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Abstract 
Criticism has raged for a number of decades concerning deficiencies in accounting education, 

including poor uptake of teaching and learning innovations to improve the quality of learning 

and, in particular, to provide opportunities for accounting students to develop and demonstrate 

a range of generic competencies. This paper provides a report on a three-year longitudinal 

trial (2004-2006) of innovation in postgraduate management accounting education where a 

learning journal featured as a formal assessment innovation. The journal was designed to 

address a range of recognised shortcomings in terms of learning processes, experiences and 

outcomes. Utilising action research methods, the staged implementation of the trial is 

described and evaluated, based on qualitative and quantitative analysis of the 23 learning 

journals submitted across the trial period. The results and findings, while derived from a small 

sample, should nevertheless be instructive for academics wishing to benchmark their own 

teaching and assessment activities, as well as providing a case study of innovation 

implementation highlighting both pitfalls and prospects in achieving change in accounting 

education at the micro level. 
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Introduction 
It has been widely argued that teaching and learning strategies in accounting courses remain 

conventional and based on transmissive models (Williams, 1993; Saunders & Christopher, 

2003) and, that in consequence, graduates lack the appropriate generic competencies, such as 

critical thinking skills, essential to successfully practice within the profession (Kimmel, 1995; 

AICPA, 1998; Mohamed & Lashine, 2003; Springer & Borthick, 2004). Procedural and 

technical aspects of accounting, rather than the cultivation of professionally relevant generic 

skills, continue to preponderate in educational efforts in the discipline, with teaching largely 

fixed on knowledge transference via traditional techniques and passive participation of 

learners (Bonner, 1999; Boyce et al., 2001; Saunders & Christopher, 2003; Leveson, 2004). 

In addressing these concerns, this paper reports on an assessment of the effectiveness of a 

shift in pedagogy, designed to improve students’ acquisition of generic and ‘learning to learn’ 

skills, by using a learning journal as an assessable component of a postgraduate coursework 

subject in management accounting.  

Consecutive sections of this paper provide a review of the literature concerning the 

need for change and innovation in accounting education, and the research evidence on the role 

of learning journals in effecting change in learning processes and educational outcomes. This 

discussion is followed by an overview of the learning journal project trial and the rationale for 

formally assessing students’ journals in the subject. Qualitative and quantitative analyses of 

the outcomes of the initial trial, and ongoing action research-driven improvements to the 

learning innovation, are then presented. The paper concludes with reflections on the 

usefulness of the learning journal within the learning context considered. 

 

Change in accounting education 
Throughout the 1980s and 1990s there was widespread criticism of the content and teaching 

and learning methods in accounting courses in Australia and overseas. The predominant view 

was that accounting students were inadequately prepared for facing the challenges of an 

expanding and changing profession (Arthur Andersen & Co. et al., 1989; Sprouse, 1989; 

Choi, 1993) with deficiencies in the generic skills of graduates a major concern voiced by 

both employers and the professional bodies (AECC, 1990; Mathews, 1990; BHERT, 1992; 

ICAA, 1994). Concomitant with these criticisms were perceptions that accounting programs 

needed to be taught in less conventional ways, with greater attention to learning processes and 

learning outcomes (Needles & Powers, 1990; Williams, 1991; JARTF, 1995). By way of 
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response, course accreditation guidelines moved away from input-driven models to 

educational process-outcomes models (AACSB, 1991; AECC, 1993; JARTF, 1995). The 

required reorientation of courses meant that: 

 
accounting teachers should focus on developing critical thinking skills, creating 
a climate of inquiry, encouraging divergent thinking, providing feedback, 
focusing on process not content, and designing evaluations that reflect higher 
order problem solving (Doney, Lephardt & Trebby 1993, p.297). 

 
Meeting the challenge of this call for change demanded innovation in teaching, the 

development of a pedagogy that encouraged student-centred learning, recognition of the need 

for active and experiential learning strategies, and the promotion of knowledge transformation 

and reflection in learners. However, there remains today continued concern that the extent of 

changes made in light of these criticisms was insufficient (see Albrecht & Sack, 2000). A 

strong imperative continues to exist for innovations and learning interventions in accounting 

programs to develop students’ thinking, abstraction and communication skills, consistent with 

the goals of lifelong learning, deep approaches to learning, and holistic education (Kelly, 

Davey & Haigh, 1999; Howieson, 2003; English, Luckett & Mladenovic, 2004).  

