement within an
educational context which embraces the significant forces at play from a wider
sociocultural context, and which acknowledges the multiple challenges faced by students
today. Therefore, the strength of the sociocultural perspective is its discussion of the
concept of engagement within the wider learning context, which acknowledges the
myriad of factors that influence engagement in learning. As a result, this perspective is
primarily associated with developing a deeper understanding of the antecedents of study
engagement. However, its major weakness is that is does not capture the state of being
engaged, which provides useful insights into understanding the overall process of study

engagement.

In summary, the sociological/behavioural, psychological and sociocultural perspectives
inform the multidimensional definition of engagement used in this study, as well as
providing an understanding of the process of study engagement. However, despite these
contributions there were a number of limitations noted in each perspective.

Acknowledging these limitations, Kahu (2013) developed the “Conceptual Model of
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Student Engagement”. This model, along with other engagement frameworks outlining
the process of engagement, are discussed in Section 3.3 below.

3.3 The Process of Engagement: Engagement Frameworks

3.3.1 A Conceptual Framework of Engagement

As is evident in the perspectives of engagement presented in Section 3.2, the student
engagement literature has struggled to develop a robust understanding of the complexity
of the engagement process, including the interactions between engagement dimensions,
antecedents, outcomes and the wider sociocultural context. In an attempt to develop a
better understanding of the engagement process, Kahu (2013) compiled a conceptual
framework of engagement, as presented in Figure 3.5 below, which they later revised as
outlined in Figure 3.6 below.

Original conceptual framework (Kahu, 2013). The original framework
organised the main antecedents and outcomes of study engagement into two broad
categories. Antecedents were categorised into structural and psychosocial influences,
while outcomes were categorised into proximal and distal consequences. Kahu also
adopted a multidimensional definition of engagement to acknowledge that, in addition to
having behavioural and cognitive dimensions, engagement was an internal psychological

process. This framework also located engagement within the wider sociocultural context
(Kahu, 2013).
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Figure 3.5: Conceptual framework of engagement, antecedents and
consequences (Kahu, 2013, p. 766)
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Kahu’s integrative framework is one of the most comprehensive attempts to organise the
study engagement literature, and while it has not been the subject of much empirical
testing to date, it has become one of the most widely referenced frameworks in the study
engagement literature (e.g. Bryson, 2014; Zepke et al., 2014). However, Kahu herself has
criticised it for not illuminating how each factor interacts and for failing to elaborate on
the underlying psychosocial mechanisms that influence student success, as well as the
mediating mechanisms underlying the process of engagement.

Revised conceptual framework (Kahu & Nelson, 2018). Recognising these
weaknesses, Kahu and Nelson (2018) further developed this initial framework by
drawing on the propositions of transition theory. Transition theory is a higher education
theory which aims to understand the main challenges which lead to withdrawal or failure
in higher education, which has some similarities with Tinto’s (1975) model of integration,
presented in Section 3.2.1. Applying transition theory, Kahu and Nelson’s (2018)
framework specifically highlights that alignment or misalignment between the student
and the institution is important for engagement and success, similar to the views of Mann

(2001), presented in the sociocultural perspective of study engagement.

This alignment is also considered important in a professional accounting education
setting, as outlined in Chapter Two. For example, while education plays an important role
in the qualification process (e.g. attaining expert knowledge and studying for, and
passing, qualifying exams), there is also a need to acknowledge that this formal
disciplinary approach to learning needs to co-exist with other experiences of the learning
context of trainees, including working long hours (Hoskin & Anderson-Gough, 2004, p.
74). Therefore, there must be an awareness of how the interaction of these two interfaces

impacts on the learning experience.

Kahu and Nelson (2018) highlighted the need to reconceptualise the experience of
learning, taking account of institutional culture and the lived experiences of students in
the learning context. They did so by introducing the educational interface, defined as a
“dynamic space at the intersection of the student and institution” (Kahu, Nelson, &
Picton, 2017, p. 1). They outlined that, within this interface, self-efficacy, emotions,
belonging and wellbeing mediate the relationship between the student and the institution,

and between student engagement and success, as outlined in Figure 3.6 below.
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Figure 3.6: Conceptual framework of student engagement
(Kahu & Nelson, 2018, p. 7)

It is important to note that, Kahu and Nelson’s framework does not recognise the
existence of other mediating variables. For example, in the study engagement literature
in the psychology field, there is evidence of study engagement mediating the relationship
between personal resources, organisational resources and exam performance (e.g.
Salanova, Schaufeli, Martinez, & Breso, 2010). Furthermore, in the work engagement
literature, there is strong support for the mediating role of engagement in the work
engagement process, as well as evidence of other mediating variables such as, job
resources mediating the relationship between personal resources (e.g. self-efficacy) and
work engagement (e.g. Schaufeli & Taris, 2014). In Kahu and Nelson’s model there is
also conceptual overlap between the term student engagement and wellbeing, as in the
work engagement literature, engagement is considered a state of wellbeing (e.g. Breso,
Schaufeli, & Salanova, 2011), whereas in Figure 3.6, wellbeing is labelled as a mediator
and outcome variable. Additionally, when Figure 3.6 is compared to Figure 3.5, the
choice of mediating variables must be questioned. For example, in Figure 3.5 self-
efficacy is categorised as a psychosocial influence but in Figure 3.6 it is relabelled as a
mediating variable. As a result, it can be argued that other variables, for example,
motivation, should have been included as a mediating variable in the revised model, as

self-efficacy is a motivational construct.

While Kahu and Nelson’s model provides some contributions to our understanding of the
process of engagement, its lack of flexibility may limit its usefulness. Given these
shortcomings, it was considered useful for the purposes of the current study to explore

whether the process of study engagement could be better understood by drawing from
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models/theories in the more developed work engagement literature, namely the JD-R
theory.

3.3.2 A Theoretical Perspective of Engagement — Job Demands-Resources (JD-R)

Theory

As outlined in Chapter One, JD-R theory is a widely used, and empirically supported,
theory which depicts the role of demands and resources in the engagement and burnout
process in a wide variety of settings. In advance of exploring the propositions of JD-R
theory, it is necessary to define the meaning of demands and resources.

Demands. Demands are defined as “those physical, social, or organisational
aspects of the job that require sustained physical or mental effort” (Demerouti et al., 2001,
p. 501). Interestingly, later research highlighted difficulties with this definition of
demands, outlining that depending on the situational context, demands could be either
rendered “helpful” or “hindering” (Tims, Bakker, & Derks, 2013). Therefore, demands
were further categorised into challenge and hindrance demands, whereby challenge
demands are expected to foster engagement, as they are viewed as obstacles to be
overcome (e.g. time pressure translating into better time management), and hindrance
demands have been found to negatively impact on engagement (LePine, LePine, &
Jackson, 2004).

Resources. In the work engagement literature job resources refer to those
“physical, psychological, social, or organizational aspects of the job that are: (a)
functional in achieving work goals; (b) reduce job demands and the associated
physiological and psychological costs; or (c) stimulate personal growth, learning, and
development”, while personal resources are “the psychological characteristics or aspects
of the self that are generally associated with resiliency and that refer to the ability to
control and impact one’s environment successfully” (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014, pp. 45-
49).

JD-R theory propositions. The first phase of JD-R research was based on six
propositions as follows (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Bakker et al., 2014):

1) That all job characteristics could be categorised as either demands or resources.
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2) That job demands and resources are key triggers of two psychological processes,
whereby demands trigger a health impairment process leading to burnout, and
resources trigger a motivational process leading to engagement.

3) That job resources buffer the relationship between job demands and burnout.

4) That job resources influence the motivational process leading to engagement,
especially when job demands are high.

5) That personal resources play a similar role to job resources in that they can positively
influence the motivational process leading to engagement, buffer the negative effects
of job demands on strain, and boost the desirable impact of challenge demands on
motivation.

6) That the motivational process leading to engagement has a positive effect on job
performance, while the health impairment process leading to burnout has a negative
effect on job performance.

Over the first 10 years, these propositions gained significant empirical support (Bakker
& Demerouti, 2017), with additional longitudinal research focusing on the reciprocal
relationships between variables, adding further to the body of literature supporting JD-R
theory. Based on this support, the second phase saw two additional propositions added as
follows (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017):

7) That employees who are motivated by their work are likely to use job crafting
behaviours (e.g. seeking out challenging experiences), which lead to higher levels of
job and personal resources and even higher levels of motivation.

8) That employees who are strained by their work are likely to show self-undermining
behaviours (e.g. poor communication, increased mistakes), which lead to higher

levels of job demands and even higher levels of job strain.

Job crafting is defined as the self-initiated changes that employees make to their own job
demands and job resources to attain and/or optimise their personal (work) goals, motives
and passions. These changes include: 1) increasing job resources, 2) increasing
challenging job demands, and 3) decreasing hindering job demands (Tims et al., 2013;
Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). In contrast, self-undermining behaviours relate to
“behavior that creates obstacles that may undermine performance” (Bakker & Costa,
2014, p. 115). Given the recent nature of these additional propositions, they have been
subject to less testing than the previous six propositions. However, their inclusion

provides an important perspective regarding the reversed causal and reciprocal
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relationships found in both the motivational process and the health impairment process.
The main propositions of JD-R theory are summarised in Figure 3.7 below.

Job
crafting

—— e ————— ——

Job
demands

Figure 3.7: Job demands-resources (JD-R) theory
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2017, p. 275)

JD-R propositions relevant in this study. While a number of JD-R propositions
are applicable in this research, the one of most relevance in this current study is
proposition two listed above, particularly the motivational process leading to
engagement. This proposition outlines the role of demands and resources in both the
health impairment process leading to burnout and the motivational process leading to
engagement, and the impact of these two processes on performance. The health
impairment process outlines how excessive job demands, and a lack of job and personal
resources, lead to job strain and lower job performance (bottom half of the model in
Figure 3.7), while the motivation-driven process outlines how job resources, personal
resources and challenge demands (job demands denoted with +) lead to increased
engagement and job performance (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007, 2017; Demerouti et al.,
2001; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Schaufeli & Taris, 2014). As the focus of this current
study is the motivational process leading to study engagement and exam performance,
and the factors influencing this, it is useful to firstly understand the role of resources in

this process.
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Resources and engagement. In the work engagement literature, job resources
typically relate to those aspects of the job that are functional in achieving goals, stimulate
personal growth, learning, and development, and reduce job demands and their associated
physiological and psychological costs (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017, p. 274). In addition,
personal resources refer to peoples beliefs about their ability to control and impact upon
their environment successfully (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017, p. 275). In an education
setting, study resources commonly relate to things such as quality lectures and course
materials, adequate study support, while personal resources include factors such as self-
efficacy, resilience and competence. Together, these resources not only enhance
engagement and other outcomes including performance, but also reduce the negative
effects of demands which lead to job strain and reduced performance (Schaufeli &
Bakker, 2004; Schaufeli & Taris, 2014). While there is significant support for the role of
resources in the engagement process, the earlier research on JD-R theory was accused of
being overly parsimonious, as it did not attribute adequate attention to the relationship
between demands and engagement (Crawford et al., 2010). The role of demands in the

engagement process is discussed below.

Demands and engagement. In Figure 3.7, the demands with a positive effect on
job strain (hindrance demands) are viewed as thwarting personal growth and goal
attainment, therefore having a potentially negative effect on engagement and
performance, through increased job strain. For example, interaction with an emotionally
challenging colleague may cause increased strain, and thus lower engagement (Tims et
al., 2013). However, the negative relationship between demands and engagement is not
specifically addressed in the eight propositions of JD-R theory, despite there being
evidence of this direct relationship being found in the literature (e.g. Bakker, Emmerik,
& Euwema, 2006; Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 2002; LePine et al., 2004; May, Gilson, &
Harter, 2004; Salanova et al., 2010; Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). For example, in the work
engagement literature, research has found that people are less likely to be cognitively and
affectively engaged if they encounter obstacles (e.g. not knowing what is expected from
them), as they believe no reasonable amount of effort will sufficiently satisfy the demand
(Harter et al., 2002).

In the education literature, LePine et al. (2004) found that hindrance demands (e.g. the
degree to which your learning progression seems stalled) had a negative impact on

motivation to learn (e.g. level of effort invested in learning). Similarly, Salanova et al.
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(2010) used JD-R theory to explain the negative relationship between demands such as
task overload (referred to as an obstacle in their study), study engagement and academic
performance. This negative relationship is explained by outlining that resources
consumed dealing with negative emotions, and the psychological threat of hindering
demands, leads to decreased motivation, engagement and learning performance (LePine
et al., 2004; May et al., 2004). These findings are particularly relevant in a professional
accounting education setting, as the literature recognises that the work demands
experienced by trainee accountants can negatively impact on their ability to engage in
their professional study tasks (e.g. Hanlon, 1994; Sweeney & Summers, 2002).

In summary, the sections above have explored the engagement frameworks which best
capture the process of study engagement. The next stage is to select the framework that

will be used in this research.

3.3.3 Framework Selection

As outlined above, the engagement process is complex as it captures the relationships
between the state of engagement, its antecedents and outcomes. It is therefore necessary
to determine which framework, from those presented above, is most appropriate for the
current study. This is done by comparing the strengths of JD-R theory to those of the
conceptual frameworks presented by Kahu (2013) and by Kahu and Nelson (2018).

1) Empirical support. JD-R theory was introduced in 2001 and since then has
undergone extensive testing which confirms its robustness as a theoretical framework.
This was established through the many empirical studies supporting its main
propositions (e.g. Bakker & Demerouti, 2017), including the work challenging these
propositions leading to further development of the theory (e.g. Crawford et al., 2010).
As Kahu and Nelson’s work is more recent, while it has been widely referenced in
the study engagement literature, it has not undergone the same level of empirical
testing. Furthermore, while Kahu (2013) specifically outlined that the aim of her
original work was to disentangle the strands in the student engagement literature and
to present a conceptual model that could guide future research, unlike early JD-R
research, she did not outline specific propositions that could be empirically tested.
Instead, she made specific calls for single institution studies, which may be a reason

why there is limited research supporting the use of Kahu and Nelson’s conceptual
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2)

3)

4)

frameworks. On this basis, JD-R theory offers a more suitable theoretical framework
for this study as it has received more empirical support.

Context application. Kahu and Nelson’s frameworks are more limited as they
specifically relate to an educational setting, particularly a higher education setting. In
contrast, JD-R theory has been empirically validated in a range of organisational
settings, including education (e.g. LePine et al., 2004; Salanova et al., 2010). This is
of importance to this study as it is set in a professional education setting, which locates
the student within both an educational and employment context. This suggests that
JD-R theory is more suitable for this study context.

Depiction of the process of study engagement. On comparison of Kahu and
Nelson’s conceptual frameworks and JD-R theory, all are based on the view, albeit
presented differently, that resources and demands influence the motivational process,
leading to engagement and higher performance. While Kahu and Nelson’s conceptual
frameworks acknowledge the behavioural, cognitive and affective aspects of this
process, JD-R theory gives significant attention to the motivational process leading
to affective engagement (e.g. Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). As a result, JD-R theory
provides a more robust understanding of the psychological process of engagement,
above that of the conceptual frameworks presented by Kahu and Nelson. That said,
Kahu and Nelson’s frameworks support the inclusion of the behavioural and cognitive
dimensions of study engagement, alongside the affective dimension, which allows a
more in depth understanding of the concept. As this study aims to explore whether
trainee accountants engage behaviourally, cognitively and affectively in their
professional education programmes, it is considered important to include these three

dimensions of engagement in the framework chosen.

Theoretical propositions. While Kahu and Nelson’s conceptual frameworks
recognise that engagement is influenced by a range of antecedent variables (e.g.
structural and psychosocial influences), they do not clarify whether these variables
will potentially have a positive or negative effect on the engagement process, and
subsequent performance. In contrast, this is clearly evident in JD-R theory through
the distinction between demands and resources, whereby demands (hindrance

demands) are considered to have a negative impact on the engagement process
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5)

6)

through job strain, while resources (job/study and personal) and demands (challenge
demands) are expected to have a positive impact on engagement, as outlined in Figure
3.7. As aresult, JD-R theory emerges as more useful when considering what variables
are expected to either promote or inhibit engagement in any research setting,
including a professional accounting education setting. As the list of antecedent
variables outlined by Kahu and Nelson can in fact be categorised as either demands
(e.g. lifeload), study resources (e.g. teaching practices) or personal resources (e.g.
academic self-efficacy), it must be questioned whether these frameworks present an
additional contribution to the study engagement literature, above that already made
by JD-R theory.

Conceptual clarity. In Kahu and Nelson’s (2018) framework, wellbeing is labelled
as a mediator variable and an outcome variable. However, in the work engagement
literature, engagement is considered a state of wellbeing (e.g. Breso et al., 2011).
Similarly, in Kahu and Nelson’s (2018) framework, self-efficacy is included as a
mediating variable, whereas in JD-R theory it is categorised as a personal resource.

These differences in the treatment of mediating variables are further discussed below.

Mediating role of study engagement. JD-R theory adopts a flexible approach to
determining which variables can act as mediators in both the motivational and health
impairment process. It does so by recognising the range of reverse causal, reciprocal
and mediating relationships between variables, whereby the labelling of variables,
while guided by empirical research, is the choice of the researcher. While the JD-R
literature has found support for many mediating variables, it has found significant
support for the mediating role of engagement between a range of antecedent and
outcome variables (e.g. Salanova & Schaufeli, 2008; Salanova et al., 2010). In
contrast, Kahu and Nelson (2018) specifically outlined only four mediating variables
(e.g. self-efficacy), as outlined in Figure 3.6. These four variables were considered to
be critical factors in explaining the relationship between student and institutional
characteristics and student engagement and success. For example, instructor feedback
(antecedent) leads to higher engagement and exam performance (outcome) as a result
of higher self-efficacy beliefs (mediator). However, by including only four mediating
variables, this not only limits the flexibility of the framework, but it also questions its

value, given that engagement itself has been found to be an important mediating
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variable in the JD-R literature. The key objective of this study is to explore the
mediating role of behavioural, cognitive and affective study engagement between
demands, resources and exam performance. As Kahu and Nelson’s conceptual
frameworks do not support the testing of this hypothesis, this makes a strong case for
the use of JD-R theory to explore the process of study engagement in this research

context.

Theory selection. In light of all of the points discussed in this section, and
summarised in Table 3.1 below, JD-R theory is chosen as the theoretical framework to
frame this research. However, it is important to acknowledge that while JD-R theory
helps explain relationships between variables, it is a descriptive theory which does not
provide psychological explanations (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014). Therefore, while this is a
noted limitation, it is something that can be remedied by drawing on other theories to
provide additional explanatory insights, a practice which is very common in research
applying JD-R theory. This approach is also adopted in this research and is evident in the
following sections which explain the relationship between engagement, its antecedents
and outcomes, with a specific focus on those deemed most important in a professional
accounting education setting. The discussion below commences by exploring the
relationship between study engagement and its outcomes, as this is the relationship
common to all mediating hypotheses in this study. This is followed by a discussion of
the relationship between the antecedent variables and study engagement. The main
literature contributing to each of these sections is summarised in tabulated form in

Appendix B.
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Table 3.1

Frameworks of Study Engagement

Conceptual frameworks of student engagement (Kahu, Job demands-resources (JD-R) theory

2013; Kahu & Nelson, 2018) (Demerouti et al., 2001)
1) Empirical support Limited studies supporting the relationships between Extensive empirical support for its main propositions in both
variables in these frameworks. work and educational settings.
2) Context application  Educational context Work and educational context
3) Depiction of the A range of antecedent variables contribute towards Resources and demands contribute towards an underlying
process of study behavioural, cognitive and affective study engagement  psychological process, leading to engagement (affective study
engagement and a range of outcomes. engagement) and/or burnout, and other outcomes.
4) Theoretical Presents an extensive range of antecedents variables Presents an extensive range of antecedent variables which are
propositions (structural and psychosocial) specific to an educational relevant to both work and educational contexts. These
context. It is not clear whether these variables are antecedent variables are categorised as resources and demands
intended to have a positive or negative influence on the and their intended role in either promoting or inhibiting
engagement process. engagement is clear.
5) Conceptual clarity ~ There is conceptual overlap between variables (e.g. Greater conceptual clarity amongst variables as there is no
wellbeing is a mediator and an outcome variable). evidence of overlap between variables in each category.
6) Mediating role of These frameworks do not support the role of The labelling of mediating variables and reciprocal
study engagement engagement as a mediating variable in the engagement  relationships are not pre-determined and instead are the choice
process. of the researcher. It supports the role of engagement as a

mediating variable in the engagement process.

