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ABSTRACT 
 

Distance learning institutions allow access to many students who do not enjoy the luxury 

of studying fulltime at contact-based universities by providing flexibility in terms of time, 
space and finances. Globally, accountants are vital for the economy and it is important that 

higher education institutions empower them with the necessary skills to face the volatile 
working environment. Equipping accounting students with only discipline-specific 

knowledge, does not result in practice-ready accountants, which cause great concern for 

professional accounting bodies as well as employers. Pervasive skills are soft skills, also 
sometimes referred to as personal attributes allowing effective interaction between people. 

Using case studies to develop pervasive skills in accounting education, specifically in Open 
Distance Learning (ODL) institutions, is regarded as a fairly unexplored area. A qualitative 

research approach was followed whereby interviews were conducted with management 
members of the College of Accounting Sciences (CAS) at the University of South Africa 

(UNISA). The interviews provided insight into how ODL accounting educators in a 

developing country perceived the need to introduce a case study-based module to develop 
pervasive skills. It is recommended that the training of distance education accounting 

students should be adapted to include case studies for pervasive skills development. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Globally, there is a tremendous need for distance education because individuals with time, 

geographical and financial constraints, are provided with equal education opportunities. 
Distance education students usually have fast and easy access to their study material, 

anywhere, anytime allowing them to retain their jobs and simultaneously save on various 
education-related costs such as transportation, accommodation and catering (Sad, Goktas, 

& Bayrak, 2014). Especially in the accounting field, there is increased pressure on distance 
education institutions to deliver enough students with all the necessary skills to match 

market expectations. Tucker (2014) explains that students must be equipped to live in a 

“multifaceted, multitasking, technology-driven world” and “regardless of their economic 
background, we must also ensure that all students have equal access to this new 

technological world”. 
 
In recent years, numerous changes in the workplace have increased the demands placed on 

accountants. These changes include the rapidly changing business environment, globalization, 
new legislation, continuous improvements in information technology (IT) and the economic 
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meltdown. Consequently employers are now looking for accounting graduates with a diverse 

set of skills and attributes to cope with these demands (Albrecht & Sack, 2000; De Lange, 

Jackling, & Gut, 2006; Gammie, Gammie, & Cargill, 2002; Hassall & Milne, 2004; Howieson, 
2003; Tucker, 2014; Wessels, 2008). Therefore, tertiary institutions are called upon to deliver 

well-rounded graduates (Cullen, Richardson, & O’Brien, 2004; Mohamed & Lashine, 2003; 
Tucker, 2014; Van Romburgh & Van der Merwe, 2015; Wolcott, Baril, Cunningham, Fordham, & 

St Pierre, 2002; Boyce, Williams, Kelly, & Yee, 2001). Meeting the demands of employers and 
professional bodies, accounting graduates require, in addition to discipline-specific skills, a 

range of other skills, hereafter referred to as pervasive skills (Arquero Montano, Cardoso, & 
Joyce, 2004; De Lange et al., 2006; Gammie et al., 2002; Palmer, Ziegenfuss, & Pinsker, 2004). 

In their article, Strauss-Keevy and Mare (2015) refer to pervasive skills as inter alia 

“employability skills, behavioral skills and interpersonal skills”. For purposes of this article, 
pervasive skills also include other skills such as higher-order skills (Wilton, 2008; CIMA, 2012) 

and soft skills (Barac, 2009; De Villiers, 2010).  

 

Subsequent to the publishing of the Bedford Committee Report (AAA, 1986), numerous 
calls to improve accounting students’ pervasive skills, in particular their critical thinking, 

echoed in the literature (Boyce, 2004; Wolcott et al., 2002; Siegel & Sorenson, 1999; Stout, 

1996; Kimmel, 1995). Conventional accounting pedagogy, emphasizing discipline-specific 
development, leave little scope for the inclusion of pervasive skills in the curriculum. Penn, 

Currie, Hoad and O’Brien (2016), proclaim that various invaluable skills, such as 
communication, leadership, and team-related skills can be developed by teaching with case 

studies. Therefore, introducing case studies could achieve a closer alignment between 
accounting education and accounting practice (Cullen et al., 2004).  