There is a similar history of deficiencies specifically within the domain of 

management accounting education (Birkett, 1989; Perera & Harrison, 1995) and continued 

calls for program reorientation and improvement in this area (see Lord & Robertson, 2006). In 

reference to management accounting programs, Burns, Hopper and Yazdifar (2004) 

concluded that ‘above all, skill development and ‘learning-to-learn’ requires substantial shifts 

in pedagogy’.  

The desire for accountants to possess appropriate generic skills exists both at 

university entry-level and at the graduate level (Birkett, 1997; Sin & Jones, 2003) and recent 

accounting course accreditation requirements have reemphasised the profession’s recognition 

of the need to enhance various cognitive and behavioural skills in graduates (IFAC, 2003; 

CPAA & ICAA, 2004). While the development of generic skills remains an imperative at the 

undergraduate level, there is also a need to build on and refine these skills at the postgraduate 

level. Research indicates that building the capacity for reflective practice is often overlooked 

in postgraduate accounting studies, and in accounting practice (Brown & McCartney, 1998). 

Practitioners continue to perceive weaknesses in management accounting graduates’ writing 

and problem solving skills (Tan, Fowler & Hawkes, 2004) and such analytical, interpretive, 

communication and decision-making skills are, and will continue to be, vitally important for 
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practising management accountants (Forsaith, Tilt & Xydias-Lobo, 2003; Burns, Hopper & 

Yazdifar, 2004). 

 

Learning journals 
A move towards more active learning models, which encourage students to engage, 

participate and interact in the learning process (Adler & Milne, 1997c; Still & Clayton, 2004), 

has been proposed as a means to engender the development of accounting students’ generic 

skills (Adler & Milne, 1997b; Boyce et al., 2001; Kern, 2002). Learning journals are one such 

strategy for fostering the forms of deep learning and reflective practice which promote and 

demonstrate skill development.  

Learning journals represent ‘self-directed methods that facilitate reflection’ (Lockyer, 

Gondocz & Thivierge, 2004, p.50). The journal is a narrative, personal disquisition in which 

students can record and relay their thoughts, feelings, attitudes, comments and reflections on 

the content of a subject and their learning journey in that subject. Such journals are popularly 

used in courses which involve a practicum component, including teacher education, nursing, 

and journalism, however the learning journal is a more recent, ‘innovative’ addition to the 

array of assessment techniques used in business courses (see Adams, Barker & Lancaster, 

2002). As a field of study, accounting is not usually approached from the humanist 

perspective of teaching and learning, and there is limited available evidence on the use of 

these journals in educating accountants (for exceptions see Day, Kaidonis & Perrin, 2003; 

McCoskey & Warren, 2003; Samkin & Francis, 2005). There is also ‘less tradition for the use 

of the journal in postgraduate education’ (George, 2002) and a consequent paucity of 

literature addressing the contributions of learning journals in postgraduate contexts (for 

exceptions see Hogan, 1995; Morrison, 1996; Dart et al., 1998; Williams & Wessel, 2004).  

According to Varner and Peck (2003), learning journals provide a means for meeting 

the needs of postgraduate adult learners in business disciplines, as well as constituting 

appropriate assessment vehicles, and there appears to be a strong theme within the learning 

journal literature that when a feature of a subject, these journals should be formally assessed. 

When formally evaluated, learning journals can be categorised as a form of divergent 

assessment because of the level of originality and individuality allowed in the task (Ritter & 

Wilson, 2001). There is evidence to suggest that not only can this form of assessment address 

concerns relating to the authenticity of student submissions, but that students are more likely 
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to prefer and strive to achieve in unique assignments (see Waldman, Ratnatunga & Geiger, 

2005). 

The notion of formally assessing learning journals is also relevant within the context 

of the broader educational literature on constructive alignment. Biggs (1996, 1999) proposes 

that meaning is constructed by students via what they do in order to learn, that learning 

activities need to align with desired learning outcomes, and that the assessment methods 

employed must dovetail with both activities and outcomes. Such constructively aligned 

teaching is also held to be particularly important where the development of higher order 

cognitive skills is demanded, as well as within courses for the professions. In discussing the 

use and advantages of reflective learning journals in higher education, Woodward (1998) 

drew a Gestaltian conclusion that ‘when assessment and learning become united there is an 

added strength that shows that the combination is more than the individual parts’.  

In describing numerous benefits of reflective journals, specifically as part of 

postgraduate education, George (2002) maintained that: 

 
The activity of reflection provides a deep learning which as Entwistle (1997) 
describes stimulates a focus upon understanding ideas and not merely 
repeating information, and can lead to questioning course content and meta-
awareness not normally encountered from more surface-based learning. 
 