74



3.4 The Outcomes of Study Engagement

Engagement is part of a process which leads to a host of outcomes, of which academic
performance is considered one of the most important, in an educational setting (e.g.
Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983; Kuh, 2001; Pascarella et al., 2010; Pascarella & Terenzini,
2005; Pike & Kuh, 2005). In advance of discussing why academic performance was
chosen as the outcome variable of interest in a professional education setting, it is also
important to acknowledge the range of outcome variables relevant in the study
engagement literature. As outlined in Figure 3.5 and 3.6 above, Kahu (2013) and Kahu
and Nelson (2018) summarise outcome variables as proximal (immediate) and distal
(long-term) consequences. Proximal consequences include two categories: academic
(e.g. learning and development) and social (e.g. satisfaction and wellbeing). Distal
consequences also include two categories: academic (e.g. retention, work success and
lifelong learning) and social (e.g. citizenship and personal growth). However, the
exploration of all of these is outside the scope of this study, with many of these outcomes
only being relevant to a higher education setting.

In professional accounting education, the objective of the initial professional
development (IPD) stage is to enable the trainee accountant to develop professional
competence through education and training. The educational component of IPD is the
focus of the current study and culminates in the final qualifying exam. Thus, performance
in this qualifying exam is chosen as the outcome variable of interest in this study.
Furthermore, as outlined in Chapter One, the purpose of this study is to explore the
mediating role of study engagement in the relationship between antecedent variables
(resources and demands) and exam performance. It is useful to firstly explore the
relationship between each dimension of study engagement and exam performance, as this
relationship is common to all mediating hypothesis presented in Section 3.5. This

relationship is discussed in the following section.

3.4.1 Study Engagement and Exam Performance

There is a large body of theoretical and empirical literature examining key aspects of the
student learning process, including the learning and study engagement activities

influencing exam performance. These strands of research are drawn on in the sections
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below to help understand the proposed positive relationship between behavioural,
cognitive and affective study engagement, and exam performance.

Behavioural study engagement and exam performance. There is strong
evidence in the education literature that time spent studying, including lecture attendance,
where students are actively engaged in learning, is an important factor in achieving
desired learning outcomes, including exam performance (e.g. Bloom, 1974; Carroll,
1963; Healy & McCutcheon, 2008; Kember et al., 1995; Kember et al., 1996; Riley &
Ward, 2017; Tyler, 1930). While JD-R theory does not specifically hypothesise the
positive relationship between behavioural study engagement, as defined in this study, and
exam performance, there are many strands of education research which provide useful
insights into this relationship. For example, as outlined in Section 3.2.2 there is a body of
work presented by Carroll (1963), and developed by other researchers, that provides a
solid foundation for understanding the relationship between time invested in active

learning and academic achievement.

Time and active learning. Carroll (1963) in his model of school learning outlined
the theoretical importance of time as a resource for student learning. He conceptualised
that student learning was a direct result of the ratio of time spent on learning, to the time
needed to learn. He further outlined that the time spent learning was dependent on the
time allocated for learning and a student’s perseverance and engagement in learning (e.g.
class attendance). In contrast, time needed to learn was based on other factors such as
student aptitude and teaching instruction. A key principle of this work was the importance
of allocating adequate time to learning tasks to ensure students had the time they needed
to achieve their desired learning outcomes. This principle became the foundation of many
other learning models. For example, Bloom (1956, 1974), in his work on the concept of
mastery learning outlined that all students could achieve mastery in learning if attention
was given to either increasing the amount of time spent (e.g. additional classes), or
reducing the time needed (e.g. quality instruction). In doing so, Bloom located time spent
studying as a mediating variable in the relationship between antecedent and outcome
variables in the learning process. Bloom therefore became a strong advocate of the view
that time is the central variable in school learning, and if the necessary time is provided,
then all students who are motivated to use the time they need, will achieve their desired
learning outcomes. There was empirical support found for these propositions. For

example, Wiley and Harnischfeger (1974) found that a 24% increase in time allocation
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led to gains of more than a third in mathematics and verbal skills amongst high school
students. Similarly, Walberg (1988) in his review of over 100 studies found that 88% of
these showed the positive influences of time on learning.

However, despite the strength of the concept of time, Carroll and Bloom both
acknowledged that “time as such is not what counts but what happens during that time”
(Carroll, 1989, p. 27). Wiley and Harnischfeger (1974) had also acknowledged this and
after testing the main propositions of Carroll’s original model, they set out to develop a
refined model that highlighted the importance of active learning. The key proposition of
the revised model was that academic achievement was the direct result of the ratio of the
total time a student actively spends on a task (total allocated exposure time X percent of
active learning time X percent of usable exposure time) to the time needed to learn.

Support and criticisms. Over the following years this body of work was the
subject of further expansion and adaption, as well as criticism. For example, the model
was developed further by exploring the antecedent variables influencing the amount of
time required to learn, as well as attributing more attention to active learning, and
highlighting the importance of learning activities that were tailored to the needs of the
student (e.g. Carroll, 1989). However, in another strand of research this work was
criticised for being too simplistic and for failing to recognise the complexities of the
learning process, such as the social and psychological aspects of learning (e.g. Shulman
& Carey, 1984). Despite these criticisms, the principles of this work are still considered
important today. For example, as outlined in Section 3.2.2, the OECD, in some of their
education policy documents, refer specifically to this body of research and the importance
of allocating adequate instruction time to achieve student learning (e.g. Gromada &
Shewbridge, 2016). These principles are also evident in accounting education policy. For
example, in the US, the professional accountancy education guidance outlines that
students need to attend at least 150 hours of lectures before they can sit the professional
accountancy exams (Needles, 2014; Needles & Powers, 1990). Therefore, this guidance
suggests that lecture attendance will improve chances of success in the qualifying exams.
Similarly, in other jurisdictions, such as Ireland, the PABs specifically state that “there is

a clear correlation between course attendance and exam success” (CAI, 20203, p. 1).

Theory of deliberate practice. Other education research has sought to explain the

relationship between time spent on active learning tasks and academic performance,
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through the principles of the theory of deliberate practice (e.g. Plant, Ericsson, Hill, &
Asberg, 2005). This theory proposes that increased performance in any setting is the
result of investing cumulative effort in deliberate activities (e.g. time allocation to study
tasks), where the goal is to improve particular aspects of performance (Ericsson, Krampe,
& Tesch-Romer, 1993; Plant et al., 2005). This is similar to what Walberg (1988) outlined
when he introduced the concept of productive time, which he referred to as the time spent
on suitable lessons adapted to the learner (Walberg, 1988, p. 80). He explained this using
the example of a student who already has had exposure to the material being taught,
outlining that they might benefit more from independent study, instead of classroom
attendance. Therefore, by taking deliberate action to engage in tasks that are best suited
to the individual learner, students achieve higher academic performance.

Link with cognitive study engagement. While the discussion above supports the
positive relationship between behavioural study engagement (in the form of time spent
studying and active learning) and exam performance, there is also widespread support for
the view that behavioural study engagement, is not enough in isolation, and that students
must also cognitively engage in their learning to achieve desired learning outcomes (e.g.
Kember et al., 1995; Kember et al., 1996; Kuh, 2001, 2009a; Pace, 1984; Plant et al.,
2005). The relationship between cognitive study engagement and exam performance is

discussed below.

Cognitive study engagement and exam performance. As outlined in Section
3.2.2, in this study, cognitive study engagement is defined as the use of higher order
(deep) learning strategies. These types of learning strategies are typically characterised
by intentional efforts to achieve mastery such as analysing information, synthesising
ideas, making judgements about ideas and applying theories (Laird et al., 2008; NSSE,
2018), and have consistently been found to lead to higher quality learning outcomes,
including higher exam performance (e.g. Booth et al., 1999; Carini et al., 2006; Davidson,
2002; Entwistle & Entwistle, 1991; Pascarella et al., 2010; Pintrich & De Groot, 1990).
While JD-R theory does not specifically hypothesise the positive relationship between
cognitive study engagement and exam performance, there are a number of other literature
streams which help explain this relationship. For example, Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy of
educational objectives outlines that where students achieve mastery in each of the
following - knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation -

they are more likely to achieve desired learning outcomes (Krathwohl, 2002). The main

78



body of research supporting this relationship emerges from both the approaches to

learning and the study engagement literature, some of which is discussed below.

Approaches to learning literature. The approaches to learning literature emerged
from the need to understand more about the quality of student learning, as opposed to the
quantity of student learning, and its impact on learning outcomes. In the early 1970s, a
number of groups of researchers set about conducting research in this area. One such
group, from Gothenburg university (e.g. Roger Salj6, Ference Marton), conducted
important work focusing on how students learn in real settings. This group were the first
to use the terms surface and deep approaches to learning, which succeeded in
distinguishing between the learning strategies that were most likely to lead to higher exam
performance (Marton & Booth, 1997). Around the same time, Biggs (1978) set about
understanding the motives and strategies of higher education students. He simplified
student learning into three processes which became known as the 3P model of student
learning, a model which is widely referenced in the education literature. In this model he
outlined that presage (personal factors such as previous experiences of learning and the
learning context, such as teaching quality) influence both the process (learning approach
- how a student sets about a study task) and the product (learning outcomes). This model
also outlined that the process (learning approach) could directly influence the product
(exam performance). Focusing on the direct relationship between the learning process
(e.g. cognitive study engagement - higher order [deep] learning) and the product (e.g.
exam performance), Biggs (1978) explained that this positive relationship is due to
behaviours such as processing material in a meaningful manner, synthesising ideas from
a range of sources and examining the logic of arguments. Consequently, students

adopting these approaches are more likely to achieve higher exam performance.

Study engagement literature. Given the support for the propositions of this
model, and the approaches to learning literature regarding the impact of deep learning
strategies on learning outcomes, the deep learning scale became integrated into the large-
scale surveys in the study engagement literature. As a result, the influence of deep
learning (commonly referred to as higher order learning in the study engagement
literature) on student learning, has been the subject of much empirical work. For example,
Pascarella et al. (2010) found that students who invested more time in higher order
learning (e.g. synthesising information from different sources, complex interpretations),

either inside or outside class, scored higher on a range of learning outcomes, including
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critical thinking and problem solving. Similarly, Carini et al. (2006), in a study testing
the relationship between time spent on a range of tasks, including higher order thinking,
led to significant increases in a range of outcomes, including critical thinking ability,
especially for weaker-ability students. Laird et al. (2008) also found that higher order
learning was the strongest predictor of self-reported gains.

Assessment methods. Another consideration when exploring the relationship
between cognitive study engagement and exam performance is the assessment method
used. Many researchers have found that where the assessment method encourages
engagement in higher order (deep) learning strategies and quality learning, this will result
in higher academic performance (e.g. Beattie, Collins, & Mclnnes, 1997; Davidson,
2002; Entwistle & Entwistle, 1991; Jackling, 2005; Plant et al., 2005). For example,
Davidson (2002), in a study of accounting undergraduate students in a Canadian
university, found that students were more likely to adopt deep approaches to learning
when preparing for complex examination questions. Similar results were found in other
accounting education research emphasising the merits of case study learning as a method
to promote deep learning and understanding (e.g. Ballantine et al., 2008; Boyce et al.,
2001; Hassall et al., 1998; Healy & McCutcheon, 2008; Kember et al., 1995). Boyce et
al. (2001) describes case-studies as scenarios involving contentious accounting issues,
which encapsulate the ambiguities of accounting practice, requiring students to draw on
professional judgement, technical, analytical and communication skills, to draft a
professional answer. Engagement in case study learning is particularly relevant in a
professional accounting education setting, as many of the qualifying professional exams
are case-based exams (CAl, 2016; Flood & Wilson, 2008). As a result, preparation for
these exams is considered to elicit the type of learning activities that foster understanding,
rather than memorisation, and is therefore representative of deep approaches to learning
(Flood & Wilson, 2008).

Critical perspective. While there is both theoretical and empirical support for the
positive relationship between cognitive study engagement and exam performance, it is
also important to acknowledge that some research has challenged this relationship. For
example, in the higher education literature, Gordon et al. (2008) found that higher order
thinking (deep learning) was a poor predictor of student grade point average (GPA).
Flood and Wilson (2008) in a study of trainee accountants also challenged this positive

relationship. Similar to the discussion above, they outlined that the case-based nature of
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the qualifying exams creates an expectation that students who pass are more likely to
have engaged in deep learning activities. However, in their study these expected results
were not supported, as they found no significant differences on the deep learning scale
between those who passed and failed. These studies therefore highlight the need for more
research in this area. Consequently, this current study can make an important contribution
to this body of research by further exploring the relationship between higher order (deep)

learning and exam performance in the study engagement process.

Link with affective study engagement. It is also important to note, that both the
empirical and theoretical literature outlined above, supports the view that higher order
(deep) learning is psychological in nature because it describes activities that reflect a
personal commitment to understanding material, driven by motivation and interest
(Biggs, 1978; Laird et al., 2008). Therefore, it is likely that this emotional commitment
to study tasks (affective study engagement) is also expected to positively influence exam

performance. This relationship is considered in the following section.

Affective study engagement and exam performance. The positive relationship
between affective engagement (vigor, dedication and absorption) and outcomes such as
performance has received extensive theoretical and empirical support in the work and
student psychology literature (e.g. Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Cotton, Dollard, & De
Jonge, 2002; Pekrun, Goetz, Titz, & Perry, 2002; Salanova et al., 2010; Schaufeli et al.,
2002). Bakker and Demerouti (2017) consider this one of the main propositions of JD-R
theory and explain this relationship through the view that motivation helps individuals to
be goal-oriented and focused on tasks, leading to higher performance. Furthermore, Siu,
Bakker, and Jiang (2014) explain that motivation implies the direction and intensity of
an individual’s energy and vigor, whereby positive motivational states tend to be

favourable towards engagement and performance (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Siu et al., 2014).

Theoretical and empirical support. According to Fredrickson’s (2001) broaden
and build theory these positive emotions will broaden individuals thoughts and actions,
leading to higher performance. For example, Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demerouti, and
Schaufeli (2009) explained that individuals who experience positive emotions around
their job, such as feelings of being interested and well supported, tend to be more
intrinsically motivated, affectively engaged (experience vigor, dedication and

absorption), and are more likely to achieve their goals. The literature also presents
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evidence that engagement has a contagious effect, whereby being surrounded by engaged
individuals who are proactive, positive, optimistic and hard-working, can result in a more
proactive team (Bakker, Demerouti, & Schaufeli, 2005; Demerouti, Bakker, & Schaufeli,
2005).

There is also empirical support for this relationship in the education literature (Pekrun et
al., 2002; Salanova et al., 2010; Schaufeli et al., 2002). For example, Schaufeli et al.
(2002) found that all three elements of affective study engagement are positively related
to academic performance, with vigor having the strongest influence. They contended that
this relationship existed because vigorous and dedicated students are energetic and
immersed in their studies, and therefore, are likely to achieve higher performance.
Salanova et al. (2010) used a similar explanation to explain why affective study
engagement mediated the relationship between performance obstacles, facilitators and
academic performance. Pekrun et al. (2002) also found that academic emotions (e.g.
enjoyment of learning, pride) are significantly positively associated with academic

achievement.

In the professional accounting education literature, there is also evidence of how affective
study engagement amongst trainee accountants can lead to enhanced performance. While
there is a culture of working long hours in many training firms, which can have negative
consequences (e.g. exhaustion), it seems that many trainees perceive the long working
hours as a necessary part of becoming a professional accountant, an outcome which is
highly desirable to them. Therefore, instead of this being associated with negative
connotations, there is some evidence of these workplace pressures being viewed
positively (Anderson-Gough et al., 1998/2018). For example, the positivity and
enthusiasm around qualifying could lead to some trainees being more affectively
engaged, and thus, achieving higher performance in the accountancy exams. This positive
relationship can also be explained through Fredrickson’s (2001) broaden and build
theory, whereby when trainee accountants experience positive emotions, this broadens
their thoughts and actions towards their study tasks. Therefore, through this increased

study engagement it leads to higher performance in their professional exams.

Measurement of exam performance. In light of the studies presented above, it
is important to acknowledge that exam performance can be measured, for research

purposes, in alternative ways which could lead to a lack of consistency and comparability
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between results. For example, while some studies outlined above, use objective measures
of exam performance (e.g. Carini et al., 2006; Flood & Wilson, 2008; Pascarella, et al.,
2008; Plant et al., 2005), others use self-reported measures of exam performance (e.g.
Astin, 1993), with many using engagement as a proxy for learning (e.g. Kuh, 2009b;
Laird et al., 2008). Given that studies using objective measures of performance are
considered more reliable than self-reported measures, there is a call to conduct more
studies of this nature, a gap which this research intends to address.

Summary. The theoretical and empirical evidence presented above supports the
positive relationship between behavioural, cognitive and affective study engagement and
exam performance. As study engagement is expected to occupy a mediating role in the
engagement process, the hypothesised relationships between study engagement and exam
performance are best considered in the context of the demands and resources impacting

on the engagement process. These relationships are explored in the sections below.

3.5 The Antecedents of Study Engagement

As outlined in Section 3.3.2, the antecedents of study engagement can be categorised as
study resources, personal resources and demands. The role of each category of antecedent
variable in the engagement process is discussed below, with a specific focus on their role

in a professional accounting education context.

3.5.1 Study Resources

As outlined in Section 3.3, the role of resources in the engagement process has gained
significant theoretical and empirical support. The study resources most common in
education literature fall into two main categories: 1) structural characteristics of
institutions (e.g. policy, culture, curriculum and discipline) and 2) psychosocial resources
(e.g. teaching practices and institutional support) (Kahu, 2013; Kahu & Nelson, 2018).
While some structural resources have been found to influence engagement, including
curriculum design (e.g. Hill, Lomas, & MacGregor, 2003) and discipline (e.g. Beattie et
al., 1997), psychosocial resources are considered to have a more profound impact (e.g.
Kahu, 2013, 2014; Kuh, 2001, 2003, 2009a; McCormick et al., 2013; Trowler, 2010).

Consequently, psychosocial resources have received more attention in the student
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engagement and general education literature. Psychosocial resources are commonly
categorised into three sub-categories: 1) effective teaching practices, 2) a supportive
educational environment and 3) enriching educational experiences (NSSE, 2018).
According to Chickering and Gamson (1987), while each of these resources can stand
alone and influence engagement independently, when combined, they exert a powerful
force on undergraduate education (McCormick et al., 2013).

Study resources provided by CAI. The study resources provided by CAI to
trainee accountants are two-fold: 1) mandated support as part of the training contract (in
the form of tuition and exam fees, study leave, relevant professional experience and
mentorship from a senior chartered accountant), and 2) support from the professional
body in the form of lectures, course material, and support services for both personal/work
and academic issues (CAI, 2020b). These study resources provided by the professional
body can be divided into the same three categories of study resources presented in the
higher education literature, namely: 1) effective teaching practices (e.g. quality lectures),
2) supportive educational environment (e.g. support from the professional body for both
personal and academic issues), and 3) enriching educational experiences (e.g. quality
course material to aid learning). As there is limited evidence of how these resources
contribute to the study engagement and learning of trainee accountants, this highlights an
important gap in the literature. In order to address this gap, it is necessary to explore the
mediating role of study engagement in the relationship between study resources and exam

performance in a professional accounting education setting.

Study resources and behavioural study engagement. The relationship between
study resources and behavioural study engagement (e.g. time spent in class and active
learning) is supported both theoretically and empirically in the literature. While the
literature applying JD-R theory, does not specifically address the relationship between
study resources, behavioural study engagement and exam performance, it provides a
useful perspective into the relationships between the variables. For example, research
applying this theory has found support for the positive relationship between study
resources, a student’s intention to attend class and exam performance (Salanova et al.,
2010; Smithikrai, Homklin, Pusapanich, Wongpinpech, & Kreausukon, 2018). As one of
the dimensions of behavioural study engagement in this study captures the time spent in
lectures, it is likely that if the “intention” to attend class exists, students are more likely

to actually attend class. A common theme in these studies outlined above, is that students
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are encouraged to attend class where they believe they will have access to quality
teaching.

The conservation of resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll, 1989) also helps explain this
positive relationship, outlining that where resources are abundant (for example, support
from good lecturers), students may want to increase their exposure to this resource,
thereby encouraging higher engagement in tasks, such as lecture attendance. The
propositions of effort-recovery theory (Meijman & Mulder, 1998) also shed light on this
relationship. This theory highlights that abundant resources foster individuals’
willingness to dedicate their efforts and abilities to a work task. Therefore, resources play
an extrinsic motivational role as they initiate a willingness to spend compensatory effort.
For example, according to the propositions of this theory, if students believe they have
been provided with abundant study resources (e.g. good quality lectures), to help in the
achievement of their study goals, they are likely to be extrinsically motivated to dedicate
increased effort, such as attending lectures (behavioural study engagement).