 

In order to bridge this skills gap the Chartered Institute of Management Accountants 
(CIMA), has for instance, endeavored to help students develop both their discipline specific 

knowledge as well as their professional capacity by incorporating a case study-based final 
examination in their new curriculum, effective from January 2015 (CIMA, 2014). This 

examination assesses the students’ ability to demonstrate higher-level skills, for instance 

synthesis, analysis and evaluation, and skills in effectively presenting and communicating 
information to users in a way that promotes professionalism (CIMA, 2012). In 2012, the 

South African Institute of Chartered Accountants (SAICA) also published their intention to 
implement a multidisciplinary case study-based final examination for trainee accountants 

eligible to become qualified Chartered Accountants (CAs) (SAICA, 2013). Subsequently, 

SAICA introduced their Assessment of Professional Competence (APC) examination in 
November 2014. The case study-based examination allows SAICA to increasingly assess 

professional and pervasive skills (Oliver, 2012). 
 

Although the use of real-world case study material has become a standard teaching method 
in many disciplines, for instance business, law and medicine (Penn et al., 2016), limited 

empirical research has been conducted to support the perceived usefulness of case studies 

for teaching pervasive skills (Boyce, 2004; Weil, Oyelere, Yeoh, & Firer, 2001; Wolcott et 
al., 2002). In order to approach reform in accounting education, it is imperative to gain an 

understanding of the environment in which students reside (Morris, Burnett, Skousen, & 
Akaaboune, 2015). For instance, an open distance learning (ODL) environment differs from 

a residential, classroom-based environment. Therefore, the objective of this article is to 

specifically explore whether accounting educators at an ODL institution perceive that there 
is a need to introduce a case study-based module to prepare accounting students for the 

professional bodies’ case study examinations. The article further endeavors to determine if 
accounting educators are of the opinion that a case study module would improve ODL 

students’ pervasive skills. 
 

In the remainder of the article, the prior literature concerning the pervasive skills gap and 

the teaching of pervasive skills in an ODL environment in accounting education is firstly 
reviewed. Thereafter, a discussion of the research method is presented, followed by the 

limitations of the study. After the analysis section, conclusions are finally drawn and 
recommendations are made. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW   

 

A survey conducted among accounting graduates from three Australian universities and 
Australian practitioners suggested that extensive training was needed before accounting 

graduates were regarded as having an innate work-ready capacity (Kavanagh & Drennan, 
2008). Professional accounting bodies and employers of accounting graduates have called 

for accounting education to bridge the identified skills gap by attending to the supposed 

skills shortages (Ballantine & McCourt Larres, 2004; Bui & Porter, 2010; Hassal, Joyce, 
Arquero Montano, & Donoso Anes, 2005). 

 
In a study among accounting academics involved in SAICA-accredited academic 

programmes, Keevy (2013) found that despite a supposed obligation to teach pervasive 
skills, academics do not perceive themselves as best suited to equip graduates with the 

required pervasive skills competencies. However, educational institutions have a critical 

responsibility in delivering practice-ready accounting graduates who are knowledgeable, 
ethical, responsible and financially literate. Enhancing pervasive skills through formal 

education is therefore no longer voluntary (Shuttleworth, 2012). The gap between 
accounting education and the work place is expanding (Rebele & St. Pierre, 2015) and 

current literature does not reflect how to best prepare students for the work place. 

 
The debate on whether universities adequately prepare students for the work place is 

ongoing and it should be emphasized that “universities cannot be all things to all people” 
(Howieson, Hancock, Segal, Kavanagh, Tempone & Kent, 2014). Many authors contend that 

the adopted accounting pedagogies should move away from students’ passive mastering 
of content knowledge, to a more student-centered approach, where they play an active role 

in their own learning process (Morris et al., 2015; Chu & Libby, 2010). That being said, a 

survey of accounting programs in the New York City metropolitan area conducted by Diller-
Haas (2004) found that the majority (71%) of programs still used a traditional curriculum, 

focusing on memorization and the mechanics of recording transactions. Some authors 
(Woronoff, 2009; Albrecht and Sack, 2000) are of the opinion that universities mostly only 

focus on discipline-specific competencies, instead of pervasive skills as well. Cooper, 

Everett and Neu (2005) support this view, stating that there is too much emphasis on 
repetitive learning of discipline-specific material with a lack of attention to broader 

educational issues. Boyce, Williams, Kelly and Yee (2001) argue that the accounting 
profession has a predilection for discipline-specific development of their students and 

seems to be less interested in pervasive skills development.  