Since learning journals are leaner-focused, they represent a vehicle to promote self-awareness 

in students of the way they learn, as well providing the reciprocal benefit of affording 

feedback to educators on how their students learn. When used for integrated learning and 

assessment purposes, learning journals can offer a highly comprehensive means for 

encouraging the level of independent learning essential for postgraduates, reducing passivity 

in learning, and fostering active engagement in the learning process. Journals are also a way 

to recognise the independence of learning, and of thought and opinion, in the current climate 

of concern about the ‘massification’ of higher education (O’Rourke, 1998). Further, learning 

journals enable students to activate their ‘voice’ and this feature, as well as the reflexivity 

afforded both teacher and student through a learning journal exercise, may have an 

emancipatory effect for students within the power mediated student-teacher relationship (see 

Day, Kaidonis & Perrin, 2003). 

Based on student responses, Park (2003) described a number of reasons why learning 

journals offer positive experiences, including factors related to ownership, awareness of 

learning, self-confidence, regular reading, a focus on the whole course, engagement with the 
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material, and reflectivity. Other empirical studies, including those presenting statistical 

results, suggest that learning journals can be used as evidence of reflective thinking and for 

the diagnosis of deficiencies in the abilities of students to think reflectively and critically 

(Wong et al., 1994; Kember et al., 1999), and that learning journals significantly improve not 

only generic skills, but also knowledge of content (Burrows et al., 2001). 

Given these potential benefits, the utilisation of learning journals could assist in 

redressing the inadequacies of accounting programs by enriching students’ meta-cognitive 

skills, helping students to develop improved techniques for learning and enlivening the 

assessment regimen, and at the same time improving knowledge and understanding of 

content. An initial project to trial the learning journal in a postgraduate management 

accounting subject was conducted in 2004 (Bisman, 2005) and this paper provides a report of 

the experiences of the first and subsequent phases of the trial across the 2004 to 2006 period. 

 

The learning journal project 
The Master of Commerce (Accounting) course at Charles Sturt University, available only via 

distance education study mode, is an add-on degree program for students holding a recognised 

undergraduate degree majoring in accounting. ACC510 Current Issues in Management 

Accounting is one of two compulsory core subjects in both the coursework and research 

strands of the course. This one-semester subject has been offered annually since 1995. In late 

2003 the subject was completely rewritten and the assessment strategies overhauled. The 

revitalised ACC510 was first offered in 2004, incorporating a learning journal component 

which was refined in successive offerings of the subject in 2005 and 2006 following an 

iterative process of action research. 

The rationale for the subject concerns the extension of the disciplinary perspective of 

management accounting beyond the boundaries normally encountered in undergraduate 

accounting degree programs. The subject focuses on substantive theories supporting the 

discipline of management accounting and on the associated research literature. Topics 

covered include the evolution of management accounting, research paradigms in management 

accounting, and the management accounting applications of economic, organisational and 

behavioural theories (CSU, 2004). It is a readings-based subject consisting of guided study of 

scholarly journal articles covering theory and research, as well as selections from the 

professional and practitioner literature. Supporting the general subject syllabus is a series of 
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broad learning objectives, which reflect expectations of students upon completing the subject, 

as well as specific, task-oriented learning objectives for each topic and module in the subject.  

Assessment in the subject, based on three compulsory assignments, was designed to 

meet the learning objectives by providing students with opportunities to synthesise and 

criticise materials on contemporary management accounting, relate management accounting 

research to practice, and apply aspects of theory to practice. In terms of generic competencies, 

students are also formally advised that the subject and associated assignments quite 

specifically target the application of research, analytical, critical thinking and academic 

writing skills, with the learning journal assignment having the further purpose of honing their 

reflective skills (CSU, 2004). 

In the initial trial of the learning journal, the first two assignments in the subject, while 

requiring students to synthesise knowledge and critically analyse theory and research, were of 

traditional essay form. The third assignment, worth 60% of total marks in the subject, 

required students to maintain and submit a learning journal. The journal covered all four 

modules of the subject. A reading on learning journals and reflective practice (Boud, 2001) 

was provided to students, and detailed instructions for keeping the learning journal were 

presented in the written assignment requirements. Further guidance on compiling the journal 

was provided in response to students’ posts as part of the online subject forum (message 

board). An extract from the written assignment guidelines (in 2004) follows: 

 
What the learning journal must include … 
(1) notes, thoughts and reflective comments about modules and sub-topics; and,  
(2) specifically address the Journal Activities set in the Study Guide.  
 