The education models from the school and higher education literature also support the
role of study resources in predicting behavioural study engagement, as well as the
mediating role of behavioural study engagement in the engagement process. For example,
Finn’s (1989) participation-identification model presented in Figure 3.4 (Section 3.2.2),
acknowledges the role of study resources (e.g. quality of instruction) in activities such as
participation in class activities (behavioural study engagement). Similarly, in the higher
education literature, Astin’s IEO model (Astin, 1970), as presented in Figure 3.1, (Section
3.2.1), supports the mediating role of environmental activities (e.g. behavioural study
engagement in the form of lecture attendance) in the engagement process. While these
models have evolved over time, and have become more refined, they serve as the
foundation of other student engagement models and theories which largely support the
role of study resources in promoting engagement and other educational outcomes (e.g.
Kahu, 2013; NSSE, 2018; Pascarella, 1985; Pike & Kuh, 2005; Tinto, 1975). However,
as cautioned by Kahu (2013), these models sometimes fail to clearly distinguish between
the antecedents of engagement, the state of engagement and the outcomes of engagement.
Therefore, it is important in this study to acknowledge the role of study resources as an

antecedent variable in the engagement process.
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There is a large body of empirical work in the education literature which helps explain
why study resources are likely to have a positive influence on behavioural study
engagement. For example, Friedman, Rodriguez, and McComb (2001) in their study
titled “Why Students Do and Do Not Attend Classes”, found a range of reasons for class
attendance (e.g. personal values, access to course content, teacher influence and peer
influence). Focusing on the influence of teachers on attendance, the results showed that
students were encouraged to attend if: 1) the teacher was interesting, 2) because they liked
participating in class and engaging in discussions with the teacher and peers, and 3) were
encouraged to attend if the teacher noticed and cared if they were there, with the last point
ranking as the most significant factor. When asked how lecturers contributed to their
absence from classes, students explained that they were less likely to attend if the teacher
did not notice or care that they were there, if the course content was available from
another source (e.g. peers, online), and if the lectures were badly organised, repetitive

and not stimulating.

It is also useful to draw on the work of Carroll (1963), presented in Section 3.4.1, when
understanding the role of study resources in the engagement process. Carroll specified
that the quality of instruction greatly determined the minimal time required in class for
each student to reach their desired learning outcomes. Therefore, if quality of instruction
was poor, students would be less likely to attend class, and would have to reach their
desired learning outcomes through other means. For example, Kelly (2012) in a study on
the factors influencing lecture attendance in an Irish university, found that lecture quality
was one of the most frequently cited reasons for non-attendance at lectures. Hill et al.
(2003) also explored the relationship between study resources and behavioural study
engagement. Using a grounded theory approach, through the use of focus groups, they
reported that students considered instructor factors (e.g. enthusiasm, expertise and
teaching style, social/emotional support systems) more critical for engagement and

lecture attendance than physical factors (e.g. classroom, curriculum and library facilities).

In a professional accounting education setting, active engagement in the professional
education programme is a critical part in the training contract of a trainee accountant.
This education programme, which is mainly delivered through lectures, runs for
approximately one year prior to the qualifying exam. Drawing on the theoretical and
empirical work presented above, it is expected that the study resources provided by the

professional body will lead to higher lecture attendance and active learning in a
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professional education setting. As it is also expected that behavioural study engagement
will have a positive influence on exam performance, as outlined in Section 3.4.1, it is

therefore hypothesised that:

Hypothesis 1a: Behavioural study engagement mediates the relationship between

study resources and exam performance.

Study resources and cognitive study engagement. There is also strong
theoretical and empirical support for the positive relationship between study resources
and cognitive study engagement. From a theoretical perspective, theories such as JD-R
theory, while not explicitly testing the relationship between study resources and cognitive
study engagement (higher order learning), has found that students who have access to
resources such as quality teachers, are more likely to engage in study activities such as
exploring and learning new information (e.g. Smithikrai et al., 2018). As these activities
are likely to be concerned with developing an understanding of the material being studied
and achieving mastery in that area, this supports the positive relationship between study

resources and cognitive study engagement.

Similar to the relationship explained in the section above between study resources and
behavioural study engagement, effort-recovery theory (Meijman & Mulder, 1998) helps
explain how abundant resources plays a motivational role in fostering workers
willingness to dedicate their efforts and abilities to work tasks (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014).
Applying this theory to this research context, study resources such as effective teaching,
provide students with the tools needed to engage in independent study and to master
difficult content (cognitive study engagement). COR theory also supports this positive
relationship by explaining that individuals will strive to protect current resources and
acquire new resources (Hobfoll, 1989). For example, in an educational setting, access to
study resources (e.g. good lecturers) will help foster cognitive study engagement, which

in turn will build further resources (e.g. mastery).

There is also a large body of empirical research in the education field which supports the
positive relationship between study resources and cognitive study engagement (e.g.
Biggs, 2011; Kuh et al., 2006; Laird et al., 2008; Steele & Fullagar, 2009; Trigwell &
Prosser, 1991; Trigwell, Prosser, & Waterhouse, 1999). For example, in the study
engagement literature, studies adopting the NSSE framework have found that when

faculty emphasise the importance of engaging in activities such as critical thinking and
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synthesising ideas (higher order learning), students are more likely to participate in these
activities (e.g. Kuh et al., 2006). Furthermore, Laird et al. (2008) outline that context is
critical to fostering deep learning, and because faculty are the designers and facilitators
of learning approaches within each discipline, they have a key role to play in shaping
approaches to learning, including higher order learning. Similarly, Ryan and Deci (2000)
highlight the important role of teachers in encouraging autonomy amongst students (e.g.
self-directed learning). This view is also widely supported in the accounting education
literature, and in particular in studies applying Biggs 3P model, which specifically
outlines the importance of resources such as quality teaching and the learning context
(e.g. Beattie et al., 1997; Davidson, 2002; Jackling, 2005). Furthermore, in their paper
titled “Issues for the Classroom from Luca Pacioli”, Sangster, Stoner, and McCarthy
(2007), highlighted the role of instructors in encouraging students to engage in deep
learning strategies, and strategies that connects student learning with real world
experiences, to ensure the relevance of the material being learned. They further
highlighted the importance of this approach through reference to the work of Hanson and
Philips (2006) which outlined that “building a course around a textbook does not, in itself,
engage students with the material they need to absorb and internalise” (Hanson & Philips,
2006, p.13). Together this work highlighted the important role of instructors in ensuring

that students engage in worthwhile learning activities.

The learning approaches literature is also a useful resource when exploring the
relationship between study resources and cognitive study engagement (e.g. higher
order/deep learning). In particular, the empirical work and theories on the conceptions of
teaching are helpful in understanding the role of effective teaching practices, support and
enriching experiences in the engagement process. As outlined in Figure 3.8, a teacher’s
conception of teaching can be categorised as either teacher-focused/content-oriented or
student-focused/learning-oriented. This in turn influences a student’s approaches to

studying (engagement) and levels of understanding (Entwistle, 2000; Ramsden, 1979).
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Figure 3.8: Influences of conceptions of teaching on approaches to studying and
outcomes of learning (Entwistle, 2000, p. 3)

Drawing on the model outlined in Figure 3.8, it is likely that quality study resources
would fall under the category of a student-focused/learning-orientated approach.
Lecturers adopting this approach seek to engage students in active learning, facilitate
understanding and encourage conceptual change, which facilitates a transformative
educational experience, where students engage in deep learning and achieve a thorough
understanding of the content. The main propositions of this model have been both
theoretically supported (e.g. Biggs, 2011) and empirically supported (e.g. Laird et al.,
2008; Trigwell, Prosser, & Taylor, 1994).

In the professional accounting education literature, there are limited studies to date
exploring the relationship between study resources and cognitive study engagement (e.g.
Hassall & Joyce, 2001). In light of the theoretical and empirical work supporting the
positive relationship between study resources and cognitive study engagement, it is
expected that the study resources provided by the professional accountancy body will
have a positive influence on cognitive study engagement. Furthermore, given the support
for the positive relationship between cognitive study engagement and exam performance,

as outlined in Section 3.4.1, it is therefore hypothesised that:
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Hypothesis 1b: Cognitive study engagement mediates the relationship between

study resources and exam performance.

Study resources and affective study engagement. There is also an extensive
body of theoretical and empirical research that supports the positive relationship between
study resources and affective study engagement (vigor, dedication and absorption), as
well as the mediating role of affective study engagement in the overall engagement
process. These relationships are considered a central proposition of JD-R theory and have
been empirically supported in education studies which have found that the availability of
resources (e.g. quality teaching) contribute to a motivational process leading to positive
outcomes (e.g. high performance), through increased study engagement (e.g. Salanova et
al., 2010; Smithikrai et al., 2018). The theories underlying JD-R theory also help explain
this positive relationship. For example, as previously outlined, effort-recovery theory
(Meijman & Mulder, 1998) highlights the role of abundant resources in fostering both
extrinsic and intrinsic motivation, whereby individuals are more motivated to invest
effort where they have been provided with adequate resources. COR theory also explains
how study resources (e.g. enthusiastic and well experienced lecturers) can promote
positive emotions and optimism in students about their studies, in turn this motivational
process promotes affective study engagement, and builds further resources (e.g.
competence). While it is not expected to test the reciprocal relationships between
resources and engagement in this study, this theory serves as a way to understand why

resources play a motivational role in the engagement process.

Fredrickson’s (2001) broaden and build theory also helps explain this positive
relationship. It outlines that positive emotions increase an individual’s thought-action
repertoire and encourage them to engage in a wider range of activities, with negative
emotions having the opposite effect. When applied to an educational setting, past research
has found that positive emotions, such as enjoyment, positively correlated with students
motivation to learn, as they found the material interesting (e.g. Pekrun et al., 2002). Other
empirical research has found similar results. For example, Salanova et al. (2010) found
that a range of study resources (e.g. feedback from lecturers) had a significant positive
effect on emotions and the motivational process leading to affective study engagement
(vigor and dedication), as well as finding support for the mediating role of affective study
engagement in the relationship between study resources and future academic

performance. Similarly, Smithikrai et al. (2018) found support for the role of study

90



engagement (vigor, dedication and absorption) as a mediator between study resources
(e.g. teaching quality) and academic success. They outlined that satisfaction with
teaching quality influences study engagement because it generates positive emotions such
as joy and interest. They further explained that joy enhances creativity, while interest
encourages students to explore and learn new information, therefore contributing towards

higher performance.

Support for the positive relationship between study resources and affective study
engagement is also evident in the engagement literature. For example, Mann (2001),
through her work on alienation (considered the opposite to engagement by some
researchers [e.g. Kahu, 2013]), highlighted the seminal role of the institution in ensuring
that students who may be suffering alienation are integrated into the learning community.
She outlined that resources (e.g. effective teaching practices) encourage meaningful
purpose, pursuit of knowledge and empower students to develop a sense of ownership of
their learning. In turn this creates positive emotions around the study experience

facilitating increased dedication and enthusiasm (affective study engagement).

In the professional accounting education literature, there are no studies to date exploring
the relationship between study resources and affective study engagement. In light of the
theoretical and empirical support for the positive relationship between these two
variables, and the expected positive relationship between affective study engagement and

exam performance, as outlined in Section 3.4.1, it is therefore hypothesised that:

Hypothesis 1c: Affective study engagement mediates the relationship between

study resources and exam performance.

Potential negative role of resources. The literature presented to date outlines the
positive relationship between study resources and the three dimensions of engagement.
However, it is also necessary to consider alternative perspectives regarding the role of
resources. For example, it is possible that the more support that students receive from
instructors, the more complacent they can become. The work of Biggs (2011) helps
explain this point, whereby it was found that too much support from teachers can
sometimes reduce a student’s propensity to engage in independent learning. Other
research found that in some cases resources are only significant when individuals are
experiencing high levels of stress (Bakker et al. 2007). Equally, in the work engagement

literature, Halbesleben, Neveu, Paustian-Underdahl, and Westman (2014) acknowledge
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that more than one resource can compete to achieve a common goal, something they refer
to as “equifinality”. For example, it is possible that learning communities, whereby peers
actively form groups where they can learn from each other, can act as substitutes for, or
reduce, the importance of the role of teachers. Furthermore, as outlined above, Friedman
et al. (2001) found that students often will not attend classes if they can obtain the course
content elsewhere, including online or from a peer. This is particularly relevant in the
current climate, as nearly 90% of educational institutions, globally, now engage in online
delivery (Malan, 2020). Therefore, while students may be expected to engage in
synchronous online lectures, if this content is available in an asynchronous form, this

might act as a competing study resource.

These studies, while questioning the much-supported positive role of study resources in
the engagement process, highlight what was first outlined at the start of this section, that
resources vary in nature and are experienced by people in different ways. Therefore,
while not discounting the important role of study resources in the engagement process,
these studies highlight the need to learn more about the role of study resources in
professional accounting education, something which this research seeks to do. In addition
to the above hypotheses, study resources can also play a moderating role in the

engagement process. The potential moderating role of study resources is discussed below.

Moderating role of study resources. One of the propositions in JD-R theory, as
outlined in Section 3.3.2, is that job resources can buffer the impact of job demands on
engagement and burnout (Demerouti & Bakker, 2011). The buffering role of job
resources was based on the view that control or support over the execution of tasks
reduces the negative effect of high demands (e.g. workload) on job strain (burnout).
Furthermore, where individuals expend effort, the rewards received for that effort reduces
any negative effects (Demerouti & Bakker, 2011; Van der Doef & Maes, 1999). While
there was some support for these propositions (e.g. Van der Doef & Maes, 1999), JD-R
theory further highlighted that different types of demands and resources could interact to
predict both burnout and engagement (Bakker, Hakanen, Demerouti, & Xanthopoulou,
2007; Demerouti & Bakker, 2011). Although a lot has been written about the potential of
this buffering hypothesis in the JD-R literature, Schaufeli (2017) recently outlined that
the evidence for such interactions is weak, and even when significant interactions are
reported, the practical relevance of such interactions tends to be low. Therefore, this work

suggests that additional research on the potential of the buffering hypothesis is required.
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While the earlier propositions of JD-R theory tend to focus on the buffering effect of job
resources on demands in the health impairment process (e.g. Bakker et al., 2007), later
propositions outlined that job resources influenced the motivational process leading to
work engagement, particularly when job demands were high (e.g. Bakker et al., 2007;
Sonnentag, 2017). For example, Bakker et al. (2007) found that job resources (e.g.
supervisor support) particularly influenced work engagement when teachers were
confronted with high levels of pupil misconduct (demands). This is in line with the
propositions of COR theory which outlines that individuals gain their motivational
potential in situations where they are confronted with high demands.

In addition to the moderating role of study resources in the relationship between demands
(work exhaustion) and study engagement, they also have a potential moderating role in
the relationship between personal resources and study engagement. This potential
moderating role, along with the role of personal resources in the overall study

engagement process, is discussed in the following section.

3.5.2 Personal Resources

JD-R theory outlines that personal resources are important determinants of how an
individual adapts to his/her work/study environment, and therefore, play an important
role in the motivational process leading to engagement (e.g. Kahu, Stephens, Leach, &
Zepke, 2015; Schaufeli & Salanova, 2007; Schaufeli & Taris, 2014; Xanthopoulou et al.,
2007). As outlined in the main propositions of JD-R theory, personal resources function
in a similar manner to job resources as they contribute towards personal development and
growth, and thus engagement, while also helping protect individuals from demanding
situations and related costs (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Schaufeli & Taris, 2014). For
example, empirical support has been found for the direct relationship between personal
resources and engagement, the mediating role of personal resources in the relationship
between job resources and engagement (e.g. Xanthopoulou et al., 2007), and the
moderating role of personal resources in the relationship between job resources and
engagement (e.g. Van den Broeck, Van Ruysseveldt, Smulders, & De Witte, 2011). As
the exploration of all the potential roles of personal resources in the engagement process
is beyond the scope of this study, it is useful to start by exploring their relationship with

engagement and performance.

93



There is an extensive, and similar, list of personal resources presented in the work and
education literature. For example, in the work engagement literature three personal
resources have received ongoing attention including, self-efficacy, self-esteem and
optimism (e.g. Hobfoll, 1989; Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). For example, Xanthopoulou et
al. (2007), using JD-R theory to explore the role of personal resources in the work
engagement process, found self-efficacy to be a critical factor in predicting engagement.
Similarly, in the education literature, Kahu (2013) refers to personal resources including,
self-efficacy, motivation, skills and identity in her conceptual model, with later research
finding empirical support for their role in the study engagement process (e.g. Kahu et al.,
2015). As an exploration of all of these variables is beyond the scope of this study,
academic self-efficacy was chosen as the personal resource of interest in this study. The
reason for its selection is the importance that is attributed to this variable in the learning
process (e.g. Bandura, 1989, 1997; Honicke & Broadbent, 2016; Kahu, 2013; Kahu &
Nelson, 2018; Pajares, 2002; Schunk, 1991). The literature supporting the selection of

this variable is outlined below.

Self-efficacy is defined as “the belief in one's capabilities to organise and execute courses
of action required to produce given attainments” (Bandura, 1997, p. 3). In academic
settings, academic self-efficacy is referred to as a student’s confidence in his/her abilities
to successfully perform academic tasks at a designated level (Schunk, 1991; Schunk &
Mullen, 2012). In the literature, there is a debate about whether self-efficacy is a general
concept or whether it is a more domain specific construct (Bandura, 1977). From a social
cognitive perspective, general self-efficacy beliefs differ conceptually and empirically
from a person’s domain specific beliefs. For example, in an education setting general
self-efficacy beliefs refer to a person’s general confidence about their academic
capabilities, while domain specific self-efficacy would relate to a particular activity
domain, such as subject-specific performance. As this study is set in a professional
accounting education context, self-efficacy beliefs in this domain will be explored.
However, the need for in-depth analysis of subject specific self-efficacy is beyond the

scope of this study.

In the education literature, Bandura has conducted extensive work on the role of self-
efficacy in the education process contending that an individual’s behaviour, motivation
and subsequent achievement cannot be fully understood without considering self-efficacy

beliefs (Bandura, 1977, 1997). This has triggered a large body of research exploring the
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role of self-efficacy in learning contexts. Much of this research has consistently found
self-efficacy to be a strong predictor of student learning and academic performance (e.g.
Byrne, Flood, & Griffin, 2014; Chemers, Hu, & Garcia, 2001; Lent, Brown, & Larkin,
1986; Pintrich & De Groot, 1990; Richardson, Abraham, & Bond, 2012; Schneider &
Preckel, 2017; Zimmerman, 2000). For example, a meta-analysis examining 50
antecedents of academic performance found that self-efficacy was the strongest predictor
(Richardson et al., 2012). Similar results were found in a more recent meta-analysis,
where 105 predictors of academic performance were examined, with self-efficacy ranked
as the second strongest predictor (after peer assessment) on academic achievement
(Schneider & Preckel, 2017). In a study of Irish undergraduate accounting students,
Byrne et al. (2014) found that high self-efficacy beliefs in relation to understanding
course content, preparing appropriately for class and meeting deadlines were all
associated with higher academic performance. While many of these studies did not
specifically address the relationship between self-efficacy and study engagement, it must
be acknowledged that self-efficacy is a psychological state and not a behavioural or
cognitive state. Therefore, it can only influence exam performance through a mediating

variable such as study engagement (Bandura, 1997; Pintrich & De Groot, 1990).

Consequently, there is a body of research which explores the relationship between self-
efficacy and the three dimensions of study engagement. For example, some research
explored the relationship between self-efficacy and all three dimensions of study
engagement (e.g. Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003), while others studied the relationship
between self-efficacy and one dimension of study engagement, including cognitive study
engagement (e.g. Greene & Miller, 1996; Pintrich & De Groot, 1990; Walker, Greene, &
Mansell, 2006), and affective study engagement (e.g. Bresd et al., 2011; Llorens,
Schaufeli, Bakker, & Salanova, 2007; Ouweneel, LeBlanc, & Schaufeli, 2011; Salanova
et al., 2010). Overall, this body of research provides evidence that self-efficacy beliefs
can influence the various dimensions of study engagement in different ways, as well as
outlining that individuals, with high self-efficacy beliefs, do not have to be engaged in all
three ways in order to achieve desired performance (e.g. Pintrich & De Groot, 1990;
Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). Therefore, similar to the sections above, which explore the
influence of demands and study resources on each separate dimension of study

engagement, these studies make a case for exploring the mediating role of each dimension
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of study engagement separately, in the relationship between academic self-efficacy and

exam performance.