 
However, the literature has examples of researchers who do not believe that educators are 

solely responsible for pervasive skills development. Gammie et al (2002) are of the opinion 
that employers’ demands for education institutions to equip students with the necessary 

pervasive skills should not be blindly accepted. They argue that employers are also 
accountable and should include pervasive skills development in their training programs 

(Gammie et al., 2002). Donovan (2005) suggests collaboration between universities and 

the accounting profession in pervasive skills development, and argues that the profession 
can provide a real-world environment for learning. Howieson et al. (2014) suggest that 

awareness should be raised among employers regarding limitations within university 
programs to develop students’ pervasive skills and that employers should endeavor to 

advance learning opportunities within the working environment. 

 
The ability of higher education to develop practice-ready graduates is therefore a 

contentious matter (Cranmer, 2006; Wilton, 2008). In a study conducted by Bui and Porter 
(2010) employers signaled that university courses provide students with a conceptual 

understanding of business, but they also indicated that “real” business knowledge can only 
be acquired by on-the-job experience. The studies conducted by Cranmer (2006) and Lucas, 

Cox, Croudace and Mildford (2004) support this finding, as they conclude that it is 

unrealistic for universities to claim that they can teach the pervasive skills required by 
practice.  
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Institutional constraints are often the reason why accounting education cannot always 

deliver accounting graduates with the pervasive skills required by employers (Bui & Porter, 

2010). At an ODL institution, such as the University of South Africa (Unisa), student 
numbers are large when compared to residential universities (Ryan, 2008). Unisa has to 

cater for students from different generations, namely adults and school leavers, who have 
different views, knowledge levels, experience levels and expectations (Heydenrych & 

Prinsloo, 2010). There is limited face-to-face contact with students (Martin, 2007) and 

group discussion classes usually happen on an ad-hoc basis once per semester with large 
numbers of students attending these classes. Consequently, it is perceived as highly 

unlikely that distance-education lecturers would be able to fit pervasive skills training into 
the limited available face-to-face time. In addition, the workload of academics has 

increased (Bezuidenhout, 2013) and they experience time constraints, work constraints 
and the burden of continuously updating the curriculum. 

 

The borders between distance learning and residential institutions are “becoming 
increasingly blurred due to the use of technologies” (Heydenrych & Prinsloo, 2010). 

Distance education consists of multiple dimensions aiming to overcome any form of 
distance between students and the institution, educators, study material and fellow-

students (Kamanja, 2007; Mbatha, 2015). Although ODL offers flexibility by minimizing 

limitations on study in terms of time, access, place, pace of education and method of study 
(Dzakiria, 2012; Vakoufari, Christina & Mavroidis, 2014), students face other distinct 

challenges.  
 

ODL students often experience challenges such as time management, coping with personal 
stress, deficient IT skills and lack of proficiency in English as instructional language 

(Geduld, 2013). Geduld (2013) goes so far as to say that critical thinking, organizational 

and emotional skills are a prerequisite for success in an ODL environment. In addition, 
lecturers need to consider the demographics of the generation of learners in their classes 

(Fouche, 2013). Unisa’s student profile is diverse in terms of income (ranging from high-
income earners to poor students who do not even have electricity at home), age, 

educational background and working experience (Dzakiria, 2012; Ryan, 2008). Many of the 

students who study part-time experience a time management problem because they are 
also employed on a full-time basis. In ODL many learners are faced with the expectation 

that they already have independent learning skills and the capacity to “engage in activities 
that require self-direction and self-management of learning” (McLoughlin & Marshall, 

2000). Although it is assumed that learners operating in the 21st century should already 

have these attributes, this generalization is not applicable to all ODL learners (Dzakiria, 
2012). 