Keeping notes … 
The learning objectives and commentary for each module should assist and 
direct you in your note-taking. You may find that your thoughts and reflections 
on particular topics and issues are constructively critical (e.g. questioning the 
validity or usefulness of a theory, research study or reading) or supportive (e.g. 
acclaiming the usefulness or validity of a theory, research study or reading). 
Your notes might also focus on practice, and/or relate issues to your own 
professional experiences, and/or relate issues to other disciplines or your prior 
studies (CSU, 2004). 

 
Including structured journal activities (noted in point 2 above) followed the notions that 

‘Faculty should set guidelines for content’ as ‘journal assignments need to be made explicit, 

so students don’t fall into the trap of writing a diary’ (AAA, 1995, 4.3.6). Another 

consideration was the distance education offering of the subject producing additional 

challenges for educators (see Bryant, Khale & Schafer, 2005). On a practical level, this meant 
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that students did not have regular classes in which to engage in discussion and debate and so 

the structured journal activities were designed to frame, mediate and scaffold learning and 

prompt reflection. Additional instructions were provided for this aspect of the journal: 

 
Addressing journal activities … 
The Study Guide includes a number of journal activities which must be 
addressed in your journal. Carefully read the specific requirements of journal 
activities … After the conclusion to the final module (Module 4) in the subject, 
there is a major journal activity which, in a single task, brings together your 
studies from all modules. Your work on this task must also appear in your 
learning journal (CSU, 2004). 

 
In the first stage of the trial there were 14 such journal activities, plus the major journal 

activity. All journal activities were framed to tap critical, interpretive and reflective skills, 

such as comparing two scholarly articles representing alternative views on an issue or 

synthesising two entire bodies of the literature. In order to do so, students needed to read the 

literatures, think about how the literatures did or did not mesh, and were asked to educe 

responses based on their ideas and reflections. Other structured journal activities required 

personal opinions and the retelling of, and reflection on, personal and professional 

experiences. For example, one activity required students to design (and journalise) their 

thoughts on a performance reward system which would motivate them to devote more effort 

to achieving organisational goals in their current employment position. To accomplish this 

they needed to complete two clusters of readings; one on theories and empirical research 

concerning motivation, and another on incentive and compensation schemes. The knowledge 

garnered from the readings then needed to be transformed and personalised. Students had to 

reflect on what motivates them and what job performance incentives (and disincentives) they 

have experienced in their professional lives. Other examples of such structured journal 

activities appear in the Appendix to this paper. 

 

Analysis and results 
The success of the learning journal assignment, in meeting relevant objectives and securing 

appropriate learning outcomes, was analysed on an annual basis according to each successive 

stage in the implementation and refinement of the project trial, as well as with reference to the 

submissions of all 23 students enrolled in the subject within the 2004-2006 period. A range of 

relevant criteria were applied in this analysis, including students’ compliance with the 

requirements of the assignment, levels of attainment in reference to the subject learning 
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objectives and assessment rationale, final results for the subject, and student feedback 

obtained from formal surveys of teaching effectiveness.  

 

Stage 1  

While the first stage of the trial met with only limited success, it proved highly useful for 

evaluating pitfalls in both implementation procedures and the achievement of objectives and 

outcomes and, therefore, in guiding and justifying improvements in subsequent phases of the 

trial. Table 1 furnishes evidence across a number of dimensions for the journals submitted by 

students in Stage 1 of the trial. 

 
Table 1   Basic characteristics of learning journals – Stage 1 

Dimension Range Mean 
Total pages (excluding references)     14 – 261 pp 67.5 pp
Percentage of pages devoted to summaries of prescribed readings     0% - 82% 25% 
Percentage of pages devoted to critical/reflective thoughts & comments     0% - 17%  6% 
Percentage of pages devoted to prescribed journal activities 17.5% - 100% 69% 
 
The percentages provided in Table 1 reveal that most submissions comprised a weighty 

component of summary notes on the readings and responses to the journal activities, and very 

meagre general reflective, critical and interpretive entries. This result was probably 

attributable to a failure to appropriately allocate marks to particular components of the journal 