In this current study, as passing the qualifying accounting exams is an important stage in
the quest to becoming an accountant (e.g. Grey, 1998; Paisey & Paisey, 2014), and self-
efficacy has been identified as an important personal resource fostering study engagement
and performance, its exploration in this education context is important. Furthermore, as
there is limited evidence of how academic self-efficacy contributes to the study
engagement and learning of trainee accountants, this highlights an important gap in the
literature. In order to address this gap, the mediating role of study engagement in the
relationship between academic self-efficacy and exam performance, in a professional
accounting education setting, is discussed below. This is done by firstly focusing on the
direct relationships between academic self-efficacy and each dimension of study
engagement, followed by a discussion of the mediated paths.

Personal resources (academic self-efficacy) and behavioural study
engagement. The positive relationship between academic self-efficacy and behavioural
study engagement (e.g. time spent in class and active learning) has received both
theoretical and empirical support in the literature. While this relationship is not
specifically addressed in the propositions of JD-R theory, it can be explained through the

theories underlying JD-R theory, as outlined below.

Bandura’s social cognitive theory (SCT) (1977) deals extensively with the concept of
self-efficacy and provides the theoretical justification for its role in promoting
behavioural study engagement. Bandura (1977) claims that individuals have a self-system
which enables them to exercise a measure of control over their thoughts, feelings and
actions, and as self-efficacy is part of this self-system, it is an influential arbiter of human
behaviour (Bandura, 1977; Pajares, 2002). A key feature of SCT is the interplay and
reciprocal relationships between personal factors (for example self-efficacy), behaviour
(actions initiated) and environmental factors (physical and social support structures)
(Pajares, 2002). Furthermore, this theory supports the view that individuals have the
ability to create future outcomes in their thoughts. For example, in the case of this study,
if trainee accountants have high self-efficacy beliefs, this may trigger a motivational
process which encourages them to behave in a certain way (e.g. attend lectures), to ensure

they achieve their goal of qualification.
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Hobfoll’s (1989) conservation of resources (COR) theory is also useful when explaining
the role of self-efficacy in promoting behavioural study engagement. COR theory
outlines that individuals strive to both protect resources and build resources (Hobfoll,
1989). When applied to an educational context, attending classes and active learning
(behavioural study engagement) could be viewed as an opportunity to build competence
(building personal resource) and to avoid negative outcomes, such as exam failure
(protecting personal resource). Therefore, in line with COR theory, trainee accountants
are encouraged to behaviourally engage in their studies (e.g. attend lectures) as it is an
opportunity to both build and protect resources, a view which is also supported in the
empirical literature (e.g. Burnett, Friedman, & Yang, 2009; Gaylon, Blondin, Yaw, Nalls,
& Williams, 2012). Fredrickson’s (2001) broaden and build theory further supports this
positive relationship. This theory outlines that positive emotions will likely broaden an
individual’s thoughts and actions. As high self-efficacy beliefs are associated with
positive emotions (e.g. feeling confident towards study tasks) it is likely that they will
encourage students to attend lectures and engage in active learning (behavioural study

engagement), to help achieve desired learning outcomes.

It has also been reported that students with high self-efficacy beliefs are more likely to
invest more time and effort in their studies (e.g. Kahu et al., 2015; Linnenbrink &
Pintrich, 2003; Pajares, 2002). This is based on the view that self-efficacy is often
measured as the extent to which students feel they can make an effective contribution in
class, they feel stimulated to achieve their study goals, they feel they can learn something
interesting and feel like a good student (e.g. Pajares, 2002). For example, Kahu et al.
(2015) found that when students felt confident about their studies (high self-efficacy)
they were more likely to invest time in the study task. Linnenbrink and Pintrich (2003)
explain the relationship between academic self-efficacy and behavioural engagement in
a number of ways. For example, they outline that those with high self-efficacy beliefs are
more likely to seek help if needed, therefore they are likely to invest more time and be
more actively engaged in their learning. Supporting these results, Byrne et al. (2014)
found that undergraduate accounting students reporting low self-efficacy beliefs were
reluctant to seek help and actively engage in their studies (e.g. respond to questions in
lectures). Given the support that exists for the positive relationship between academic

self-efficacy and behavioural study engagement, as well as the positive relationship
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between behavioural study engagement and exam performance, outlined in Section 3.4.1,
it was therefore hypothesised that:

Hypothesis 2a: Behavioural study engagement mediates the relationship between

academic self-efficacy and exam performance.

Personal resources (academic self-efficacy) and cognitive study engagement.
The positive relationship between academic self-efficacy and cognitive study
engagement (e.g. higher order/deep learning) is also supported both theoretically and
empirically in the literature. The theoretical work underpinning this positive relationship
is similar to that presented in the section above. For example, SCT highlights that
individuals experiencing high self-efficacy beliefs tend to invest greater effort, set more
challenging goals, persist in the face of adversity and are motivated to achieve mastery
in their study tasks (e.g. Bandura 1977, 1989, 1997). This relationship is often explained
by reference to the goal-orientations literature, outlining that self-efficacy impacts goal
choice, goal persistence, goal revision and goal-striving behaviour (Bandura, 1997:
Bandura & Locke, 2003; Dweck, 1986: Greene & Miller, 1996; Liem, Lau, & Nie, 2008;
Middleton & Midgley, 1997; Pajaras, 2002; Schunk & Mullen, 2012). Goal strategies are
commonly divided into two categories, learning goals and performance goals (Dweck,
1986: Middleton & Midgley, 1997). Learning goals are described as those where students
seek to develop new skills, knowledge and to achieve mastery, while performance goals
are concerned with demonstrating ability, outperforming others and achieving success
with little effort, with the overall objective of avoiding negative judgement (Dweck,
1986, p. 1040; Middleton & Midgley, 1997, p. 2). Although it is acknowledged that there
are a number of factors influencing goal orientations, most motivational theorists
conclude that lower self-efficacy beliefs lead to students setting performance goals and
higher self-efficacy beliefs are more likely to lead to setting learning goals (Dweck 1986;
Kaplan & Midgley, 1997; Locke & Latham, 1990; Middleton & Midgley, 1997). This
view has gained significant support in the education literature with a number of studies
building on this work and finding empirical support for the positive relationship between
self-efficacy beliefs, learning goals and cognitive study engagement (e.g. Greene &
Miller, 1996; Walker et al., 2006).

Other theories supporting the positive relationship between academic self-efficacy and

cognitive study engagement include COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989) and broaden and build
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theory (Fredrickson, 2001). For example, under the propositions of COR theory,
individuals will strive to build and protect their resources. Therefore, high self-efficacy
beliefs will likely encourage students to invest more effort in their study tasks (e.g. engage
in deep learning), which in turn builds further self-efficacy beliefs, and reduces the
likelihood of negative outcomes (e.g. exam failure). This is particularly relevant in this
study context, as trainee accountants tend to be motivated to cognitively engage in their
professional studies to ensure their success in the qualifying exams, as their future careers
are contingent on their exam success (Anderson-Gough et al., 1998/2018; Flood &
Wilson, 2008). Fredrickson’s (2001) broaden and build theory further supports this
positive relationship by outlining that positive emotions, such as those experienced with
high self-efficacy, leads to broader thinking (e.g. cognitive study engagement), which in

turn will likely lead to higher exam performance.

The impact of self-efficacy on cognitive study tasks is further explained in the conceptual
work of Linnenbrink and Pintrich (2003). They explained that students with higher self-
efficacy beliefs are more likely to try to understand their study material, and think deeply
about it, by reflecting on what they have learned. They also outlined that due to these
positive emotions they are more likely to go back over what they do not understand in
order to achieve mastery. They further explained that highly efficacious students engage
in this way as they believe they are capable of achieving the dept of understanding needed
to achieve their desired learning outcomes, and believe that this can be achieved through
increased effort. This is similar to the view of Pajares (2002) who outlined that those with
high self-efficacy beliefs are more likely to heighten their effort when they face failure.
Pintrich and De Groot (1990) found empirical support for this relationship finding that
academic self-efficacy beliefs promoted cognitive strategy use, such as elaboration
strategies, where the intention was to gain understanding. These findings resulted in a
number of later studies exploring the same relationship with many of these studies finding
that self-efficacy beliefs accounted for a 5-10% change in cognitive strategy use over
time (e.g. Pintrich, 1999). Qualitative research also found support for this relationship
explaining that the positive emotions associated with high self-efficacy beliefs
encouraged them to “extend their learning beyond the prescribed content” (Kahu et al.,

2015, p. 488).
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The accounting education literature provides further support for this positive relationship.
For example, Ravenscroft, Waymire, and West (2012) in a study of professional
accounting students found that those with a growth mindset (e.g. confident, process
focused) were more committed to achieving mastery in their studies. Consequently, they
achieved higher performance in their exams than their peers with a fixed mindset (e.g.
low in confidence, outcomes focused). Similarly, Byrne et al. (2014) found that
undergraduate accounting students with high self-efficacy beliefs were those most likely
to achieve a deep understanding of the material and take a positive approach towards their
studies, with the opposite being true for those with lower self-efficacy beliefs. Therefore,
in summary, given the theoretical and empirical support for the positive relationship
between academic self-efficacy and cognitive study engagement, and the positive
relationship between cognitive study engagement and exam performance, as outlined in

Section 3.4.1 above, it can therefore be hypothesised that:

Hypothesis 2b: Cognitive study engagement mediates the relationship between

academic self-efficacy and exam performance.

Personal resources (academic self-efficacy) and affective study engagement.
It is evident in the literature that high self-efficacy beliefs not only lead to changes in
human behaviours and cognitive processes, such as choosing more challenging goals, but
they also have a powerful influence on psychological processes (Bandura, 1977,
Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003). Consequently, the relationship between self-efficacy and
affective engagement (e.g. energy, pride, enthusiasm) has received significant attention
in both the work and study engagement literature. Many of these studies provide both
theoretical and empirical support for the positive relationship between these variables
(e.g. Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003; Locke & Latham, 1990; Xanthopoulou et al., 2007).

Research applying JD-R theory attributes this positive relationship to individuals feeling
in control of their work environment, and feeling confident and proud of their work,
which contributes to a motivational process resulting in higher interest and enthusiasm
towards their tasks (e.g. Llorens et al., 2007; Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). Similarly,
research supporting the propositions of SCT, outlined that high self-efficacy beliefs
tended to lead to individuals being more dedicated to their tasks, and thus more likely to
persevere when faced with obstacles or challenges (e.g. Breso et al., 2011; Llorens et al.,

2007). Research referencing COR theory and Fredrickson’s broaden and build theory also
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help explain this positive relationship (e.g. Kahu et al., 2015; Llorens et al., 2007;
Ouweneel et al., 2011; Xanthopoulou et al., 2007, 2009). For example, Llorens et al.
(2007), using the propositions of COR theory, explain that students strive to protect and
accumulate resources, therefore when they have more resources (e.g. high self-efficacy
beliefs) it leads to positive outcomes such as increased engagement. Ouweneel et al.
(2011) use the propositions of both COR theory and Fredrickson’s broaden and build
theory to explain that self-efficacy leads to greater willingness to spend additional energy
and effort on study tasks, as well as providing empirical support for the positive and
reciprocal relationships between positive emotions, academic self-efficacy and study
engagement. They further explained that the positive emotions associated with personal
resources such as self-efficacy, encourage students to engage in exploratory behaviours
which can trigger interest in tasks. Similarly, Kahu et al. (2015) explained that negative
emotions, such as students doubting their ability to successfully complete the task
assignment (low self-efficacy), triggered worry and hence lower enjoyment and
enthusiasm towards study tasks (affective study engagement).

Other studies in the education field have also explored the relationship between these two
variables, with the general consensus being that those with higher academic self-efficacy
are considered to be more interested and enthusiastic in their academic work (e.g. Breso
et al., 2011; Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003; Pajares, 2002; Salanova et al., 2010).
Linnenbrink and Pintrich (2003) explain this positive relationship by outlining that where
students are more confident in their ability to perform well in a task, this can evoke a
motivational process where they experience personal interest in the task, they place value
on what they are learning, and they experience positive emotions and pride around the
goal that they are working towards. Other research has found that students with high self-
efficacy beliefs are less likely to experience stress and instead approach their studies with
a sense of serenity (Pajares, 2002). Salanova et al. (2010) also highlighted that as high
self-efficacy beliefs are representative of a positive psychological state, it is likely that
students experiencing this state will approach their studies with a sense of joy, interest
and contentment, which in turn will lead to increased affective study engagement
(Salanova et al., 2010). In this study, Salanova et al. (2010) also found support for the
mediating role of affective study engagement between self-efficacy beliefs and exam
performance. This finding was also supported in other studies, including that of Breso et

al. (2011) who explained that when students believe in their ability to successfully
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complete a task they can draw upon the necessary cognitive and motivational resources
to successfully execute study-related tasks to ensure their academic success. Given the
theoretical and empirical support for the positive relationship between academic self-
efficacy and affective study engagement above, and affective study engagement and
exam performance, as outlined in Section 3.4.1, it is therefore hypothesised that:

Hypothesis 2c: Affective study engagement mediates the relationship between

academic self-efficacy and exam performance.

In addition to the direct relationship between academic self-efficacy and study
engagement, this relationship can be moderated by other resources. Therefore, the
potential moderating role of study resources in the relationship between academic self-
efficacy and study engagement is discussed below.

Moderating role of study resources. While there is less evidence in the JD-R
literature of the moderating effects of job/study resources on the relationship between
personal resources and engagement, there is some empirical evidence that resources
strengthen other resources. This is based on the propositions of COR theory which
outlines that the accumulation of resources and the abundance of resources fosters
engagement (e.g. Schaufeli, 2017; Sonnentag, 2017; Xanthopoulou et al., 2009). Using
this theory, Sonnentag (2017) found that when individuals experience low personal
resources (e.g. low confidence), the benefit that can be derived from resources can be
limited. However, importantly, she outlined that at moderate levels (e.g. moderate
confidence) positive resources, including encouragement from a supervisor (job/study
resource), can promote engagement. This is in line with the propositions of COR theory
which outlines that, resource gains are most salient in conditions where there is evidence

of resource loss, where individuals will strive to both build and protect that resource.

These findings were also supported in research in the education field (Carini et al., 2006;
Martin & Rimm-Kaufman, 2015; Umbach & Wawrzynski, 2005). For example, in a study
of schools in the US, Martin and Rimm-Kaufman (2015) explored the moderating role of
student-faculty interactions between self-efficacy and affective engagement. The results
revealed that where student self-efficacy beliefs were low, support from faculty was an
important buffer to maintain high engagement levels. They explained these findings with
reference to the person-environment fit theory. This theory proposes that students are

more susceptible to academic decline if there is a lack of alignment between their needs
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and the demands of their learning environment, and that teacher support plays an
important role in preventing that decline, especially for “at-risk” students. They also
found that emotional support from teachers, rather than instructional support, buffered
the relationship between self-efficacy and engagement. In the higher education literature,
while not testing moderating effects, Carini et al. (2006) found that lower-ability students
tended to benefit most from perceptions of a supportive environment and quality
relationships within this environment. They explained these results by reference to the
psychological needs of individuals and the need for a nurturing environment to increase

confidence and commitment, which, in turn, enhances the learning experience.

The potential influence of study resources on academic self-efficacy, is further supported
through social cognitive theory (SCT) (Bandura, 1977). According to SCT, self-efficacy
beliefs can be informed by a number of sources, including verbal persuasion from others.
In this context, the three categories of study resources (effective teaching practices,
support from the professional body for academic and work difficulties, enriching
educational experiences), can fall under the definition of verbal persuasion, which
describes a situation when “people are led, through suggestion, into believing they can
cope successfully with what has overwhelmed them in the past” (Bandura, 1977, p. 198).
Applying these views to this study context, the professional body can potentially

intervene and help strengthen the self-efficacy beliefs of trainee accountants.

The potential moderating role of study resources in the relationship between personal
resources and study engagement can be further explained through the literature
supporting “the boosting hypothesis” (e.g. Bakker et al., 2007; Tadi¢, Bakker, &
Oerlemans, 2015). For example, Tadi¢ et al. (2015) found that resources (e.g.
performance feedback and social support) boosted the positive relationship between
challenge demands (e.g. complex tasks that must be completed under time pressure) and
work engagement. When applied to this research context it is possible that trainee
accountants with high self-efficacy beliefs may set more challenging study tasks
(challenge demands) to ensure their success in the professional exams. Therefore,
additional support from the professional body (verbal persuasion) can have the effect of
boosting their self-efficacy and encouraging them to attend more lectures, invest more
time in cognitive study tasks, and be more dedicated towards their studies. Therefore,

similar to what Tadi¢ et al. (2015) outlined, even when individuals are presented with

103



challenging tasks, high levels of resources can boost their positive emotions and
engagement as they feel supported, competent and that their work is valuable.

Drawing on these theoretical arguments and the supporting empirical research outlined
above, the study resources provided by the professional body (e.g. support for academic
difficulties) can strengthen the positive relationship between academic self-efficacy and

the three dimensions of study engagement. It is therefore hypothesised that:

Hypotheses 2d-f: Study resources moderate the positive relationship between
personal resources (academic self-efficacy) and behavioural study engagement
(d), cognitive study engagement (e), and affective study engagement (f), such that
the relationship will be strengthened, when study resources are greater.

3.5.3 Demands

In the education literature, demands affecting study engagement typically relate to
lifeload demands (Kahu, 2013; Kahu & Nelson, 2018). Lifeload is described by Kahu
(2013) as “the sum of all the pressures in a student’s life including, employment, needs
of dependents, finances and health” (Kahu, 2013, p. 767). Lifeload is expected to have a
negative effect on study engagement. For example, if students are employed while in
higher education, their perceptions of their combined workload can potentially impact on
their ability to engage in their studies (Kahu, 2013; Plant et al., 2005). Heavy workloads
of this nature are akin to hindrance demands in JD-R theory and have been found to be
negatively related to students’ attendance at classes (behavioural study engagement) (e.g.
Curtis & Shani, 2002; Plant et al., 2005). They also commonly result in the adoption of
surface learning approaches rather than higher order (deep) learning (cognitive study
engagement) (e.g. Kember, 2004), and are associated with lower energy and dedication
towards studying (affective study engagement) (e.g. Le Pine et al., 2004; Salanova et al.,
2010). These findings are an important consideration for trainee accountants as they are
required to balance the demands of both employment and studying, in parallel, as

discussed in the following sections.

Work burnout (exhaustion). As depicted in JD-R theory in Figure 3.7, job
hindrance demands typically contribute to a health impairment process of which work

burnout (exhaustion, cynicism, low professional efficacy), and lower performance, are
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common outcomes. In this study only one dimension of burnout is explored, namely work
exhaustion, and secondly, it is placed as a demand rather than an outcome of demands.
In explaining the rationale for these choices it is firstly necessary to understand why

exhaustion was chosen as the sole dimension of work burnout.

Exhaustion as the sole dimension of work burnout. While burnout typically has
three components, exhaustion, cynicism and low professional efficacy, exhaustion is
considered the core dimension of burnout, as it outlines the stress dimension of work, is
the most easily identified, and is usually experienced before cynicism and low
professional efficacy (e.g. Bakker & Costa, 2014; Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001;
Mostert, Pienaar, Gauche, & Jackson, 2007; Schaufeli & Taris, 2014; Sweeney &
Summers, 2002). Exhaustion is described as feelings of being emotionally drained by
one’s work (Bakker & Costa, 2014, p. 113). It is not an isolated event and instead is
considered to be a prolonged response to a range of emotional and physical stressors
(Leiter, 2017; Maslach et al., 2001; Schaufeli & Taris, 2014; Sonnentag, 2017). Some
researchers claim that its effects can still be experienced years later (Salmela-Aro &
Upadyaya, 2014; Schaufeli et al., 2002), and therefore, it cannot be alleviated easily by
switching tasks (Sonnentag, 2017). There is also a body of literature which has found that
exhaustion is the most likely dimension of burnout to spillover into non-work domains
(e.g. Bakker et al., 2005; Bakker et al., 2006; Demerouti et al., 2005; Hakanen &
Schaufeli, 2012). Furthermore, as outlined in Chapter Two, past research has found that
exhaustion is prevalent amongst trainee accountants (Sweeney & Summers, 2002),
therefore, its potential effects on the study engagement process is an important

consideration in this research context.