 
Despite these many unique challenges in the ODL environment, there are also opportunities 

to develop accounting students’ pervasive skills. For instance, writing skills are improved 
when students attempt their compulsory written assignments and examinations and also 

when they e-mail their lecturers. There is an increasing shift to online learning, and this 

will potentially enhance students’ IT skills (Nti, 2015; Kamanja, 2007). Video and satellite 
conferencing as well as Skype technologies can be utilised for case study discussions in a 

distance learning environment (Kashora, Van der Poll, & Van der Poll, 2016). Distance 
learners have been found by some researchers to be more positive about lifelong learning 

opportunities than face-to-face students (Sad, Goktas, & Bayrak, 2014). The use of distance 

education materials in a traditional accounting course revealed a positive effect on student 
success (Bozok, 2011). 

 
As far back as 1986, the use of case studies in accounting has been regarded as one of the 

best methods for developing pervasive skills (AAA, 1986). A study conducted by Ballentine 
and McCourt Larres (2004) among 84 final-year undergraduate management accounting 

students in the United Kingdom, showed that the most significant benefits of using case 

studies were an awareness that there are several solutions to a problem and insights into 
the complexity of “real-world” business decisions. Boyce et al. (2001) point out that the 

most important benefit of the case study method is that theoretical issues are grounded in 
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a practical context. This promotes an active learning approach with a higher level of 

understanding. Therefore, teaching ethical conduct principles, professionalism and 

pervasive skills can be accomplished through case study-based teaching (Fortin & Legault, 
2010). 

 
Although researchers in general perceive the use of case studies in accounting education 

as efficient for pervasive skills development, these benefits are also questioned in the 

literature. For instance, Wolcott et al. (2002) challenge the findings of some researchers 
who argue that students’ critical thinking skills are enhanced through teaching strategies 

such as case studies. They posit that researchers should examine empirically whether 
critical thinking skills are developed and achieving the desired effects (Wolcott et al., 

2002).  
 

Whilst the literature outlines the benefits of using case studies to enhance accounting 

students’ pervasive skills (Ahmad & Sulaiman, 2013; Ballantine & McCourt Larres, 2004; 
Van der Merwe, 2013), most of these studies were conducted at residential universities. 

Brenner, Jeancola and Watkins (2015) suggest that mini-cases may be a solution in “time 
challenged” accounting courses. They explain that mini-cases are more efficient and 

effective than traditional, lengthy case studies, and thus allowance is made for flexibility 

in transferring various skills. In general, there is a belief that case studies could be used as 
a useful teaching method in the ODL environment (Wessels & Binza, 2012). However, in 

the literature there is a paucity of studies on how case studies develop pervasive skills in 
the field of accounting in an ODL environment. Apostolou, Dorminey, Hassell and Rebele 

(2016) conducted a literature review of accounting education literature published in 2015, 
and although they found 20 cases, these were not presented in an ODL environment. The 

same authors also conducted a literature review of accounting education literature 

published in 2013 and 2014 and yet again, no mention was made of any cases in an ODL 
environment (Apostolou, Dorminey, Hassell, & Rebele, 2015). The empirical research 

reported on in this article therefore focused on the use of case studies in an ODL institution. 
 

METHOD 

 
Apart from conducting an extensive literature review, an explorative qualitative approach 

was followed which, according to Henning, Van Rensburg and Smit (2004) provides an 
understanding of the phenomenon under study. Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were 

the primary instrument used. By conducting an interview, the prospect of offering rich data 

occurs (Newton, 2010). An interview is a controlled exchange of words effective for 
exploring people’s opinions (Hofstee, 2006; Wiid & Diggines, 2015).  
 
Participants 

A pilot interview was conducted with an ODL specialist, Professor Paul Prinsloo of Unisa. 
His insights, ideas and suggestions were valuable in designing the final interview schedule. 