(see Table 1) and was rectified in the next iteration of the trial. However, following 

qualitative thematic analysis of the learning journals with reference to the subject objectives, 

assessment rationale, and specific learning journal requirements, the submissions were clearly 

divisible into two very distinct groupings. Group 1, the larger group comprising 60% of the 

class, included those students whose approach to completing the journal strongly indicated 

weaknesses in approaches to learning and in the skill set needed to come to grips with the 

assessment task. Conversely, the students composing Group 2 demonstrated strong critical 

capacities, confidence in voicing controversial personal opinions, and informed reflection on 

learning, practice and experiences. Journals of Group 2 students also exhibited more variation 

in style, formatting and inclusions compared to those of Group 1, and provided lengthier 

discourses concerning their general thoughts, as well as in reference to the prescribed journal 

activities. Relevant qualitative modalities for the two groups appear in Table 2. 
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Table 2   Between-group comparisons of learning journals – Stage 1 
Dimensio

n 

Group 1 Group 2 

Notes 
(general) 

Gave verbatim or paraphrased 
summaries of the reading 
materials. 

Related readings for a particular module to those of 
other modules. Synthesised diverse literatures. 
Deconstructed & reconstructed the materials. 
Recognised and discussed interrelationships. 
Demonstrated holistic understanding of the subject.  

Thoughts 
(general) 

Provided only thoughts 
directly related to the reading 
materials. Expressed naïve & 
exoteric notions. 

Discussed issues from multiple perspectives. 
Acknowledged & understood more than one side of an 
argument. Evidence of self-interrogation & 
questioning of personal opinions & professional 
experiences. Used original diagrams &/or tables. 

Journal 
activities 

Provided substantially 
lengthier responses to more 
descriptive activities than to 
those which were more 
interpretive, required 
judgments or personal 
opinions, critique or reflection. 

Gave relatively brief responses to less sophisticated & 
less demanding journal activities, with lengthy 
responses to more open activities. Afterthoughts on 
specific journal activities added at various points 
within journals. Notes & thoughts on topics often 
incorporated within & related to the discussion of 
formal journal activities. 

Criticality Provided second-hand critique 
(i.e. retold the criticisms 
published by others) or did not 
provide any critique at all. 

Provided sophisticated & cogent critical evaluations. 
Commented positively on the opportunity to offer 
critique. 

Reflections 
on practice 

Absent in all cases. Reflected on the theory-practice &/or research-
practice nexus. Attacked the doctrinaire. Discussed 
‘news items’ & current developments in accounting 
practice. Provided excursus on the general state of the 
business world. 

Reflections 
on first-
hand  
experience 

Absent in most cases. Reflected on work experiences & past learning 
experiences. Engaged in story-telling of personal & 
professional experiences. Clearly evidenced 
relationships of experiences to content & context of 
the subject. 

Reflections 
on learning 

Absent in all cases. Reflections on performance, feedback & learning in 
previous assignments in the subject. Provided 
feedback on subject content, materials & assessment 
items. Discussed development of personal 
understandings of content & described intellectual 
epiphanies. 

Personal 
opinions 

Did not provide personal 
opinions at all, or could not 
justify personal opinions even 
when required to do so.  

Expressed reasoned, coherent & substantiated personal 
opinions. Demonstrated confidence in & commitment 
to personal opinions. Reflected on opinions & 
discussed changes of opinion.  

 
The details presented in Table 2 reveal that Group 2 students demonstrated high-level 

discursive abilities, the capacity to inveigh theory and research, and to provide germane 

examples of praxis. By way of contrast, the narratives of students in Group 1 were highly 

focused on completing mandated readings and structured journal activities, and revealed 

limited evidence of metacognitive development. These distinctions and outcomes also appear 
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to be indicative of differences in approaches to learning applied to the learning activity (see 

Jackling, 2005). However, in all but one case, the learning journals demonstrated that students 

in both groups gained moderate to high degrees of subject content knowledge, and in all but 

one other case the written communication competencies exhibited in the journal entries were 

of a high standard. 

A further distinction between the two groups was apparent based on a comparison of 

the average mark awarded for the learning journal: the Group 1 mean was 62.9%, and the 

Group 2 mean was 84.8%. However, average marks awarded for the two essay style 

assignments in the subject did not vary significantly between the groups, with a mean score 

for Group 1 of 71.5% and 69.5% for Group 2. These results raise questions about the 

usefulness of traditional essays in gauging the level of students’ deep learning and critical-

reflective capacities. As part of the assignment instructions students were alerted to the need 

to work on their learning journals and engage with the journal activities on a weekly basis. 

Despite this advice, most of the journals submitted by Group 1 indicated that students had 

attempted to write the journal at the end of the subject.  