Work exhaustion as a demand. The rationale for positioning exhaustion as an
antecedent (hindrance demand) of engagement in this study was influenced by the work
engagement and study engagement literature. Firstly, the literature exploring spillover
effects recognises that strain (e.g. exhaustion), which is an outcome of demands in one
domain, can spillover, and become a demand in another domain (e.g. Demerouti et al.,
2005). Therefore, in the case of this study it is possible that exhaustion from the work
domain becomes a demand in the study domain. In the education literature, this view is
supported by the work of Kahu (2013) which outlines that work pressures
(lifeload/demands) can negatively influence study engagement. This can be further

explained by reference to the definition of a hindrance demand presented in the work
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engagement literature. Hindrance demands are viewed by workers as unnecessarily
thwarting personal growth and goal attainment (Bakker, Demerouti & Sanz-Vergel,
2014). When applied to this study, given that “workers” are trainee accountants, who
place significant value on the goal of exam qualification (Anderson-Gough et al.,
1998/2018), any factors which can potentially negatively impact on their progress
towards this goal, including work exhaustion, is representative of a hinderance demand.
On this basis, it was considered appropriate to include work exhaustion as a hindrance
demand in a professional accounting education setting. This is explained further in the

following section.

Demands in the accountancy profession. As outlined in Chapter Two, the
accountancy profession has for many years been described as a demanding and stressful
profession (e.g. Buchheit et al., 2016; Chong & Monroe, 2015; Collins & Killough, 1989;
Fogarty et al., 2000; Haskins et al., 1990; Ozkan & Ozdevecioglu, 2013; Sweeney &
Summers, 2002). Consequently, many researchers have found evidence of exhaustion
amongst accountants as well as other negative outcomes such as job dissatisfaction, high
turnover rates and negative spillover effects to other aspects of an individual’s life
(Collins & Killough, 1989; Fogarty et al., 2000). In particular, trainee accountants are at
high risk of suffering from exhaustion, as past research has shown that they suffer from
work stress due to time pressure, heavy workloads (including work and study) and
conflicting demands (e.g. Carcello et al., 1991; Chong & Monroe, 2015; Sweeney &
Summers, 2002). Furthermore, it has been found that those at junior levels in accounting
firms are more likely to suffer from these stressors than those with more experience, as
they have not developed the appropriate coping strategies (Chong & Monroe, 2015). As
a result of these stresses, it is likely that exhaustion experienced as part of their jobs can
spillover into their study time, and therefore, negatively impact on their ability to engage
in their professional studies. While JD-R theory is used in many of these studies to frame
the negative relationship between demands and engagement, the majority of researchers
draw on other theories, including the conservation of resources (COR) theory, role stress
theory, transactional stress theory, broaden and build theory and effort recovery theory.
These theories, along with relevant empirical work, are used to frame the research

hypotheses in this study context.

Demands (work exhaustion) and behavioural study engagement. It is likely

that if trainee accountants are suffering exhaustion as a result of their jobs, they have less
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energy. Therefore, they may be less likely to attend lectures that are scheduled at the end
of a workday or weekend, as well as being less likely to engage in active learning with
peers inside or outside class (behavioural study engagement). This view is supported in
both the empirical and theoretical work supporting the spillover hypothesis. For example,
Demerouti et al. (2005), through the use of role stress theory, explain that work and non-
work domains are mutually incompatible, as work demands interfere with the time
available for other commitments. When applied to a professional accounting education
setting, the two most common competing domains for trainee accountants are work and
study. For example, it is widely accepted that trainee accountants are subject to stressful
and demanding workloads (e.g. Buchheit et al., 2016; Fogarty et al., 2000; Haskins et al.,
1990; Ozkan & Ozdevecioglu, 2013; Sweeney & Summers, 2002). Consequently, there
is an accepted culture that trainee accountants work excessive overtime in order to
achieve work goals, a practice which can sometimes impact on their ability to attend
lectures (e.g. Anderson-Gough et al., 1998/2018; Empson, 2004; Grey, 1998).

The negative effects of this excessive overtime can also be explained through effort-
recovery theory (Meijman & Mulder, 1998). This theory outlines that if recovery is
inadequate or insufficient, the result is a state of sustained activation that gradually
exhausts the employee physically and/or mentally (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014). Recovery
is described as the experience of being refreshed and replenished in a non-work domain,
with growing empirical evidence finding that recovery periods can alleviate some of the
negative consequences of exhaustion and stress (e.g. Sonnentag, 2003; Sonnentag,
Mojza, Binnewies, & Scholl, 2008). In the case of trainee accountants, this physical
exhaustion could result in lower attendance at lectures. There is also empirical work in
the higher education literature which has found that engaging in part-time employment,
while a full-time student at university, has a negative impact on lecture attendance, often
due to feelings of tiredness and stress (e.g. Curtis & Shani, 2002). Therefore, based on
these findings, it is possible that the effects of full-time employment will negatively
impact on the lecture attendance of part-time students. As it is expected that behavioural
study engagement will have a positive effect on exam performance, as outlined in Section
3.4.1, and work exhaustion will have a negative effect on behavioural study engagement

as outlined above, it is therefore hypothesised that:

Hypothesis 3a: Behavioural study engagement mediates the relationship between

work exhaustion and exam performance.
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Demands (work exhaustion) and cognitive study engagement. It is also
proposed that work exhaustion will have a negative effect on cognitive study engagement
(higher order/deep learning). Cognitive study engagement draws on the idea of
investment, whereby students demonstrate a willingness to exert the effort necessary to
comprehend complex ideas and master difficult skills (Fredricks et al., 2004; Kahu,
2013). Applying the propositions of JD-R theory it is expected that those feeling
exhausted will have lower energy, and therefore will be less likely to invest effort in study
tasks. The work of Crawford et al. (2010) also helps explain this expected negative
relationship through the propositions of transactional stress theory. This theory suggests
that stressful situations are appraised as being a challenge or hindrance. When considered
a challenge, individuals view the situation as positive and changeable, and increase their
effort to meet the demands of the situation to achieve desired outcomes. In contrast, when
considered a hindrance, the situation is viewed as negative and stable, and individuals
invest less effort, as they view effort as having decreased utility in this situation. For
example, if a student is exhausted from work, they see little value in investing effort in
studying as they believe they are too tired to absorb anything. The work of Demerouti et
al. (2005) can also offer some insight on the potential spillover of work exhaustion onto
cognitive study engagement. Through role stress theory they explain that when stress
from work is “taken home”, it can result in an employee being preoccupied with work,
resulting in less focus on other tasks not related to work. As cognitive study engagement
requires focus and effort in order to reach depth of understanding, feelings of tiredness

and being drained as a result of work will likely have a negative impact.

Effort-recovery theory is also useful in explaining this proposed negative relationship.
Prior research supports the view that trainee accountants often invest significant effort to
achieve work goals, as this is an expectation of their roles (e.g. Sweeney & Summers,
2002). However, there is also evidence that this increased effort leads to excessive
overtime on a persistent basis with little recovery time (e.g. Ozkan & Ozdevecioglu,
2013). Therefore, drawing on the propositions of effort-recovery theory, it is likely that
trainee accountants suffering work exhaustion will have less energy to seek mastery in
their study tasks (cognitive study engagement), and hence may achieve lower exam
performance as a result of inadequate recovery time. Taken together these theories and
empirical work provide support for the proposed negative relationship between work

exhaustion, cognitive study engagement and exam performance. Given the expected
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positive relationship between cognitive study engagement and exam performance, as
outlined in Section 3.4.1, and the expected negative relationship between work
exhaustion and cognitive study engagement, outlined above, it is therefore hypothesised
that:

Hypothesis 3b: Cognitive study engagement mediates the relationship between

work exhaustion and exam performance.

Demands (work exhaustion) and affective study engagement. Affective
engagement is considered the psychological dimension of study engagement. Therefore,
itis likely that prolonged exhaustion from work tasks, such as lower energy, will spillover
into the study domain, having a negative impact on affective study engagement. This
proposed negative relationship is based on the view that individuals experiencing work
exhaustion are likely to have less energy (vigor), enthusiasm (dedication), and be less
immersed (absorption) in their study tasks. This negative relationship has received the
most theoretical support in the literature, as JD-R theory, and its underlying theories,
emphasise the negative psychological effects of exhaustion. For example, effort recovery
theory explains that inadequate recovery time from high strain demands can lead to
psychological and physiological costs that deplete an individual’s energy and willingness
to engage in tasks (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014). This negative relationship is also explained
through Hobfoll’s (1989) COR theory. COR theory provides support for the view that if
there is an actual or perceived loss of a resource, this will cause stress, reduced coping
ability and may cause individuals to feel that they will not achieve anticipated returns. In
the case of trainee accountants, work exhaustion could likely lead to a loss of energy
(actual loss of resource), the effects of which could spillover into non-work-related
aspects of their life, which in the case of this study, the most notable being, their study

tasks.

There is also empirical support for this negative relationship. For example, drawing on
transactional stress theory, LePine et al. (2004) explain that motivation to learn (affective
study engagement) mediated the relationship between the two forms of stress (challenge
and hindrance) and learning performance, whereby the indirect effect of challenge stress
(e.g. difficulty of the work) was positive, and the indirect effect of hindrance stress (e.g.
blockers to completing projects) was negative. Similar results were found by Salanova et

al. (2010). Applying JD-R theory, they found support for the hypothesis that affective
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study engagement mediated the relationship between performance obstacles (e.g. too
many tasks) and future academic performance. Salanova et al. (2010) explained this
negative mediated path through Fredrickson’s (2001) broaden and build theory
explaining that negative emotions (such as those associated with exhaustion) lead to
reduced (instead of broader) thoughts and actions and willingness to persevere, and hence
lower affective study engagement. As affective study engagement is expected to have a
positive effect on exam performance, and work exhaustion is expected to have a negative

effect on affective study engagement, it is therefore hypothesised that:

Hypothesis 3c: Affective study engagement mediates the relationship between

work exhaustion and exam performance.

In addition to the mediating role of study engagement in the relationship between
demands and exam performance, JD-R theory also supports the view that the negative
effects of demands on the engagement process can be moderated by job/study resources
(e.g. Schaufeli, 2017; Schaufeli & Taris, 2014).

Moderating role of study resources. In a professional accounting education
context, as the job of a trainee accountant is associated with high stress, as well as the
competing demands of working and studying (e.g. Chong & Monroe, 2015; Ozkan &
Ozdevecioglu, 2013; Sweeney & Summers, 2002), study resources (effective teaching
practices, supportive educational environment and enriching educational experiences),
can potentially reduce the negative effect of these demands on study engagement.
Drawing on the propositions of JD-R theory and its underlying theories, there is further
support for this moderating hypothesis. For example, under the propositions of COR
theory, when demands are high, the existence of resources are of greater importance. In
the case of trainee accountants, high demands are likely to come from the responsibility
of balancing work and study, therefore the existence of resources in the form of support
from the PAB are of greater importance. As these theoretical arguments underpin the
support for the moderating role of study resources in JD-R theory, it can therefore be

hypothesised that:

Hypotheses 3d-f: Study resources moderate the negative relationship between
demands (work exhaustion) and behavioural study engagement (d), cognitive
study engagement (e), and affective study engagement (f), such that the

relationship will be weakened, when study resources are greater.
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3.6 Summary of Variables Selected and Proposed Hypotheses

ﬂ-l-l‘;l.in
Ex hevusti on

Job-re lated anoxi ety
Heu lth complains
Etc

Figure 3.9: Job demands-resources (JD-R) theory — variables selected

Note. The variables highlighted in blue above are explored in this study.

On review of the literature presented in this chapter to date, as well as the professional
accounting education literature presented in Chapter Two, a compelling case is made to
explore the variables presented in Figure 3.9 above. These include study resources (e.g.
effective teaching practices), personal resources (academic self-efficacy) and demands
(work-exhaustion), as antecedents of study engagement; study engagement as a
multidimensional construct; and exam performance as an outcome of study engagement.

In summary, these variables were selected for the following reasons.

Antecedent variables. In line with JD-R theory, the antecedent variables selected

were categorised as study resources, personal resources and demands.

Study resources. The second antecedent variable selected was study resources.
As the engagement literature places strong emphasis on the role of the educational
institution in the engagement process, it was considered important to explore this
variable. Furthermore, given the range of study resources that are made available to

trainee accountants (e.g. effective teaching practices, support services) by their
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professional body, there is limited knowledge about how and whether these resources
contribute towards study engagement and exam performance. Consequently, this
highlighted an important gap in the literature.

Personal resources. The third antecedent variable selected was the personal
resource of academic self-efficacy. Academic self-efficacy has emerged in the study
engagement literature as an important predictor of study engagement and exam
performance. As there is limited research on how academic self-efficacy could potentially
affect trainee accountants study engagement and performance in their professional
exams, it was considered important to explore this antecedent variable in this research.

Demands. The demand variable selected was work exhaustion. While it is
acknowledged that trainee accountants work in very stressful environments, where they
are expected to manage the demands of working full time and studying, there is limited
knowledge about how these pressures impact on their professional studies. For example,
the spillover hypothesis presented in Section 3.5.1, proposes that exhaustion from work
can spillover into non-work domains, which in the case of this research is the study
domain. Furthermore, the study engagement literature recognises the importance of
understanding the influence of the wider social environment on student learning.
Therefore, it was considered important to explore the effects of work exhaustion on the

study engagement process, as these students are both working and studying in parallel.

Engagement variable. By exploring the three dimensions of study engagement,
it is possible to better understand how trainee accountants participate in their studies
(behavioural study engagement), the effort invested to achieve mastery (cognitive study
engagement) and their enthusiasm and dedication to study tasks (affective study
engagement). Therefore, by exploring all three dimensions, it gives a better appreciation
of the nature and complexity of the concept, as well as those dimensions of study
engagement that are most likely to influence exam performance. This level of insight

would have been absent if only one dimension was studied.

Outcome variable. Exam performance was chosen as the outcome variable of
interest in this study, as passing the professional qualifying exams is seen as a significant
factor in a trainee accountants career progression. In addition, as outlined above, the study
engagement literature strongly supports the positive relationship between study

engagement (behavioural, cognitive and affective) and exam performance. However, as
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there are no studies to date exploring these relationships in parallel, in a professional
accounting education context, this highlighted an important gap in the literature.

Based on the gaps identified in the literature, three overarching hypotheses were
presented with a series of sub-hypotheses. As outlined, these hypotheses will explore the
relationships between the following variables: 1) study resources (e.g. effective teaching
practices), study engagement and exam performance, 2) personal resources (academic
self-efficacy), study engagement and exam performance, 3) demands (work exhaustion),
study engagement and exam performance. These hypotheses are summarised in Table
3.2. The hypothesised model is presented in Figure 3.10 below.
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Table 3.2

Summary of hypotheses

Hla-c Study engagement mediates the relationship between study resources and exam performance

Hla Behavioural study engagement mediates the relationship between study resources (e.g. effective teaching practices) and exam performance
Hi1b Cognitive study engagement mediates the relationship between study resources (e.g. effective teaching practices) and exam performance
Hic Affective study engagement mediates the relationship between study resources (e.g. effective teaching practices) and exam performance

H2a-c  Study engagement mediates the relationship between personal resources (academic self-efficacy) and exam performance

H2a Behavioural study engagement mediates the relationship between personal resources (academic self-efficacy) and exam performance
H2b Cognitive study engagement mediates the relationship between personal resources (academic self-efficacy) and exam performance
H2c Affective study engagement mediates the relationship between personal resources (academic self-efficacy) and exam performance

H2d-f  Study resources moderates the relationship between personal resources (academic self-efficacy) and study engagement

H2d-f Study resources moderate the positive relationship between personal resources (academic self-efficacy) and behavioural study
engagement (d), cognitive study engagement (e), and affective study engagement (f), such that the relationship will be strengthened,
when study resources are greater

H3a-c  Study engagement mediates the relationship between demands (work exhaustion) and exam performance

H3a Behavioural study engagement mediates the relationship between demands (work exhaustion) and exam performance
H3b Cognitive study engagement mediates the relationship between demands (work exhaustion) and exam performance
H3c Affective study engagement mediates the relationship between demands (work exhaustion) and exam performance

H3d-f  Study resources moderates the relationship between demands (work exhaustion) and study engagement

H3d-f Study resources moderate the negative relationship between demands (work exhaustion) and behavioural study engagement (d),
cognitive study engagement (e), and affective study engagement (f), such that the relationship will be weakened, when study resources
are greater
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Figure 3.10: The hypothesised research model (excluding sub-scales)
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3.7 Chapter Summary

This chapter commenced with a discussion of the concept of study engagement. This
discussion was framed around three perspectives of study engagement, namely (a) the
sociological/behavioural perspective, (b) the psychological perspective, and (c) the
sociocultural perspective. The merits and shortcomings of each perspective were
explored, concluding with the support for the use of a multidimensional definition of
engagement, comprising the dimensions of behavioural, cognitive and affective study
engagement. This review also revealed the complexity of the study engagement process
highlighting the need for a conceptual or theoretical framework to draw together the
various strands of engagement research. This review concluded with the selection of JD-
R theory as the most appropriate theoretical lens to explore the process of study
engagement in a professional accounting education context. The use of this theory
supported the organisation of the main antecedent variables, as presented in the
educational literature, into three categories: study resources, personal resources and
demands. The role of each category of antecedent variable in the study engagement
process was then discussed, concluding with the variables that were deemed most
important in a professional accounting education context. These included study resources
(e.g. effective teaching practices), personal resources (academic self-efficacy) and
demands (work exhaustion). The chapter then progressed to explore these variables in
more detail, considering the theoretical and empirical work shaping their relationships
with study engagement and exam performance. Each of these sections concluded with
the gaps identified in the professional accounting education literature and the hypotheses
to be explored to address these gaps. The chapter concluded with a summary of the
research hypotheses and the hypothesised research model. In the forthcoming chapter,

the research methodology is presented.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

4.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the research methodology. It begins by describing the research
context for this study. The chapter then briefly discusses the philosophies and
methodologies of social science research. This includes a discussion of the rationale for
adopting a mixed methods approach, with a dominant quantitative focus, in this study.
The chapter then outlines the quantitative research design, including the research
instrument design and the data analysis strategy. The chapter concludes with a description
of the research design and data analysis strategy for the qualitative stage.

4.2 Research Context

In Ireland, there are four main professional accountancy bodies (PABs), Chartered
Accountants Ireland (CAI), Certified Public Accountants Ireland (CPA), the Chartered
Institute of Management Accountants (CIMA) and the Association of Chartered Certified
Accountants (ACCA). Each organisation operates independently, is self-regulated, and is
supervised by the Irish Auditing and Accounting Supervisory Authority (IAASA). The
distinguishing features between these accountancy bodies are their structure, size and
core activities. CAl is the longest-established professional accountancy body in Ireland,
established in 1888 by royal charter. It is also the largest Irish accountancy body, with
approximately 29,000 members and 6,600 students (CAI, 2020c). Similar to the ICAEW
and Institute of Chartered Accountants of Scotland (ICAS), in the United Kingdom (UK),
the main activities pursued by CAI include the provision of educational and support
services to all members working in a range of roles, in both industry and practice,
including, accounting, tax, auditing, consulting and finance. While CAls members
activities were traditionally located in accounting firms, the trend in recent years has been
for chartered accountants to be employed in a variety of roles and organisations, with
approximately 65% of members working in industry (CAI, 2020c). CPA, also an lIrish-
based organisation, was established in 1943. Although smaller in size, it similarly
represents its members in public practice, industry, financial services and the public

sector. The other two accountancy bodies, ACCA and CIMA, although operating in
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Ireland, are divisions of UK bodies. ACCA was established in 1904, and it provides
similar services to those of CAI, while CIMA, being established in 1919, has historically

been associated with management accounting in industry.

The research setting chosen for this study is CAI, with a specific focus on trainee
accountants preparing for the final qualifying examination (FAE). There were a number
of reasons for this choice. Firstly, CAl is the largest and oldest PAB in Ireland. Secondly,
the researcher is a member of CAl, and therefore had links to the PAB, in particular the
education and training department. The researcher has also completed the FAE exams,
so her experience is useful in understanding the research context. Most importantly, the
FAE exams are the only exams which all trainee accountants must complete, as there are
no exemptions awarded for these exams. In addition, the FAE exams are different to all
other professional exams of CAl, as they are case-based, multidisciplinary in nature and
are open book.