In order to gain an understanding of their perception on the viability of introducing case 

studies or a case study-based module in an ODL Accounting environment, purposive 
sampling was used to conduct interviews with management members of the College of 

Accounting Sciences (CAS) who represent ODL academics. In 2015, 33 069 students were 
enrolled in this college (Unisa, 2017c). A key advantage of purposive sampling is that it is 

planned and aimed at a targeted group of people (Tongco, 2007). Figure 1 below provides 

an overview of the structure of CAS at Unisa and indicates the management positions in 
the College. Eleven members of the CAS management were chosen because they could be 

regarded as the “voice of the academics” (Barac & Du Plessis, 2014) representing the 
respective departments. Only members of management directly involved in the tuition 

portfolio were interviewed. Nobody in the management group was excluded based on race, 
age or gender.  
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Figure 1. Structure of CAS, Unisa 

 
Unisa was selected, since it is Africa’s leading and largest ODL institution (Dhunpath & 

Dhunpath, 2015; Letseka, 2015) attracting students from 130 countries in Africa and 
globally (Unisa, 2017c). Unisa is the furthermore the longest standing dedicated distance 

education university in the world, “enrolling nearly one-third of all South African students” 

(Unisa, 2017b) providing study opportunities to more than 400 000 students from across 
South Africa, Africa and other parts of the world (Unisa, 2017a). Although Unisa is not the 

only distance learning institution in South Africa, it is the only distance education 
institution operating on a university level (Gerber, 2013). In addition, Unisa is accredited 

with SAICA and from the published APC 2014 results document available on SAICA’s 
website, it is evident that Unisa delivers the largest number of students who pass their final 

test of competence examination (SAICA, 2015). Unisa is also accredited with CIMA, the 

largest management accounting body in the world (Unisa, 2015).  
 

Data Collection and Analysis  
The interview questions were clearly structured (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007) and 

trust was kept intact during the interviews by professionalism and showing respect for the 

participants (Newton, 2010). Ethical clearance for the study was obtained from the Ethics 
Review Committee of the College of Accounting Sciences (CAS) (ref no.: 2015_CAS_001) 

and permission for the study was granted by the Unisa Senate Research and Innovation 
Higher Degrees Committee (ref no.: 2015_RPSC_008). 

 
The anonymity of the participants was guaranteed and they were informed that they could 

choose not to participate at any point during the interview. Participation in the study was 

voluntary and participants were invited to access the results of the study if they wished to 
do so. All of the interviews were conducted in English. The interviews were recorded with 

a digital voice recorder, transcribed and profiled. The transcription of the data remained 
strictly confidential and the data was analyzed through an inductive thematic analysis 

method.  

 
Interviewees were asked whether they believed that there is a need for the introduction of 

a case study-based module (focusing on enhancing certain pervasive skills) with the 
purpose of delivering better prepared, practice-ready students. The interviewees were also 

asked whether ODL accounting educators within the respective departments have such a 

Source: Own compilation 
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module in place, and whether they perceive such a module as beneficial to students as well 

as future employers of these students.  

 
The results in this study were limited to the perceptions of the use of case studies in 

accounting education in one South African ODL institution, albeit the largest ODL institution 
in Africa. Therefore, the results of this study could inform accounting education in other 

distance learning institutions. Additionally, this study only focused on the conceptual 

frameworks of two professional accounting bodies actively involved in South African 
accounting and management accounting education, namely SAICA and CIMA. As in the 

study of Van der Merwe (2013), this study is based on the perceptions of participants, and 
does not contain empirical evidence of actual skills development.  

 
Operational measures were applied to ensure trustworthiness. The primary researcher 

conducted the interviews (credibility). In-depth discussions were held and the results were 

contextualized in the literature (transferability). The researcher kept an audit trail of the 
study in case an auditor wished to verify the trustworthiness of the findings 

(conformability). The research process was clearly presented and all aspects of the study 
were described (dependability). No interviewees were excluded on the basis of race, age 

or gender (authenticity). 

 
FINDINGS 

 
In order to determine if accounting educators in an ODL institution perceive a need for the 

introduction of a case study module to enhance the pervasive skills of prospective 
accounting professionals, responses were interpreted according to the following themes 

that emerged during the interviews: 

 
Unisa’s Responsibility to Develop Accounting Graduates’ Pervasive Skills 

In accordance with the literature (De Lange et al., 2006; Dixon, Belnap, Albrecht, & Lee, 
2010; Gammie et al., 2002; Howieson, 2003), it was clear from the interviews that the 

respondents generally agreed that the work environment requires students to develop 

pervasive skills during their accounting studies. 
 