Feedback from formal student evaluations of the subject, independently-conducted by 

the University, accorded with the interpretations of the data presented above. A representative 

selection of verbatim comments which indicated concerns about the learning journal follows:  

 
The learning journal -> the lack of a word limit was a problem as my journal could almost  
reach 10,000 words on its own. 
 
The [learning journal] needs a page limit (if not a word limit). I wrote 80+ pages and I  
thought this was too long to expect the lecturer to read. 
 
Writing formalized “general comments” is also a problem, as once again this aspect on its 
own could be massive & therefore selecting “appropriate” & “inappropriate” comments (i.e. 
comments to include) can be arbitrary. 
 
The journal is very lengthy and time consuming 
. 
A higher assessment weighting [needs to be] given to the learning journal. 
 

These comments accord with Park’s (2003) findings that students’ perceptions of the negative 

aspects of learning journals most commonly relate to task difficulty and task uncertainty, and 

constraints such as time and word limits, although by way of contrast with the current results, 

Park’s students commented negatively on the imposition of a word limit.  
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Stage 2  

To address the deficiencies highlighted by the analysis and student feedback for Stage 1, an 

incremental approach to implementing refinements was adopted. For the next offering of the 

subject (in 2005), students were specifically instructed not to prepare notes from readings, but 

rather to complete the structured journal activities, and record their general thoughts and 

reflective comments. The percentage of marks allocated to completing the journal activities 

was reduced, with a compensatory increase in the marks allocated to students’ thoughts and 

comments. The journal assignment instructions were reworded to better clarify what was 

required in writing the journal, including further guidance on, and encouragement for students 

to present their own thoughts, opinions and comments, rather than regurgitate those of the 

authors of the various readings covered in the subject. 

In this second stage, while a slightly smaller cohort was enrolled than in the first stage, 

the nature of the distinctions noted in Stage 1 and reported previously in Table 2 remained 

observable. The average result in Stage 2 of the trial for the combination of the first and 

second essay assignments submitted by students revealed some differentiation between the 

groups, with a Pass grade the mean result for Group 1 (approximately 50% of enrolled 

students) and a Credit grade the mean for Group 2, although both groups achieved only a Pass 

grade average in the first of these essay assignments.1 However, for the learning journal 

assignment, the disparity was such that the mean grade achieved by Group 1 students was a 

Credit, while Group 2 students achieved an average grade of Distinction. This finding 

reinforced the conclusions drawn in Stage 1, that despite the limited size of the sample of 

students concerned, the results continued to indicate that traditional essays were failing to be 

effective in building and assessing students’ deep learning and critical-reflective abilities. 

Further weight for, and triangulation of this conclusion was drawn for the fact that a different 

senior staff member marked assignments in 2005 compared to 2004.   

 

Stage 3  

Analysis and identification of issues arising from the two prior stages in the implementation 

of the learning journal assessment innovation drove more radical change in the third stage 

(2006). The primary issues identified were that students who performed well in writing 

traditional essay assignments often did not demonstrate the critical, reflective and higher-

order thinking skills expected in the learning journal assignment and, that as the final 

                                                 
1 Based on a grading system of Fail (0-49%), Pass (50-64%), Credit (65-74%), Distinction (75-84%) and High 
Distinction (85-100%). 
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assignment in the subject, where weaknesses were identified in these skills it was too late to 

provide actionable feedback for students to remedy deficiencies. Consequently, in the third 

stage of the trial all assignments in the subject were replaced with the learning journal, 

including the addition of further structured journal activities, and the requirement that the 

journal be submitted at three regular intervals throughout the semester. This ongoing 

assessment of the journal was also devised as a means to discourage surface orientations to 

learning, characteristics typically exhibited by Group 1 students, including the tendency to 

engage in last-minute preparation of the journal.  

In Stage 3 the first and second submissions of the journal, focusing on specific 

modules of the subject, were each worth 20% of total assessment, and the final submission, 

covering the prior three modules plus the fourth module and integrative journal activity, was 

worth 60%. This assessment breakdown was conceived to give students the ability to utilise 

feedback to develop their skills without the risk of sacrificing a large proportion of their total 

mark earlier in the semester. The weighting of the components of each submission was such 

that structured reflection through the mandated journal activities accounted for a higher 

percentage of available marks than did the unstructured reflective components. This 

weighting scheme was applied as a means to build content mastery as well as generic skills, 

and to better cater to the variety of learning styles and need for directed work apparent within 

the previous cohorts. 

The total length of the completed learning journals, based on the combination of each 

student’s three submissions, ranged from 28 to 94 pages with a mean length of 60 pages. 