Despite the differences in the PABs outlined above, there are also a number of similarities
in their professional education systems. Therefore, the findings of this research may have
relevance to other PABs. As the research setting has now been outlined, in the following
section, the philosophical assumptions underpinning this research are explored briefly.
This uncovers the researchers’ philosophical orientation, as well as the implications for

the design and execution of this study.

4.3 Philosophical Assumptions, Research Paradigms and Research Methodologies

The philosophical assumptions and research paradigms underpinning social science
research largely determines the research methodology chosen. Research in social science
has a long-standing tradition of adopting quantitative methodologies, whereby
researchers have adopted the techniques of the natural sciences, in an effort to search for
universal laws and generalisations, that reflect the structure of social behaviour (Bryman,
2016; Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Ryan, Scapens, & Theobald, 2002). There are three
main research paradigms and research methodologies. Firstly, the positivist paradigm,
which is mainly associated with quantitative techniques. Secondly, the interpretivist
paradigm, that typically adopts qualitative techniques. Thirdly, the pragmatist paradigm,

which supports mixed method research.
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In Table 4.1 below, these three main philosophical paradigms are compared using the
four philosophical assumptions of ontology, epistemology, human nature and
methodology. Ontology refers to the researcher’s view of reality and whether reality is
objective or is the product of individual cognition. Epistemology relates to assumptions
regarding the grounds of knowledge and considers the researcher’s understanding of the
world, as well as how he/she communicates this as knowledge (Burrell & Morgan, 1979,
p. 1). This is also described as “the construction of meaning” (Crotty, 1998, p. 10) or the
“nature of the relationship between the knower or would-be knower and what can be
known” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 201). The third set of assumptions concerns human
nature, and in particular, the relationship between humans and their environment. Finally,
all three sets of assumptions have implications for methodology and for the way the
researcher attempts to investigate and obtain knowledge about the social world (Burrell
& Morgan, 1979, pp. 1-2). The discussion on methodology is further explored in Section
4.3.1, where the two main research approaches, quantitative and qualitative, are outlined.

This is followed by a discussion on the merits of using mixed methods research.
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Table 4.1

Comparison of philosophical paradigms

Positivist/Objectivist

Interpretivist/Subjectivist

Pragmatist/Transformative

Ontology
(nature of
reality)

Epistemology
(researcher-
participant
relationship)

Human
nature

Methodology
(Process of
research)

Reality is concrete, observed
independently, independent of time,
context and individual, governed by laws.

The relationship is objective, with a
separateness existing between the
researcher and the participant. Grounded
in the view that knowledge can only be
established through strict scientific
methods based on neutral, objective and
rigorous observations of external reality.

Researchers assume that human
behaviour is determined completely by
the situation or environment — causes
determine effects or outcomes.

Knowledge is verified through scientific
means. Supports the use of quantitative

methodologies to test previously argued
hypotheses in accordance with scientific
rigour. Prominent tools include surveys.

Reality is socially and
experientially based. Largely
dependent on experiences.

The relationship is subjective, with
researchers and participants
working together to co-construct a
social reality.

Researchers perceive humans as
masters and creators of their own
environment, developing a theory
or pattern of meaning throughout
the research process.

Detailed analysis of the subject to
allow its nature and characteristics
to unfold. Prominent tools include
in-depth interviews, which seek to
emphasise depth of understanding.

Reality is characterised by the practical relevance
of research and the desire to search for novel and
innovative approaches that serve human purposes.

Rejects the idea that epistemological issues exist
on two opposing poles, instead viewing them as
existing on a continuum. At some points in the
research process, researchers and participants may
require a highly interactive relationship (e.g.
interviews), whereas, at other points, less
interaction is required (e.g. surveys).

Pragmatists believe that there is not one privileged
description of events and that human behaviour
can be a product of the environment or
independent of this and that both are important
narratives of how we make sense of the world.

Both qualitative and/or quantitative methods can
be used, whereby methods are matched with the
specific research purpose - see Table 4.2.

Note. Adapted from Burrell and Morgan (1979); Creswell and Creswell (2017); Teddlie and Tashakkori (2003)
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4.3.1 Quantitative versus Qualitative Research Approaches

Quantitative research. Quantitative research is most typically carried out using
surveys, experiments, the analysis of official statistics, structured observation and content
analysis (Bryman, 2016). These methods are therefore often associated with determining
objectivity, replicability and causality. Objectivity is achieved through the distance
existing between the subject and researchers, whereas replicability is achieved through
using the same research instrument in another context. Causality is revealed through
statistical testing used to support or disprove specific hypotheses (Bryman, 2016, pp. 31-
38). When reviewing the usefulness and trustworthiness of this research approach,
researchers tend to highlight the objectivity, validity and generalisability of the research
findings, as the key strengths of this approach over qualitative methods (Creswell &
Creswell, 2017; Miles & Huberman, 1984). However, despite its strengths, quantitative
research is often criticised for failing to capture the different ways in which individuals
interpret the world around them and for using standardised measures (e.g. surveys) which

capture a static and limited view of reality (Bryman, 2016).

Quialitative research. Qualitative research seeks to understand the social world
from the perspective and lived experiences of the actor. Consequently, the objective is to
determine novel or unanticipated findings, through studying the meaning that people
bring to phenomena (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 3). There is an extensive range of
techniques which are used in qualitative research, including observation, interviewing,
focus groups and document analysis (Bryman, 2016). Given the nature of these
techniques, a qualitative researcher is closely engaged with the subject during the data
collection stage to facilitate a depth of understanding that leads to the discovery of new
knowledge (Daft, 1983). However, as a result, qualitative research is often criticised for
being less objective (Bryman, 2016). Despite this, there are many strengths to qualitative
research, which are revealed through the criteria used to measure its usefulness and
trustworthiness, including, credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability,
authenticity and neutrality. For example, qualitative studies are considered to present a
detailed narrative, and are therefore sometimes considered more meaningful and

informative than quantitative studies (Miles & Huberman, 1984, p. 15).

Mixed methods. Recent debates in the literature argue that quantitative and

qualitative methods can be considered on a continuum, rather than being mutually
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exclusive, and that the most appropriate method, or combination of methods, should be
based on the research problem (e.g. Brannen, 2017). Therefore, the researcher must
consider whether any aspects of the research problem would be ignored if only one
research approach was used. There is an increasing body of research which supports the
use of mixed methods approaches (Bryman, 2016), which is discussed further below.

4.3.2 Mixed Methods Approach

A mixed methods approach combines the use of both quantitative and qualitative research
methods. Proponents of this approach claim that it allows researchers to develop an in-
depth, holistic understanding of a phenomenon (Venkatesh, Brown, & Bala, 2013). It is
also a way in which the strengths of each method can be capitalised, whereby the results
obtained using one method can be further explained using another method (Bryman,
2016; Creswell & Creswell, 2017). While mixed methods research is considered to have
a number of advantages over research using one methodology, there are also a number of
criticisms reported. The main criticisms tend to centre around the philosophical
assumptions of this approach (Gill & Johnson, 2002; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2003). As
indicated above, quantitative and qualitative methods tend to adopt a specific research
paradigm. This had led to much debate as to whether research paradigms can be combined
to facilitate mixed methods approaches. For example, a body of research known as the
incompatibility thesis specifically states that the integration of quantitative and
qualitative methods is impossible due to the incompatibility of the research paradigms
that underlie the methods (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2003, p. 98). Over time researchers
have built an argument which questions this rationale. Emerging from this debate is
support for three mixed methods research paradigms; 1) pragmatism, 2) transformative-
emancipatory, and 3) critical realism (Venkatesh et al., 2013). Pragmatism emerged as
the foundational philosophy of the mixed methods approach (Bryman, 2016).
Pragmatism considers practical consequences and real effects to be important
components of establishing meaning and truth. It therefore adopts an iterative approach
between quantitative and qualitative methods to answer the research questions, thereby,
rejecting the incompatibility thesis outlined above (Venkatesh et al., 2013). In doing so,
the pragmatic paradigm places the research problem as the central focus, freeing the

researcher to select the data collection and analysis methods to understand the problem
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(Creswell & Creswell, 2017). Consequently, the researcher combines quantitative and
qualitative techniques, with the aim of providing a richer understanding of the research
problem (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). In summary, when compared to the positivist
and interpretivist research paradigms, the flexibility and practical value of the pragmatist
approach emerges as one of its major strengths (see Table 4.1 above).

In practice, mixed methods approaches can be applied either sequentially or
simultaneously, usually with one approach being the more dominant, and will adopt
inductive or deductive principles (Morse, 2016). A sequential approach is used to
elaborate on the findings of the other approach adopted, and it is carried out in stages,
whereby a simultaneous approach is where both quantitative and qualitative methods are
carried out in parallel (Morse, 2016; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2003). Furthermore, an
inductive approach seeks to build a theory or model through specific observations, which
is typically tested through qualitative means, whereas deductive approaches typically
start with a theory, and are tested through quantitative means. The combinations of mixed

methods approaches are outlined below.
Table 4.2

Mixed methods design

Quialitative Theoretical Drive Quantitative Theoretical Drive
(Inductive) (Deductive)

Sequential Simultaneous Sequential Simultaneous
QUAL - qual; QUAL + qual; QUAN - quan; QUAN + quan;
one of which is one of which is one of which is one of which is

dominant dominant dominant dominant
QUAL - quan; QUAL + quan; QUAN - qual, QUAN + qual;
sequential with  simultaneous with sequential with simultaneous with

inductive inductive deductive deductive theoretical
theoretical drive  theoretical drive theoretical drive drive

Note. Capitalisation indicates the dominance of the quantitative or qualitative method.
See footnote . Source: Adapted from Morse (2016, p. 89, p. 118)

1 In accordance with Morse (2016), the uppercase “QUAN” (quantitative) and “QUAL” (qualitative)
abbreviations represent the dominant research component, whereas the lowercase “quan” (quantitative) and
“qual” (qualitative) abbreviations represent the supplementary component. The use of the plus sign (+)
indicates that data is collected simultaneously, whereas the use of the arrow (—) indicates that data
collection occurs sequentially.
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The choice of which mixed methods design to use must be in line with the research
questions and objectives. For example, using the QUAN — qual example from Table 4.2,
the quantitative method is the primary method and the qualitative method is used to obtain
enhanced description and understanding of the phenomenon under investigation. As the
main component of this study is quantitative, it has a deductive theoretical drive (Morse,
2016; Venkatesh et al., 2013).

4.3.3 Research Approach of this Study

As outlined in Section 1.2, the overall objective of this research is to gain a better
understanding of trainee accountants study engagement as they prepare for the final
qualifying exams of one of the PABs in Ireland. On consolidation of the various research
approaches, the researcher decided that the objective would be best answered by adopting
a mixed methods approach. In determining its appropriateness, it was considered prudent
to follow the GRAMMS (Good Reporting of a Mixed Methods Study) (O’Cathain,
Murphy, & Nicholl, 2010). This guidance highlighted the importance of justifying,
firstly, the methods of inquiry, secondly, the research strategy, and thirdly, the research

stages.

According to Teddlie and Tashakkori (2003), the methods of inquiry should be in line
with the research objective. The objective of this research, as outlined above, is to gain a
better understanding of trainee accountants study engagement. Furthermore, as outlined
in Chapter Three, JD-R theory was chosen as the theory to frame this research, whereby
a series of research hypotheses were developed to test the mediating role of study
engagement in the relationship between demands, study resources, personal resources
and exam performance. Therefore, the dominant part of this study was designed to elicit
standardised information and to determine statistical causality, through the use of
quantitative methods. Secondly, it was expected that additional insights would be gained
by supplementing the quantitative results with a qualitative component. Therefore, a
sequential mixed methods approach, with a dominant quantitative and supplementary
qualitative approach was selected as the research strategy. This strategy is supported in
the higher education literature, where it has been recommended to use a combination of
quantitative and qualitative methods when exploring the study engagement of students
(Coates, 2005; Kahu, 2013; Krause & Coates, 2008).
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The research stages of this study are described as QUAN—qual in terms of the options

presented in Table 4.2. The quantitative (QUAN) stage encompassed a survey to measure
each study variable and to test the study hypotheses. On completion of the quantitative
stage, a set of interviews were conducted (qual) with a small sample of FAE students to
gain a deeper understanding into some of the quantitative results. These research stages
are outlined in Figure 4.1 below.

Stage One
e DOMINANT RESEARCH COMPONENT BRI

QUANTITATIVE (QUAN)

1) Data Collection
e Survey distributed to two different cohorts of FAE students (2015 - Cohort 1
and 2016 - Cohort 2)

2) Data Analysis

e Cohort 1 data - build and test the measurement model
e Cohort 2 data - validate the measurement model and test the structural model
e Nested modelling approach used to test for both moderation and mediation

3) Results
e Supported/unsupported hypotheses

4

Stage Two

PPt Supplementary Research Component R

gualitative (qual)

1) Data Collection
e 26 interviews with questions guided by quantitative
(QUAN) results

2) Data Analysis

e Manual thematic analysis
e Evaluated in comparison to quantitative (QUAN) results

3) Results
e Supplementary insights into quantitative (QUAN) results

Figure 4.1: Stages of research
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Reflecting on the four dimensions of social science research outlined in Table 4.1
(ontology, epistemology, human nature and methodology), the following conclusions can
be drawn. From an ontological perspective, the researcher believes that reality is
constructed with reference to practical relevance, accepting that reality can be both
observed independently, as well as socially and experientially based. As regards
epistemology, the researcher is primarily positivist and seeks to understand the social
world through general laws and causal relationships facilitated by quantitative research.
However, she also acknowledges the role of inductive research, through qualitative
methods, to gain a richer understanding of the relationships between variables. The
researcher also believes that there is not one privileged description of events and that
human behaviour can be a product of the environment or independent of this, and that
both are important narratives of how we make sense of the world. Taken together, the
researcher’s assumptions regarding ontology, epistemology and human nature resulted in
the choice of a mixed methods approach. This approach was supported, as the objective
of this study was to apply practical relevance, whereby the research question was central,
and the data collection and analysis methods chosen, were those most likely to answer
the research question. The following section discusses how this pragmatist philosophy

was operationalised in the research design.

4.4 Stage One - Quantitative (QUAN) Methods

Quantitative surveys are typically used to explore patterns and relationships in data to
allow conclusions to be drawn that can be generalised to the wider population (Flick,
2018). While their validity and usefulness are sometimes criticised, they are still a
common method to collect information about unobservable phenomena, including
personal perceptions and attitudes regarding the variables under investigation (Bryman,
2016). Within the research field of student engagement and psychology, many of the
variables under investigation rely on personal perceptions and data is collected through
quantitative surveys (e.g. Feldman & Kubota, 2015; Kuh, 2001, 2009b; Llorens et al.,
2007; Schaufeli et al., 2002). It is recognised that as these studies rely on self-reported
measures, there are a number of inherent limitations, particularly the risk of common
method variance (CMV). CMV refers to the variance that is attributable to the

measurement method, rather than the construct of interest. Therefore, when present it can

126



artificially magnify the relationship between study variables (Podsakoff, MacKenzie,
Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003; Podsakoff & Organ, 1986).

The literature clearly outlines a number of survey design strategies which can be
employed to enhance the quality of data collected and to mitigate against CMV (e.g.
Lindell & Whitney, 2001). For example, research methodologists propose that a survey
should be separated into sections with clear instructions given on how to answer each
section. Equally, they advise that the measures used should be carefully selected, with
preference being given to validated scales with sound psychometric properties. They also
suggest that likert scales should have a clearly marked midpoint to ensure a more accurate
reflection of responses and encourage the use of attention traps to promote an optimum
level of cognitive processing. Furthermore, they suggest that care should be taken with
the ordering of variables to ensure that variables measured earlier in the survey do not
influence the responses to variables measured later (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Other
techniques include assuring respondents that there are no preferable answers and all data
is confidential (Brannick, Chan, Conway, Lance, & Spector, 2010; Podsakoff et al.,
2003).

While the procedural remedies help to prevent common method variance are preferred,
there are also a number of statistical remedies which can be used (Podsakoff et al., 2003).
The literature proposes a number of ways to test for CMV. The most popular is the
common latent factor (CLF) procedure. This requires the addition of a common latent
factor to the measurement model which serves as a way to capture any CMV in the model
(Gaskin, 2019). While there are remedies to deal with CMV if it exists, leading
methodology theorists appear to have reached a general consensus that while CMV
should not be overlooked, the issues associated with it tend to be overstated (Brannick et
al., 2010).

4.4.1 Survey Design

The design of the survey used in this research employed many of the design features
outlined above. For example, the survey was split into sections, with clear instructions
provided for each section, and the dependent variables were mainly placed before the
independent variables. The survey (see Appendix C) is comprised of the following

sections:
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Section 1: Background information

Section 2: FAE Programme: Behavioural, cognitive and affective study
engagement, personal resources, study resources.

Section 3: Experience of Work: Demands

Section 4: General Questions

A key strength of this survey was the rigor applied in scale selection. The scales selected
included a series of validated scales from the literature and context specific scales to
reflect the research context of professional accounting education. The details of the scales
used are described below and are summarised in Table 4.3.

Study resources. The study resources scales used in this study were adapted from
the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) and the Irish Survey of Student
Engagement (ISSE). The NSSE includes four teaching resources sub-scales including: 1)
student-faculty interaction, 2) effective teaching practices, 3) quality of interactions, and
4) supportive environments. While the most recent version of the ISSE has now been
modified and aligned with the NSSE, the version of the ISSE used in this study had some
similar sub-scales but were categorised differently. They included: 1) enriching
educational experiences (this sub-scale was never included in the NSSE and is now no
longer included in the ISSE), 2) student staff interactions (NSSE: student faculty
interaction and effective teaching practices), and 3) supportive learning environments
(NSSE: quality of interactions and supportive environment). In this survey, the scales
retained which related to a professional education context included: 1) effective teaching
practices (12 items), 2) a supportive educational environment (six items), and 3)
enriching educational experiences (four items). Some of the wording in these scales were
modified to fit the professional education context, along with the addition of a number of
context-specific questions. A sample of a context-specific question added to the effective
teaching practices scale included “I understand what I must achieve to be deemed
professionally competent in the FAE”. A sample of one added to the supportive
educational environment scale was “I feel there is someone in CAl that | can contact to
help me cope with any difficulties with my studies”. Students were asked to score their
responses to all twenty-two questions on a five-point likert scale which ranged from 1 =
strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree, rating their perceptions on whether they agreed

or disagreed with the statements in all three categories. The NSSE and ISSE have
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presented satisfactory reliability scores for each of these subscales with Cronbach alpha
scores ranging from 0.66 to 0.86 (ISSE, 2016). In summary, in this research, study
resources were measured using the three subscales of effective teaching practices (12
items), a supportive educational environment (six items) and enriching educational

experiences (four items).

Personal resources (academic self-efficacy). The literature presents an
extensive range of instruments to measure academic self-efficacy in educational settings.
In a meta-analysis of the educational psychology literature, Honicke and Broadbent
(2016) found that the most commonly reported measure of academic self-efficacy was
the Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ). Whereas, in the student
engagement literature, the academic self-efficacy dimension of the Maslach Burnout
Inventory - Student Survey (MBI-SS) was the most popular (e.g. Llorens et al., 2007;
Salanova et al., 2010; Schaufeli et al., 2002). For the purposes of selecting a self-efficacy
scale for this study, the respective parts of both the MSLQ and the MBI-SS were
examined. This revealed that they were both very similar in structure (six items) and
orientation (likert scale statements), and both have reported strong reliability. On the
basis that the MBI-SS is more commonly used in the engagement literature, it was
decided to use this six-item scale in the current study. A sample of questions from the
MBI-SS include “during class I feel confident that I am effective in getting things done”
and “I can effectively solve the problems that arise in my studies”. In the survey, students
were asked to reflect on how often they experienced these feelings regarding their FAE
studies on a seven-point likert scale which ranged from 0 = Never to 6 = Always. This
sub-scale has also received strong psychometric support, with Cronbach alpha scores
ranging from 0.67 to 0.80 (Llorens et al., 2007; Schaufeli et al., 2002).

Demands (work exhaustion). The burnout literature outlines a range of
instruments that have been used to measure each component of burnout, including
exhaustion, with the Maslach Burnout Inventory - General Survey (MBI-GS) emerging
as the “gold standard” to assess burnout and its components (Schutte, Toppinen, Kalimo,
& Schaufeli, 2000). The exhaustion dimension of the MBI-GS was used in this study. It
includes five items, with a sample item from the exhaustion scale being “I feel burned
out from my work”. In the survey, students were asked to reflect on how often they
experienced these feelings regarding their work as a trainee accountant on a seven-point

likert scale which ranged from 0 = Never to 6 = Always. The psychometric validity of the
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exhaustion scale has been well-documented across national samples and various
occupational groups, with Cronbach alpha scores ranging between 0.74 to 0.88 (e.g.
Halbesleben & Demerouti, 2005; Leiter & Schaufeli, 1996; Schutte et al., 2000).