All save one of the interviewees strongly felt that the university has a responsibility to 
develop graduates’ pervasive skills. While one interviewee was skeptical about the ability 

of an ODL institution to actually assess pervasive skills, another said that “these skills are 

only obtained at the end of the graduates’ practical training period”. One interviewee 
clearly stated that students must be assessed for their “competencies to fit into practice”. 

From the responses, it also became clear that the university should not only address the 
incorporation of pervasive skills because the professional bodies have changed their 

approach, but because it has a responsibility to turn out graduates with pervasive skills, 
especially critical thinking skills. 

 

One interviewee posited that pervasive skills are not only needed by SAICA, CIMA and other 
professional bodies, but also by broader society – hence Unisa’s responsibility to instill 

pervasive skills in all graduates, whether or not this is specifically required by professional 
bodies. 

 

The Current Practices at Unisa Incorporating Case Studies in the Accounting Curriculum 
Although interviewees involved in teaching postgraduate modules responded that they did 

embed real-life scenarios in their study material, as well as formative and summative 
assessment practices, those involved at undergraduate level mostly stated that they did 

not really use case studies as part of their curriculum. This is mainly because they teach 
semester modules and the two-hour examinations do not allow for case studies, where a 

lot of reading time is required. With regard to the postgraduate CIMA modules, it was 

clearly stated that there is a strong emphasis on case studies. Three of the five 
postgraduate CIMA modules use one comprehensive case study that integrates all three 

modules’ study material for summative assessment purposes. When compared to the case 
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studies set by the professional bodies, one interviewee responded that specifically on the 

undergraduate level, case studies are far too limited to test pervasive skills. This is in line 

with another interviewee’s opinion that the case studies in their postgraduate degree 
program are “not totally integrated because they only focus on one field”. 

 
The interviewees responded in a similar way to the question of whether case studies should 

be included in the current accounting curriculum and if so, should they be integrated into 

an existing module or rather developed as a separate module? Respondents mostly felt that 
case studies should be integrated into existing modules. This is consistent with the findings 

of Hassall et al. (2003), who support this view, as both CIMA employers and students were 
of the opinion that pervasive skills should be integrated throughout the accounting 

curriculum currently being taught at universities. However, one participant suggested that 
it should be a separate module in the final year of the postgraduate qualification, a module 

that will integrate the knowledge acquired in all the modules offered at that level. One 

interviewee shares the view of Krause (2005) whereby the integration of case studies in 
existing modules in order to ground the theory in practice is encouraged. Another reiterated 

that students need practical examples in order to better understand some of the topics. 
  

The question of at which level case studies should be introduced to accounting students 

received a broad response from interviewees. While some felt that it should be introduced 
from first-year level, others strongly responded that it should only be introduced from third 

year or at the postgraduate level. One interviewee responded that because of, for instance, 
the deterioration of language and writing standards at high school level, case studies 

should be implemented as early as possible so that students can practice writing properly. 
According to some interviewees, at the third-year level students should at least be able to 

integrate knowledge and at postgraduate level they should “think outside the box” and be 

able to give advice based on the information given in the scenarios. 
 

Challenges with the Implementation of Case Studies for Accounting Education in an ODL 
Environment 

While some interviewees regarded the caliber and profile of ODL learners as making it 

difficult to incorporate case studies, others said that students who are already working will 
more easily relate to real-life scenarios and be able to incorporate the pervasive skills 

deemed necessary in the workplace. Some interviewees felt that apart from the full 
curriculum and lack of notional hours, the two-hour examinations pose a challenge for 

including case studies in the summative assessments and that it would also be difficult to 

mark comprehensive case studies in a short space of time due to the vast student numbers 
at Unisa. Some interviewees remarked that some Unisa students lack access to internet 

facilities to download case studies and upload answers. This is in line with the fact that 
internet connectivity and IT skills of ODL students in South Africa are a challenge (Kamanja, 

2007).  
 

One interviewee said that ODL students feel isolated and do not have contact sessions and 

discussions with lecturers or fellow students. Tucker (2012) also found that distance 
learners often feel isolated and deprived of peer-to-peer learning that takes place more 

easily in contact-based learning environments. Another interviewee mentioned that it is 
difficult in an ODL environment to do case studies as part of group work. Some interviewees 

said that an ODL institution did not face specific challenges regarding the implementation 

of case studies, while one interviewee even said that they could be a solution for non-
venue-based assessments. 