Other relevant dimensions for each submission by the Stage 3 cohort appear in Table 3. 

 
Table 3   Basic characteristics of learning journals – Stage 3 
 First submission Second submission Third submission 
Dimension Range Mean Range Mean Range Mean 
Total pages 
(excluding 
references) 

11-23 pp 18 pp 9-38 pp 21.5 pp 9-42 pp 30 pp 

Critical/reflective 
thoughts & 
comments (% pp) 

24 – 51% 33% 19 – 63% 33% 17 – 49% 33% 

Prescribed journal 
activities (%pp) 

49 - 76% 67% 61 – 80% 67% 64 – 83% 67% 

 
In comparison to journals submitted in Stage 1 (see Table 1) and Stage 2, journals in Stage 3 

generally exhibited a more substantial component of critical thoughts, comments and 

reflections on content, learning and experiences beyond that required for the mandated, 
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structured journal activities. In Stage 1 of the trial such comments accounted for a mean of 

6% of total journal length, while in Stage 3 this mean had risen to 33% (see Table 3). 

However, the journal submissions in Stage 3 once again revealed a dichotomy in levels of 

accomplishment with respect to critical-reflective skills and demonstration of deep learning 

strategies, particularly obvious in reference to the second submission of the journal (see 

Figure 1).  

 
Figure 1   Group results – Stage 3 
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The overall results for the Stage 3 student cohort showed that the mean mark for the second 

submission of the learning journal was less than that achieved for the first submission, and 

particularly so for students categorised as Group 1. Analysis of student comments and 

feedback in this second, and the later third submission showed that the problem was largely 

content related. Students expressed considerable difficulty in coming to terms with the 

economic theories (agency theory and contracting cost theory) that were a major part of the 

second submission, revealing a possible interplay between content difficulty and skills 

development for students. This issue with content had not been as obvious in prior stages of 

the trial where the economic theories had been assessed largely through formal essays, and 

further points to the inadequacies of essay assessments, not only in building generic skills but 

also in assessing the depth and breadth of understanding of content. 

 Across the three stages of the trial the final result for the combined total of all 

assessment items reveals a general stability in the marks and grades for Group 2 students, 
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with an increased grade level average for Group 1 students in Stage 3 when the learning 

journal was extended to replace the initial two essay assignments (see Table 4). 

 
Table 4   Overall student results – All stages 
 Mean mark (grade) 
 Group 1 Group 2 
Stage 1 63.7%   (Pass) 78.3% (Distinction) 
Stage 2 64.0%   (Pass) 81.2% (Distinction) 
Stage 3 69.7% (Credit) 81.3% (Distinction) 
 
Based on the results of formal student evaluations of teaching, scores were highly positive for 

all assessment-related items in successive survey instruments from 2004 to 2006. Across the 

period, aggregation of responses to statements such as ‘overall, the subject provided 

challenges that helped me progress in it’, ‘I found this subject stimulated my learning’ and ‘I 

have developed my capacity to communicate my ideas/knowledge in this area more 

effectively’ yielded a mean score of 5.432. The scores for these questions were well above the 

aggregated averages for accounting subjects in general in the academic department concerned. 

In the open-ended comments section of the survey questionnaire, the learning journal was the 

aspect of the subject about which students most frequently commented, with typical responses 

indicating that:  

 
The learning journal as an assessment task was a great idea to stimulate personal thought. It 
has certainly assisted me not only through this particular subject, but my own life experiences. 
 
I found the journal activities useful, as they made me think & encouraged more thoughtful 
reading of some areas. Overall I think the journal is a good idea. 
 
The [learning journal] assignment was good because you had to do continuous work. 
 
While the journal was definitely a better learning tool, an essay assignment would have been 
easier. 

 

Conclusions and reflections  
The qualitative and quantitative results of the three-year trial of the learning journal, despite 

the total number of students (n = 23) involved across the trial being too small in order to make 

statistically valid inferences or generalisations, nevertheless point positively towards the 

learning journal’s potential as a successful assessment innovation. The multiple objectives 

pursued in adoption of the learning journal in the subject, including improved content 

mastery, and, in particular, increased generic and higher-order thinking skills, improved 

                                                 
2 Anchored by  7 = Very Strongly Agree, and 1 = Very Strongly Disagree. 
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approaches to learning, and better quality learning experiences and learning outcomes, were 

reached to varying extents in each stage of the trial. 