Behavioural study engagement. Behavioural study engagement was measured
in this study as time spent attending lectures, engagement in active learning, along with
three other context-specific questions. The “time spent in lectures” scale asked
participants to indicate the percentage of lectures attended during their FAE year. It is
important to note that, while in this current climate lectures are delivered primarily in an
online setting due to the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, this study was conducted at
a time when lectures were mainly delivered in a physical setting. That said, many of the
principles of study engagement remain the same regardless of the educational setting (e.g.
Blakey & Major, 2019).

The ISSE active learning scale measured the educational activities students engaged in
both inside and outside class. For example, participants were asked how often they
engaged in activities such as “asked questions or contributed to discussions in class”,
where participants had to score their responses on a four-point likert scale ranging from
1 = never to 4 = very often. In past research, the ISSE active learning scale has received

satisfactory Cronbach alpha scores ranging from 0.58 to 0.63 (ISSE, 2016).

The other context specific questions sought to capture information on additional activities
that students engaged in outside class. For example, students were asked to outline how
often they “read business newspapers, professional magazines to improve your business

knowledge”.

Cognitive study engagement. Cognitive study engagement was measured in this
study using both the higher order learning (HOL) scale of the ISSE and the deep learning
scale from the Approaches and Study Skills Inventory for Students (ASSIST) instrument.
The NSSE/ISSE higher order learning scale, which was informed by the approaches to
learning literature, has received support in the student engagement literature as a proxy
for deep learning and cognitive study engagement (e.g. Campbell & Cabrera, 2014; ISSE,
2016). It captures activities such as “synthesising and organising ideas, information, or
experiences into new, more complex interpretations and relationships”, with participants
being asked to score their responses on a four-point likert scale where 1 = very little to 4

= very much. The NSSE/ISSE higher order learning scale has also been validated in many
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jurisdictions across the higher education literature, with Cronbach alpha scores ranging
from 0.81 to 0.85 (e.g. Laird, Seifert, Pascarella, Mayhew, & Blaich, 2014).

In this study the shorter validated 18-item version of the ASSIST (three sub-scales with
six items in each scale), was also used to measure cognitive study engagement. It included
questions such as “when I’'m working on a new topic, I try to see in my own mind how
all the ideas fit together” on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 = disagree to 5 =
agree. The ASSIST has been extensively validated in many jurisdictions across the higher
education literature, with Cronbach alpha scores for the deep scale ranging from 0.78 to
0.85 (e.g. Tait, Entwistle, & McCune, 1998).

While there are similarities between both the NSSE/ISSE higher order learning scale and
the ASSIST deep learning scale, the decision was made to include both scales in the
original survey, with the intention in the analysis section, to determine which one was the
best fit to the data in this study. This decision was based on the literature that supports
the higher order learning scale as a measure of deep learning, but calls for more research
on its suitability in different educational domains (Campbell & Cabrera, 2014). In
summary, in this research, cognitive study engagement was measured using two
measures, the higher order learning scale from the NSSE/ISSE and the deep learning
scale from the ASSIST. The ASSIST scale has three sub-scales, use of evidence, seeking

meaning and relating ideas.

Affective study engagement. Affective study engagement was measured in this
study using the 17-item version of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale - Student
(UWES-S), which is derived from the general Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES)
scale. The UWES and UWES-S are based on the definition of engagement which
describes it as “a positive, fulfilling, and work-related state of mind that is characterised
by vigor, dedication and absorption” (Schaufeli et al., 2002, p. 22). A number of
shortened versions of the scale were also developed, including the UWES-15, UWES-9,
UWES-6, UWES-3. The UWES-S is a slightly adapted version of the UWES. For
example, as per the UWES, the “item when | get up in the morning, | feel like going to
work” is rephrased in the UWES-S as “when | get up in the morning, | feel like going to
class”, with both scales asking participants to respond to questions on a seven-point likert
scale which ranged from 0 = Never to 6 = Always. Both the longer and shorter versions
of the UWES and UWES-S have consistently reported high reliability, with Cronbach
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Alpha scores ranging from 0.75 to 0.94 (Kulikowski, 2018; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004;
Schaufeli, Bakker, & Salanova, 2006; Schaufeli, Hakanen, Salanova, & De Witte, 2017;
Seppala et al., 2009).

This section concludes the discussion of the scales used in this survey and the scales used
to measure each variable, as summarised in Table 4.3. It is important to note that the
original survey included some additional items/questions that were excluded after the
data analysis was completed. All items/questions are included in Table 4.3 to ensure
completeness when comparing this table to the original survey in Appendix C. In the
following section, the variable of exam performance is discussed, which was obtained

independently of the main survey.
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Table 4.3

Survey used in this study

Variable Scale Validated Scale Items
Study Resources National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE)/Irish Survey of Student
Engagement (ISSE) and context specific questions:
- Enriching educational experiences Ve 22
- Supportive learning environment
- Effective teaching practices
Personal Resources: Maslach Burnout Inventory - Student Survey (MBI-SS):
Academic Self-efficacy - Academic self-efficacy dimension V4 6
Demands: Maslach Burnout Inventory - General Survey (MBI-GS):
Work Exhaustion Exhaustion dimension (cynicism scale included in original survey) V4 10
Behavioural Study Irish Survey of Student Engagement (ISSE) and context specific questions:
Engagement - Time spent in class v 9
- Active learning
- Other educational activities
Cognitive Study Irish Survey of Student Engagement (ISSE): Higher order learning scale
Engagement Approaches and Study Skills Inventory for Students (ASSIST): Deep learning scale v 17
Affective Study Utrecht Work Engagement Scale-Student (UWES-S): v 17
Engagement Vigor, Dedication and Absorption
Control Variables Gender, Size of training firm, Prior performance, Professional exam experience,
Accounting background, Higher education institution, Level of education n/a 5
Other Questions General satisfaction n/a 3
Academic Performance  Objective measure n/a n/a
Total Items 89

2These scales have been validated in previous research. However, some context specific questions were included to reflect this research setting.
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Exam performance. Exam performance was measured in this study using
students final scores in their FAE exams, which were obtained directly from CAI. The
FAE consisted of two main exams, a core exam, which includes a series of case studies
aimed to integrate knowledge, skills and expertise across all technical disciplines, and an
elective exam, where students choose to specialise in one of five areas (advanced auditing
and assurance, advisory, advanced taxation, financial services, public sector). At the time
this study was conducted, the overall FAE pass/fail classification for the core exam was
determined by two components: 1) an overall mark (known as sufficiency score - see
Table 4.4 below) and 2) a minimum level of competence in six subject areas (business
leadership, financial accounting and reporting, audit and assurance, corporate and
individual tax planning, finance and management accounting). The pass/fail
classification for the elective was based on an overall (sufficiency) score. Students were
also provided with an additional score, known as a decile score for both the core and
elective. This score ranked students based on their performance relative to the entire
student group, whereby students ranking in the top 10% received a decile ranking of 1,
while students ranking in the bottom 10% received a decile ranking of 10. The exam

scores are summarised in Table 4.4 below.

Table 4.4
FAE grade descriptor
Result Description
Classification Pass/fail 2
Core: result based on 1) overall sufficiency score 2) reaching a
minimum competency level across six performance indicators
Elective: result based on overall sufficiency score only
Decile score Ranking 1-10

1 = Ranked in the top 10%

10 = Ranked in the bottom 10%

(ranking is based on the overall sufficiency scores)
Note: This score was reverse coded in this study

Sufficiency score 0 = Reached the required level of sufficiency
Ranking thereafter 1-9
1 = Those closest to the required level for sufficiency
9 = Those furthest away from the required level for sufficiency
Note. Adapted from CAl, 2016

4Percentage grades not available to students when this study was conducted
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As previous research had outlined concerns that the FAE pass/fail classification is
unlikely to capture the variation in students’ performance (Flood & Wilson, 2008), the
decile (class ranking) score, outlined in Table 4.4, provides a slightly larger variance than
the pass/fail score, therefore it was used in this study. This decile score was reverse coded
at the analysis stage to facilitate easier interpretation. Further consideration was also
given to whether performance in both core and elective subjects should be included or
whether it was sufficient to include core performance only. The argument for including
core performance only was that the core exam was the only exam common to all students.
Additionally, the correlation between the results in both core and elective exams was
significant, suggesting that when a student performs well in one, similar results were
obtained in the other. It was therefore concluded that using the decile score in the FAE

core, as the overall measure for academic performance in this study, was appropriate.

Control variables. Demographic information was collected from respondents
with regard to gender and age, as well as background information on prior academic
performance, undergraduate/postgraduate discipline, degree level, professional exam
experience and size of training firm. These were justified as variables of interest in the
literature (e.g. Astin, 1984; Kuh, 2003; Kuh et al., 2006; Pascarella, 1985; Tinto, 1975).

4.4.2 Sample Selection and Data Collection

In advance of the data collection stage, a number of preliminary procedures were carried
out. Firstly, a pilot version of the paper survey was distributed to a small group of
qualified accountants who had completed the FAE in previous years. This provided useful
feedback on whether there were any ambiguities in the survey instructions and questions,
in addition to determining approximately how long it took to complete the survey. This
feedback confirmed that the survey did not require any modifications. Secondly, details
of the research study and the survey (including the intention to perform some qualitative
analysis at the end of the study) were submitted to the Research Ethics Committee in
Dublin City University for review (see approval letter in Appendix D). Upon receiving
approval, permission was sought from CAI to distribute the survey to two different
cohorts of FAE students over two years (Cohort 1 and Cohort 2) (see approval email in
Appendix E).
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The FAE education programme runs for approximately 12 months (September to
August). During the first nine months, students work full-time and study part-time,
including attending lectures and completing interim assessments at different time points.
In the final three months, students are typically on study leave, during which time they
engage in full-time study, attend block lecture sessions and complete mock exams, before
taking the final exams. Discussions with CAl revealed that the block lectures at the start
of study leave typically attracted the highest attendance levels. Therefore, the survey was
distributed at the block lectures which were held in various centres around the country,
including Dublin, Cork, Galway, Limerick, Belfast, Kilkenny and Waterford. This
sampling technique was considered most appropriate for this study, while recognising
that there may be a risk of self-selection bias, given that only students attending these
lectures could complete the survey. That said, students were not aware in advance of
lectures that the survey would be administered during their classes, therefore, reducing
the risk of self-selection bias to an acceptable level.

In order to target the largest number of students possible, it was agreed that the researcher
would attend all centres. Arrangements were made with the relevant CAI lecturers in
advance of each visit to allocate a 15-20minute time slot during which the researcher
could address the students and distribute the survey. At each session, the researcher was
introduced to the group by the CAI lecturer. This demonstrated support from CAI for the
research and also gave the researcher the opportunity to introduce the study, including
the overall research objective and the voluntary, confidential, non-incentive-based nature
of the study. A cover letter, with a plain language statement, was also attached to the
paper survey. It further explained the purpose of the research and the confidential nature
of the study, and it included the contact details of the researcher and the research ethics
committee (see Appendix C). All surveys were completed in the presence of the
researcher, whom also controlled the collection of the completed surveys at each centre.
It is also important to note that the response rate for paper-based surveys is conservative
because the researcher can only distribute paper surveys to one sub-group (e.g. class) of
students rather than to all that were enrolled, making it difficult to calculate the overall
response rate (Nulty, 2008). The response rates for this study are outlined in Table 4.5

below.
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Table 4.5

Response rates

Cohort Total Total Total Useable Response Rate®
Registered? Respondents Responses

Cohort 1 995 532 490 49%

(2015)

Cohort 2 1,151 793 711 62%

(2016)

Total 2,146 1,325 1,201 56%

& Total number of students registered to sit the qualifying exams of CAl in those years
(i.e. total population for Cohort 1 [2015] and Cohort 2 [2016])

b Based on useable responses

When compared to the average response rates for paper surveys, which is approximately
56% (Nulty, 2008), this response rate was considered satisfactory, with the missing
responses attributed mainly to those who were absent on the day the survey was
distributed. Those surveys deemed unusable were considered so, either because they had
cases missing more than 10% of the data, or the student ID number was either missing or
incorrect, meaning that it was not possible to match these surveys to the performance data
provided by CAI (Cohort 1: 8%, Cohort 2: 9%). Further information on the process used
to deal with missing data is outlined in Chapter Five. On completion of the quantitative

data collection phase, the data analysis strategy was designed, as outlined below.

4.4.3 Data Analysis Strategy: Quantitative Data

The data analysis strategy for the quantitative data had two main objectives. Firstly, to
build and test the measurement model to confirm the factor structure of each variable, the
relationship between each factor and the internal consistency of each measure. Secondly,
to build and test the structural model to allow the testing of the study hypotheses. As the
data in this study was collected at two separate time points, from two different groups of
participants (Cohort 1 and Cohort 2), it facilitated a two-phase approach to data analysis.
The measurement model was built and tested using Cohort 1 data and validated using
Cohort 2 data. The structural model was then built and tested using Cohort 2 data and
used to test the study hypotheses. This approach to data analysis is supported in the
literature. For example, Picard and Berk (1990) outlined that data splitting (partitioning
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data into two portions) is a useful technique for model validation purposes. Similarly, in
more recent research Fokkema and Greiff (2017) outlined that “if the goal of your study
requires both exploration and confirmation, and sample size is large enough, perform
each on separate data, for instance by splitting the dataset” (Fokkema & Greiff, 2017, p.
401). As this study required both exploration and confirmation, splitting the data was
considered appropriate to ensure the validity and generalisability of the model.

Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) was used to test the study hypotheses using Mplus
version 8 with Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML) estimation to deal with
missing data (Muthén et al., 2017). The main advantages of using SEM over regression
analysis is that it allows the modelling of latent variables, corrects for measurement error,
specifies errors and their covariance structures and estimates entire theories
simultaneously (Lacobucci, Saldanha, & Deng, 2007). Furthermore, given that the
research model in this study (see Figure 3.10) required testing for both mediation and
moderation, SEM was considered the most appropriate approach.

4.5 Stage Two - Qualitative (qual) Methods

Once the quantitative stage was completed the qualitative stage was conducted through
the use of semi structured interviews. The interviews were undertaken to provide
supplementary insights to the quantitative findings. A total of 26 interviews were

conducted, the details of which are outlined in Table 4.6 below.
Table 4.6

Interview details

Number Details FAE Year
2 Pilot 2014
4 Completed survey 2015
10 Completed survey (included 3 students placed in “Top 10” 2016
of FAE)

5 Recent perspectives 2018
5 Recent perspectives 2019
26

Interviews were conducted in person with the exception of five which were conducted

over video, due to the location of the participants. All interviews conducted in person
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were held at the preferred location of the participant. An interview guide (see Appendix
I) was used in the execution of each interview. This was designed in line with the
Creswell and Poth (2016) interview guidelines, which include details on protocols such
as, the design of questions, sampling, consent, interview structure (e.g. introducing

interview, order of questions, time allocation for answers) and transcription logistics.

Guided by this work, the interviews commenced with an introduction to the study,
including the nature of the questions that would be asked, verification that participation
was completely voluntary, and assurance that all information shared was confidential.
Permission was also sought to record the interview. The guide also ensured that all topics
were encapsulated, that unambiguous language was used and that all questions were

neutral, and not leading, while still addressing the intended research interests.

This interview guide, which was framed by the findings from the quantitative stage, was
pilot tested on two students from the FAE 2014 cohort. Based on the feedback received,
the interview guide was further refined, ensuring that all concepts were explained and
that the questions were clear. All interviews were audio-recorded with a digital voice
recorder, to ensure clear, high quality recordings. This was in line with the guidelines
established by Poland (1999). The interviews progressed by asking participants general
questions about their experiences of studying for the FAE exams, their experience of
working full-time and studying part-time, what resources facilitated their engagement
and the factors they deemed most important for success in the exams. Where necessary,
prompts were given to encourage richer descriptions about these experiences. Not all
interviews followed the same format, and the questions varied according to the flow of
the conversation. However, the same general questions were addressed, and each
interview lasted 20-40 minutes. The details of all interview participants are outlined in
Table 4.7 below.
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Table 4.7

Details of interview participants

Title Gender FAE Cohort

Pilot Female 2014 (Pilot)

Pilot Female 2014 (Pilot)

Participant 1 Female 2015

Participant 2 Male 2015

Participant 3 Female 2015

Participant 4 Male 2015

Participant 5 Female 2016 (Placed in Top 10)
Participant 6 Female 2016 (Placed in Top 10)
Participant 7 Female 2016 (Placed in Top 10)
Participant 8 Male 2016

Participant 9 Male 2016

Participant 10 Female 2016

Participant 11 Male 2016

Participant 12 Female 2016

Participant 13 Male 2016

Participant 14 Female 2016

Participant 15 Female 2018

Participant 16 Female 2018

Participant 17 Female 2018

Participant 18 Male 2018

Participant 19 Female 2018

Participant 20 Female 2019

Participant 21 Female 2019

Participant 22 Female 2019

Participant 23 Female 2019

Participant 24 Female 2019

4.5.1 Data Analysis Strategy: Qualitative Data

Qualitative data analysis commonly includes four stages: data preparation,
familiarisation, coding, and generating meaning (Creswell & Creswell, 2005; Johnson &
Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2003).

1) The data preparation stage included the transcription of the interview recordings. The
first two pilot interviews were transcribed by the researcher and all subsequent
interviews were transcribed by a transcribing company. The researcher checked the
accuracy of the transcription by listening back to the recordings while reading the
transcripts. Care was taken to ensure that the identity of the participants was not

revealed, as well as to ensure the security of the transcripts (Grinyer, 2009).
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2)

3)

4)

Consequently, each student was assigned a number (Participant 1-24) which was
attached to the interview quotes used. Where names were revealed in the text of the
transcripts, these were changed to fictitious names to maintain confidentiality.

The second stage required familiarisation with the data. This required re-reading the
interview transcripts, listening back to the recordings and taking notes.

The third stage involved coding the data. The process of coding facilitated data
simplification (or reduction) allowing data to be categorised into simpler, more
general categories to facilitate analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2005; Johnson &
Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Due to the supplementary nature of the qualitative data in this
study, the decision was made to code the data manually. This approach was
considered appropriate in the literature (e.g. Basit, 2003). As outlined in Appendix J,
the data was firstly coded based on the study variables to which it related e.g. work
exhaustion, academic self-efficacy. These codes were then further analysed based on
the hypotheses and unexpected findings to which they related.

The fourth stage required generating meaning from the interview data. This required
in-depth examination and multiple interpretations of the codes and themes in the
data to determine its meaning. Care was taken at this stage to ensure researcher bias
was minimised and that the interpretations were grounded in the data presented. The

analysis of the interview data is presented in Chapter Six.

4.6 Chapter Summary

This chapter outlined the methodology adopted in this research. The chapter began with

an introduction to the research context and included the reasons for choosing CAl as the

setting for this study. The philosophical foundations underpinning this research were then

discussed, with a specific focus on two main research approaches, quantitative and

qualitative methods. This was followed by a discussion on the merits of using mixed

methods research and why this approach was adopted in this study. The design of the

study was then discussed in detail, including the survey design, the sample selection and

data collection methods and the data analysis strategies for both the quantitative and

qualitative research approaches. The following chapter will discuss the data analysis

procedures and the results of the hypotheses testing.
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CHAPTER FIVE: DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

5.1 Introduction

This chapter describes the data analysis procedures employed in this study and the results
of the hypotheses tested. It commences by presenting the hypothesised model as outlined
in Figure 5.1. An overview of the data screening stage, including a description of the
characteristics of the data sample is then presented. This is followed by an outline of the
steps involved in using structural equation modelling to test the study hypotheses. This
includes the stages involved in building and testing both the measurement and structural
model. The final section of this chapter presents the results of the hypotheses tested.
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5.2 The Hypothesised Research Model

H3a, H3b, H3c

H2a, HZb, H2c

[
Study Resources

Hiaz, Hik, Hlc

Effective Teaching Practices (ETF)

Behavioural Engagement (BE)

Time spent in lectures
Actrve Leaming
Other educational activites Hla, H2a, Haa

Enniching Educational Experiences (EEE)

Supportive Educational Environment (SEE)

Exam
Performance
Personal Resources Cognitive Engagement (CE) Hlh, HZb, H3b
Diesp Leaming: Higher Order Leaming B Core Exam
Academic Self Efficacy (SE) Deep Leaming: Use of evidence, seeking {(compulsory paper)
] mearning, relating ideas
Hilc, H2c, H3c
Affective Engagement (AE)
Demands Vigor
. - Dedication
Work Exhaustion (Exh) '_______H_i____., Absorption
H2d, H2e, H2f H3d, H3e, H3F
Study Resources as moderator
" Controls:
Effective Teaching Practices (ETF) Gender ,
Enriching Educational Experiences (EEE) Professional Exam Experience
Supportive Educational Environment (3EE) Accounting Background

Note. While this model is similar to the hypothesised model presented in Figure 3.10, the hypothesised model above includes the sub-scales that
will be used to measure each variable.