 
Benefits of Teaching Accounting Case Studies in ODL Institutions 

One interviewee stated that good content and level-appropriate case studies can be “very 
rich to also teach pervasive skills”. Since many of the ODL students already work, exposure 

to case studies will not only prepare them for the professional examinations they have to 

write, but also improve their performance in the workplace. Another interviewee remarked 
that case studies would improve students’ higher thinking or critical thinking skills and 

teach them to reflect on and integrate information in order to take better decisions. As 
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mentioned by one participant, ODL students already work independently and working on 

case studies can strengthen that independence and enhance their problem-solving skills. 

It was also mentioned that the written communication skills of ODL students would be 
enriched by case studies.  

 
Case studies were perceived by the interviewees to enrich various pervasive skills of ODL 

students such as communication, critical thinking, problem-solving, decision-making and 

thinking independently and on their feet. However, one interviewee mentioned that 
students often do not understand the basics of business, while another mentioned that case 

studies do not always teach integration of different disciplines. Overall, however, they felt 
that the inclusion of more case studies in the current accounting curriculum would better 

prepare ODL students for the professional examinations to be written and for the working 
environment. 

 

DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSION 
 

The literature clearly showed that the work environment requires pervasive skills that 
accounting graduates should, but do not always, have. The challenge of reform in 

accounting education is therefore to enhance teaching techniques to also include pervasive 

skills development. From the interviews it can be deduced that the ODL accounting 
lecturers perceive a case study-based approach to be effective in developing the pervasive 

skills of accounting graduates. They agreed that tertiary institutions, including ODL 
institutions, have a responsibility to develop accounting graduates’ pervasive skills and 

equip them to be practice-ready. Case studies should increasingly be incorporated 
throughout the undergraduate and postgraduate accounting curriculum, focusing on 

honing the pervasive skills required of accounting graduates. 

  
Case studies should assist students to better understand certain topics by putting theory 

into practice. Case studies should be included in existing study material, formative and 
summative assessments. A staggered implementation approach of case studies, tailored 

for different difficulty levels would be suitable for pervasive skills enhancement. 

 
In the ODL environment, some institutions might find large student numbers challenging, 

because it is difficult to assess students by means of case studies when there is limited time 
for grading tests and examinations. Other challenges that ODL institutions should consider 

include: the readiness of faculties and the capacity of lecturers to develop more case 

studies; the curriculum; a possible lack of notional hours; the structure of examinations; 
the geographical spread of their students; the profile, caliber and diverse backgrounds of 

their students; the authenticity of the work their students submit; a possible lack of skills; 
and internet connectivity. 

 
In contrast to residential universities, group work is more challenging in an ODL 

environment because of the vast geographical spread of students and the fact that many 

distance learners have limited internet connectivity. However, if case studies could be 
assigned to ODL students in a group context, this could facilitate peer learning and increase 

motivation. An “educational blog” or online discussion forum can be used by distance 
education institutions whereby students can engage with each other on an online platform 

that can be monitored by the educator. This will promote socialization; create an 

atmosphere of online community whilst developing important pervasive skills of the 
students, such as communication skills. Distance education institutions should seek more 

opportunities for students to collaboratively interact with other students and educators.  
 

It is therefore recommended that the training of accounting students should be adapted to 
include pervasive skills training through case studies. Case studies should increasingly be 

incorporated into the study material. In an ODL environment, case study discussions should 

provide an opportunity for students to do self-assessment, allowing for the improvement 
of their interpersonal and self-directional skills and also to participate in online group 

discussions, allowing for the improvement of their communication skills. A set of online 
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model answers could assist students to identify their possible lack of comprehension and 

how to modify their learning strategies. Case studies based on real-life scenarios can 

potentially increase student’s analytical, critical thinking and judgement skills. 
Incorporating case study group assignments in an ODL environment can furthermore also 

cater for students’ need for peer learning. 
 

Suggested directions for further research are: 

 
 ODL institutions should conduct research in order to understand their students’ 

perception of the need to introduce more case studies or a case study-based 
module to develop their pervasive skills. 

 Future research could potentially investigate actual skills improvement 
experienced by ODL students because of case studies. 
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