The learning journal was clearly an intense and challenging activity, and for most 

students presented an enjoyable and quality learning experience. The Stage 1 implementation 

indicated that structured and directed journal activities were vitally important in building 

content knowledge and results for all stages strongly indicated improvements in content 

mastery in accord with the findings of prior empirical research conducted by Burrows et al. 

(2001). The structured activities also enabled students to demonstrate and achieve recognition 

of this mastery to a better extent than the traditional essay assessments. However, as a 

capstone assignment, while yielding better opportunities for the educator to recognise the 

level of generic competencies of individual students, and to identify and diagnose any 

deficiencies in these competencies (as highlighted in the research of Wong et al., 1994 and 

Kember et al., 1999), the opportunity for students to action remedies and further develop 

skills within the subject was non-existent, as was the chance to reorient students’ approaches 

to learning.  These observations suggest that lack of assessment or one-shot assessment of 

learning journals, whether formatively or summatively, are unlikely to deliver the benefits of 

this innovative practice which are commonly suggested in the literature. 

The third stage, where assessment was based entirely on the learning journal and 

students received feedback on each submission of the journal in order to improve their 

subsequent performance, delivered more marked, positive outcomes. Continuous assessment 

via the learning journal provided more potential for not only diagnosing, but also for 

remedying deficiencies in generic skills and learning habits. After feedback on the first 

submission many students commented in the second and third submissions of their journals 

that they experienced a sense of freedom in being able to say, and being appreciated and 

rewarded for saying, what they thought, and that this was a ‘new’ learning experience for 

them as their past studies had instilled in them the need to depersonalise their work, rote learn 

and regurgitate material (see Adler & Milne, 1997a), and satisfy and appeal to what they 

perceived to be the leanings or opinions of the lecturer. These comments reflecting feelings of 

student empowerment mesh with the findings reported in Day, Kaidonis and Perrin (2003). 

The strategy thus assisted in countering students’ preconceptions about learning and 

assessment and aided in reconstructing their approaches to learning, while continuing to build 

knowledge and understanding of content. Stage 3 provided a gateway for students to shift 

away from Group 1 learning characteristics and performances and move towards those of 

Group 2 (see Table 3). 
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Ideally, the learning journal trial described in this paper may serve to promote the 

adoption of learning journals and other alternative learning tools and assessment practices as 

part of accounting courses, as well as providing a brief on some of the techniques which are 

useful (or to be avoided) in implementing such an innovation. The results also suggest that the 

integration and inculcation of assessable journalising activities throughout subjects in other 

undergraduate or postgraduate accounting subjects, or across entire courses, may assist in 

delivering affirmative change in accounting education. 
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Appendix  
 

Sample structured journal activities 
 
 

From Module 1: The context of management accounting research and practice 
 
Example 1: In your Learning Journal consider what, if any, impact the Internet has had on 
cost and management accounting in the organisation in which you are employed, or in an 
organisation with which you are familiar. 

 
Example 2: In your Learning Journal briefly outline the ‘five interrelated factors that may 
influence the potential for accountants to play an active role in the implementation of change’ 
according to Chenhall and Langfield-Smith (p.382). Based on your experience, which factor 
would you consider the most important? 
 
Example 3: [Part, only, of one journal activity] Referring to the organisation within which 
you are employed, what [management accounting] issues in that organisation could 
researchers fruitfully study using case and field methods? 
 
 
From Module 2: Economic theories and management accounting 
 
Example: In your Learning Journal consider whether the organisation you work for (or an 
organisation with which you are familiar) is best described as exhibiting the structure of a 
hierarchy or a clan. 
 
 
From Module 3: Organisation theories and management accounting 
 
Example 1: Consider the Young textbook reading by Kogan, Sudit, and Vasarhelyi on 
management accounting in the era of electronic commerce in light of Moores and Chenhall’s 
discussion of technology as a contingent variable. In your Learning Journal briefly provide 
your opinion about whether electronic commerce technologies (as opposed to production 
technologies) may have a contingent affect on the design of management accounting systems. 
 
Example 2: [Part, only, of one journal activity] In your opinion, how well does contingency 
theory describe and/or explain management accounting in practice. 
 
 
From Module 4: Behavioural theories and management accounting 
 
Example: Based on the readings for this sub-topic, and in particular the tabular summaries 
in the Appendix to the reading by Bonner, Hastie, Sprinkle and Young, briefly discuss in your 
Learning Journal how useful you think these studies and their results are, given that most 
have been conducted in the laboratory and have used college (university) students as the 
subjects of the studies. 
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