Figure 5.1: The hypothesised research model (including sub-scales)
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5.3 Data Screening

The initial data screening stage included reviewing the characteristics of each of the
background variables (control variables) and the variance in the responses. The results
outlined that there was little variation in the responses for age, prior academic
performance, discipline and size of training firm. For example, 66% of total respondents
were aged between 20-25 (Cohort 1: 70%, Cohort 2: 63%); 88% of respondents graduated
with an accounting related degree (Cohort 1: 91%, Cohort 2: 87%); 66% of respondents
achieved a 2.1 grade or above in their previous education (Cohort 1: 67%, Cohort 2: 66%)
and 66% of respondents were training in Big Four accounting firms (Cohort 1: 63%,
Cohort 2: 68%). The results of the significance tests showed no significant relationships
between age, prior academic performance and size of training firm, with the main study
variables. However, there were a number of significant relationships reported between
students with an accounting related degree and the main study variables. Therefore, it
was confirmed that the following control variables should be eliminated from further
analysis: age, prior academic performance, degree level and size of training firm. This
decision was supported by the literature on the exclusion of unrelated control variables,
as this helps to decrease the risk of Type 1 errors (i.e. false positive findings), while
maintaining statistical power (Cohen, 1992). Consequently, the variables of gender,
discipline (accounting background) and professional exam experience were retained, as
there was evidence of significant relationships between these variables and the main
study variables, as well as there being support for their inclusion in the literature. The

characteristics of each control variable is summarised in Table 5.1 below.
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Table 5.1

Characteristics of the sample

Variable Cohort 1: Sample Size 490° Cohort 2: Sample Size 711
Gender

Female 270 (55%) 370 (52%)

Male 220 (45%) 341(48%)
Age

20-25 343 (70%) 448 (63%)

25-30 77 (16%) 149 (21%)

Over 30 25 (5%) 57 (8%)

Missing 45 (9%) 57 (8%)

Prior academic performance
1st
2.1
2.2 or below
Missing
Degree level (highest qualification)
Undergraduate
Postgraduate
Professional
Missing
Discipline/Accounting background
Accounting
Non-Accounting
Missing

123 (25%)
204 (42%)
78 (16%)
85 (17%)

249 (51%)
204 (42%)
15 (3%)
22 (4%)

444 (91%)
34 (7%)
12 (2%)

171 (24%)
299 (42%)
44 (6%)
197 (28%)

420 (59%)
279 (39%)
5 (1%)
7 (1%)

618 (87%)
64 (9%)
29 (4%)
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Variable Cohort 1: Sample Size 4902

Cohort 2: Sample Size 711

Professional exam experience (CAP1/CAP2)

Yes 157 (32%)

No 333 (68%)

Missing 0 (0%)
Size of training firm

Big Four 309 (63%)

Non-Big Four 181 (37%)

204 (29%)
505 (71%)
2 (<1%)

483 (68%)
228 (32%)

aSample size differences between Cohort 1 and Cohort 2 was due to a mandatory attendance rule (for some lectures) being introduced for Cohort

2 students
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The next stage of data screening included, firstly, assessing the pattern of missing data.
Secondly, reviewing the raw data and descriptive statistics (including checking for
outliers). Thirdly, testing whether the assumptions of multivariate analysis were satisfied,
including normality, homoscedasticity, linearity and multicollinearity (Gaskin, 2019;
Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson, & Tatham, 2010; Tabachnick, Fidell, & Ullman, 2007).

5.3.1 Missing Data

Data from the questionnaire was entered manually into Microsoft Excel, with each case
being given a unique student identifier number. The performance data was then matched
to the unique student identifier numbers on the original data file. A code book was then
created for the completed data file, and the data was transferred to the Statistical Package
for the Social Sciences (SPSS). A missing cases review was then conducted. Table 5.2

below summarises the percentage of missing data on each variable.
Table 5.2

Percentage of missing values

Variables Cohort 1 Cohort 2
Control Variables
Gender 0% 0%
Professional Exam Experience <1% <1%
Accounting Background 2% 4%
Antecedents to Engagement
Study Resources <1% <1%
Academic Self-Efficacy <1% <1%
Work Exhaustion <1% <1%
Engagement
Behavioural <1% <1%
Cognitive <1% <1%
Affective <1% <1%

Note. Only includes control variables being used in the final model

When less than 5% of cases in any variable are missing, dealing with missing data is less
problematic (Newman, 2009; Tabachnick et al., 2007). As evident in Table 5.2 above,
the low prevalence of missing values in this dataset was unlikely to cause any major

concerns. However, consideration was still given to the pattern of missing data, followed
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by a discussion of how these missing values were treated. The pattern of missing data
was determined for all variables, including control variables, using Little’s MCAR test.
Little and Rubin (2002) categorise missing data into three groups: data missing
completely at random (MCAR); data missing at random (MAR); and data missing not at
random (MNAR). MCAR refers to data that is missing independently of any other
variables measured or missing. MAR describes a pattern which is related to some of the
variables being measured but is unrelated to the values of the missing data. Finally,
MNAR is data that is missing as a result of the value of that variable itself, irrespective
of the values of other variables (Newman, 2009). Data satisfying the MCAR test is the
least problematic, and all methods for dealing with missing data are applicable. However,
MAR and MNAR data which exhibit non-random missing data patterns are considered
more problematic (Newman, 2009). Little’s MCAR test was conducted to determine the
pattern of the missing data, the results of which are presented in Table 5.3 below.

Table 5.3

Pattern of missing data

Cohort 12 df p-value MCAR
Cohort 1 6044.087 5888  0.076 v
Cohort 2 10921.986 9846  0.000 X

The results indicate that the MCAR test for Cohort 1 data was statistically insignificant
(p>0.05), while Cohort 2 was statistically significant (p<0.001), suggesting that Cohort 2
data was either MAR or MNAR. A line-by-line review of the missing data concluded that
it was unlikely to be MNAR (i.e. there were no patterns between the missing data), so it
was considered to be MAR. The literature supports the use of two methods to deal with
MAR, namely listwise deletion or full information maximum likelihood estimation
(FIML) (Cheung, 2007). Using listwise deletion, an entire case is excluded from analysis
if any value is missing. In contrast, FIML operates by estimating values for the unknown
parameters of a model without introducing any bias, and it is the one most commonly
used in structural equation modelling (Kline, 2015). Given that the percentage of missing
values in Cohort 2 was so low, either estimation technique was unlikely to bias the results.
As FIML does not require the deletion of any cases and is considered a more robust
estimating technique for MAR data (Newman, 2009), its use was considered appropriate

in this study.
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5.3.2 Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics for all study variables were examined to provide further insight into
the characteristics of the sample and the distribution of responses. The frequencies,
means, standard deviations, minimum and maximum scores were reviewed for each
variable, to ensure that all responses were plausible, and within an expected range and
direction (Tabachnick et al., 2007). Table 5.4 and Table 5.5 below, illustrates that the
means and standard deviations were in line with expected results. This review also

provided an additional check for any potential errors or outliers in the data.

5.3.3 Testing the Assumptions of Multivariate Analysis

Testing the assumptions of multivariate analysis included testing for multicollinearity,

linearity, normality and homoscedasticity (Hair et al., 2010; Tabachnick et al., 2007).

Multicollinearity. Multicollinearity is deemed to exist when variables in a study
are highly correlated, causing some of the variables to be redundant (Saunders, Lewis, &
Thornhill, 2009). Multicollinearity was tested by reviewing the correlation matrix for
each variable and through calculation of the tolerance levels and the variance inflating
factor (VIF) (Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). The results of the correlation analysis
for both years are presented in Tables 5.4 and 5.5 below. The correlation matrix ranges
from +1 to -1 and show both the magnitude and direction of the relationships, where those
closer to +/- 1 indicate a strong relationship, and the direction of the relationship is
indicated by the sign +/-. A range of acceptable thresholds have been presented in the
literature, ranging from 0.75 to 0.90 (e.g. Hair, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2011; Saunders et al.,
2009), with correlations higher than these thresholds suggesting that multicollinearity
may be present. Examination of the correlation matrices in Tables 5.4 and 5.5 below,
revealed that none of the correlations breached the upper threshold of 0.90. The second
multicollinearity test calculated the tolerance levels and the variance inflation factor
(VIF) (Cohen et al., 2003). According to Cohen et al. (2003), a commonly used rule of
thumb is that where tolerance levels are 0.10 or below, and the VIF is 10 or more, this
acts as evidence of multicollinearity. The results in this study indicated that neither the
tolerance nor VIF values, in either cohort, breached these thresholds. Taken together,

these results confirmed that multicollinearity was not an issue in this dataset.
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Table 5.4

Correlation matrix - Cohort 1 (before CFA)

Correlations
Variable M s L 2 3 4 5 6 7 & 9 10 1 L 13 W4 5 1 17 1§ 19
1 BE: Time 3718 0964
9 BE: Active Learning 2030502 229"
3 BE: Other Educational Activities 2280 0559 140" 343"
4 CE: Higher Order Learning 2933 0586 0077 197" 185"
5 CE: Seeking Meaning 3760 0645 0063 1777 316" om”
6 CE: Use of Evidence 3910 0601 0085 03" 276" 180" 509"
7 CE: Relating Ideas 3487 0671 0001 181" os6™ 203 548 566
§ AE: Vigor 322 082 817 307 307 1950 39 %80 307
9 AE: Dedication 3420872 o107 30T 350 1400 T 3T 08 7%
10 AE:Absorption 2101007 gt o5 34T 0T 381 3390 281 738 700”
11 PR Academic Self-Efficacy 34300710 2067 435 366 A1 36 38 24 44 68 612
1 D: Work Exhausation 3605 1239 0020 0006 _p49” -0.074 -0087 -0.015 -0015 _160™ .124” 0014 _170”
13 SR: Effective Teaching Practices 3521 o4eT a30" 002 argt 13t 100”7 147 145 36 3130 2607 3T 2807
14 SR: Supportive Educational Environment 3478 0629 0037 0014 -0048 1037 118" o0 0063 23”  204”  184”  a” o100 4957
15 SR Enviching Educational Experiences 3374 0639 0079 149™ 303" 15 218" 1897 1530 3% 283 285 200 W13 4300 364
1 Exam Performance 6364 2876 0028 qgp4” 0012 o 0028 0001 0017 0072 002 0043 0073 0013 _q" 0026 _pp57 -
17 C: Gender 1453 0498 13" 0042 ges” 0029 0021 0058 gqg” 0057 0003 0016 0054 _17p” 0035 0011 -0.082 -0.03L
18 C: Professional Exam Experience 0684 0466 124" 0003 0025 -0086 -0020 0049 0013 0024 0071 0018 0049 _gg 0039 0067 0009 -0024 _go5
19 C: Accounting Background 1574 1138 0060 0084 131" 130" 0048 0054 0081 167 q15 0087 qp4™ 0011 0073 -0022 0080 gog" -0.046 333"

Note. n=490; M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation; BE = Behavioural Engagement, CE = Cognitive Engagement, AE = Affective Engagement, PR = Personal Resources, D = Demands, SR = Study Resources, C = Control

*p<.05; % p < 0L **p <001
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Table 5.5

Correlation matrix - Cohort 2 (before CFA)

Correlations
Variable M D 1 2 3 4 5 6 1 8 9 0o 2 B W L B U B v
1 BE: Time 3120 1040 -
2 BE: Active Learning 2030 0640 200% -
3 BE: Other Educational Activities 2210 053% 197 25 .
4 CE: Higher Order Learning 2%0 0635 0002 142% 169% -
5 CE: Seeking Meaning 370 0673 0032 43 = 119 -
6 CE: Use of Evidence 3940 0711 0068 .61 265%™  I71ec BA0 -
7 CE: Relating Ideas 3430 0668 0068 1637 204 147e B75R g6 -
8 AE: Vigor 3150 0819 2560 13@e 201 Q52 g7 183 I76 -
9 AE: Dedication 3390 0868 258 245 84e 170 Q7de 17ee o 009%  GIgTc -
10 AE:Absorption 2740 1054 67 Q67 271 13 JAgR 02 D53 g4 6GBe -
11 PR: Academic Self-Efficacy 3400 0710 2627 298 336 1930 206%™ 250 234 00 73 Be3 -
12 D: Work Exhausation 3540 1310 -089* 0025 -137* 005 0001 -0.060 0006 -188** -I15% -Q05* -1d5%
13 SR: Effective Teaching Practices 3438 0561 258 113 150 192%c  114% 007008 118%™ 327t 370%™ 197 3o 107 -
14 SR: Supportive Educational Environment 3345 0662 0.033 0044 0016 006051  .076* -0.00687 0039 181 193" 140* 165%* 003073 492 -
15 SR: Enviching Educational Experiences 3325 0676 .202%* 134%™ 310%%  L13% 230¢  L47ee 103% 277e 303 080 318%™ 00385 dL* 301¢ -
16 Exam Performance 6350 2905 -102% 00472 -142** 006358 0071 0040 -0037 0019 -103* -0.037 0000 0018 -ld6* -0071 -l61*
17 C: Gender 1490 0500 -1s6® -085* 0.03642 -0.007 0027 0015 002169 0006 -097%* -113* 0.065 -0.0501 -0.033 -0003 -116% .128**
18 C: Professional Exam Experience 0710 045 004611 0064 0062 0033 0073 004 0052 08r* 093 0061 .102* -00633 .Ll4* 0037 .084* -0.055 001924
19 C: Accounting Background 1680 123  -0.064 -0.017 0.05242 000408 0050 0011 0043 002218 .097* 0063 005088 0016 0020 -0057 0002 001601 0045 305+

Note. n=711; M= Mean; SD = Standard Deviation; BE = Behavioural Engagement, CE = Cognitive Engagement, AE = Affective Engagement, PR = Personal Resources, D = Demands, SR = Study Resources, C = Control

*n<,05; ** p < 0L ¥ p <001
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Linearity. Linearity was tested by reviewing the scatterplots and the deviation
from linearity tests in the analysis of variance (ANOVA) table for each pair of
independent variables (IV) and dependent variables (DV). The review of the scatterplots
indicated that the following relationships may be problematic: study resources and work
exhaustion (IV) with behavioural, cognitive and affective study engagement (DV).
However, the review of the ANOVA tables indicated that the deviation-from-linearity
tests were all non-significant. Therefore, all relationships between 1V and DV were
considered sufficiently linear.

Normality. Normality was assessed through inspection of the histograms and
review of skewness and kurtosis scores. The review of the histograms was also a good
test for outliers. The results suggested that, in both years, some of the variables in the
dataset were not normally distributed. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov and the Shapiro-Wilk
tests were also conducted, and they further confirmed that some variables were not
normally distributed. The literature suggests that normally distributed variables in the
social sciences are uncommon, especially when the dataset is large, and it suggests
focusing instead on homoscedasticity tests (Gaskin, 2019; Gujarati, 2003; Schafer &
Graham, 2002). Moreover, Gujarati (2003) outlines that normality assumptions are of
critical importance when sample sizes are small (<100). Therefore, in larger sample sizes,
like in the case of this study, if the error is not normally distributed, the sampling
distribution of the regression coefficients will tend to be normally distributed (Gujarati,
2003). Furthermore, bootstrapping analysis, which was used in this study, does not
require the data set to be normally distributed as the sampling distribution converges on
a normal distribution regardless of the underlying data distribution (Fritz & MacKinnon,
2007).

Homoscedasticity. In this study, homoscedasticity was determined through a
visual inspection of the scatterplots. The results revealed that all regression pairs were

homoscedastic.

Overall, these results indicate that the assumptions of multivariate analysis were satisfied.
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5.4 Structural Equation Modelling

Structural equation modelling is a two-step statistical technique that requires the analysis
of two conceptually distinct models. The first model is a measurement model which
specifies and confirms the relationships between a latent construct and its observed
measures (e.g. self-efficacy [latent construct]) is measured by six observed measures
[survey questions]). The confirmed measurement model is then used to build the
structural model which simultaneously tests the causal relationships between independent
and dependent variables based on a theory (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988).

In this study the measurement model was built and tested using data from Cohort 1. This
measurement model was then validated using data from Cohort 2, and once validated,
was used to test the structural model. A number of competing mediated and moderated
structural models were tested using a nested modelling approach. When these tests were

complete the best fitting structural model was used to test the study hypotheses.

5.4.1 Building the Measurement Model: Determined using Cohort 1 Data

The first step in building the measurement model involved an exploratory factor analysis
(EFA) on all study variables. The results of the EFA provided a better understanding of
the data before proceeding to the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) stage, which
focused on determining model fit, testing for validity and reliability and common method

variance.

The hypothesised model presented in Figure 5.1 was the starting point for the EFA. This
model included five scales which were previously validated in the literature, but had not
been used in this research context. Therefore, it was considered appropriate to conduct
an EFA to determine the pattern structure of all scales. A summary of the EFA results are

presented below, with a more detailed explanation presented in Appendix F.
The results of the EFA confirmed the following:

1) Behavioural study engagement has three main factors: time spent in lectures, active
learning, other educational activities.
2) Cognitive study engagement had a clear one-factor structure using the four-item

higher order learning scale (a fifth item loaded onto another dimension). The six-item
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ASSIST had a clear one-factor structure. The 12-item version did not show a clear
pattern structure.

3) Affective study engagement measured using the UWES-S did not show a clear three-
pattern structure with either the 17-item version or the nine-item version. It provided
a clear one-factor structure with both the nine-item and six-item versions.

4) Personal resources - academic self-efficacy showed a clear one-factor structure using
the academic self-efficacy scale of the MBI-SS.

5) Demands - work exhaustion had a clear one-factor structure using the exhaustion
dimension of the MBI-GS.

6) The study resources factor was adapted from the NSSE/ISSE, with a number of
context specific questions added. It was expected to load onto three factors, effective
teaching practices, supportive educational environment and enriching educational
experiences. The results of the EFA showed all items’ loading onto five clear factors:
effective teaching practices, clear exam guidelines, support from the professional
body for academic and work difficulties, preferred lecture structure and resources.

Upon completion of the EFA, the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was completed. A
CFA differs from an EFA in that it seeks to confirm a theoretically pre-specified
measurement model (Brown, 2006). In this case, completing the EFA in advance of the
CFA facilitated a better understanding of the data. The initial CFA included all items in
the original scales, with the EFA results considered at a later point. The main stages
involved in conducting the CFA included assessing: 1) model fit, 2) validity and
reliability, and 3) common method variance (Gaskin, 2019). The work completed in each

of these three stages is outlined below.

Model Fit. Model fit was determined using the five model fit indices detailed in
Table 5.6 below. The first stage in determining model fit was to include all latent
constructs in the measurement model and test the overall fit. A latent construct is a
variable that is not directly observed (unobserved) and instead is captured by indicators
that represent the latent construct (Muthén et al., 2017). For example, self-efficacy is a
latent construct as it cannot be observed directly. Therefore, the efficacy dimension of
the MBS-SS includes six items (factors) that capture behaviours indicative of self-
efficacy. Therefore, these items (factors) are indicators of the underlying latent construct.

There are six latent constructs in this study, with five considered second (higher) order
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factors and one considered a first order factor. For example, affective study engagement
is a second order factor as affective study engagement is a latent construct, measured by
vigor, dedication and absorption, which are also latent constructs, which are subsequently
measured by a number of indicators (factors). This example is presented in diagram
format in Figure 5.2 below.

/ Absorption\ /Dedication\
N N

Al | A2 | A3 | Ad | A5 | A6
— ——

‘\‘\\ X
\
\\\\\
S
/ E:;:Z:::m \l < First order
Nl A

Figure 5.2: Affective engagement - second (higher) order three factor structure

The six latent constructs in this study, include four derived from validated scales, and two
context specific scales. During the CFA stage, a number of competing models were tested
with the objective of achieving model fit that could be justified theoretically and also
supported statistically. The original measurement model was used as the baseline mo