
This article is downloaded from 

 

 

 

 

http://researchoutput.csu.edu.au 

 

It is the paper published as: 

 
Author: D. Murphy and D. McGrath  
Title: Generic Skill Development for Accounting Students: A Prescription for Success 
Year: 2007 
Conference Name: CPA Australia Accounting Educators Forum 
Conference Location: Australia 
Publisher: CPA Australia 
Date: 22-23 November 2007 
 
Abstract: Increasing calls for the integration of generic skills development into the accounting course 
curriculum has created the imperative to both understand the developmental process and map the 
delivery of such skill development within Higher Education Institutions (HEI). Prior attempts in the 
literature to map the delivery of generic skills and attributes within commerce degrees (Sumsion and 
Goodfellow 2004; de la Harpe, Radloff, and Wyber 2000), have generally failed to go beyond a cross 
sectional snapshot of generic skill delivery. These studies provided little or no guidance to the laddered 
development of generic skills and expected skill outcome at each level of a degree. The Hierarchical 
Generic Skills Relationship model presented in this paper is used to map and prescribe the delivery of 
generic skills in an accounting specialisation in order to ensure their tiered development. The model 
draws on individual generic skill constructs which were developed for the identified key generic skills: oral 
and written communication; ethical understanding; problem solving and critical thinking; personal and 
interpersonal skills; and business IT skills. The individual generic skill constructs demonstrate the 
laddered acquisition of each generic skill and also highlight the interrelated nature of the identified key 
generic skills.The application of the Hierarchical Generic Skills Relationship model presented in this paper 
effectively highlights the gaps in the delivery of generic skills in the current accounting curriculum at CSU. 
The paper proposes a prescriptive approach to the delivery of generic skills to overcome and circumvent 
future gap. It is hoped this approach will enhance the level of debate and discussion regarding the 
teaching of generic skills amongst academic staff. 
URL: http://researchoutput.csu.edu.au/R/-?func=dbin-jump-full&object_id=11827&local_base=GEN01-
CSU01 
 
 Author Address: damurphy@csu.edu.au 
dmcgrath@csu.edu.au 
 
CRO identification number: 11827 
 
 

http://researchoutput.csu.edu.au/
http://researchoutput.csu.edu.au/R/-?func=dbin-jump-full&object_id=11827&local_base=GEN01-CSU01
http://researchoutput.csu.edu.au/R/-?func=dbin-jump-full&object_id=11827&local_base=GEN01-CSU01
http://www.csu.edu.au/
http://bilby.unilinc.edu.au:8881/R?func=search&local_base=GEN01-CSU01


 

Generic Skill Development for Accounting Students: A 
Prescription for Success 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Acknowledgments: 

 

The authors gratefully acknowledge the assistance of teaching and administrative staff of 

the School of Business and Information Technology Charles Sturt University, Thurgoona 

and staff from the Faculty of Business, Charles Sturt University. The financial support of 

the Faculty Seed Grant Scheme is also acknowledged. 

Daniel Murphy 
School of Business & 

Information Technology 
Charles Sturt University 
damurphy@csu.edu.au 

Dianne McGrath 
School of Business & 

Information Technology 
Charles Sturt University 
dmcgrath@csu.edu.au 



2 

Generic Skill Development for Accounting Students: A 
Prescription for Success 
 

Abstract 

Increasing calls for the integration of generic skills development into the accounting course 

curriculum has created the imperative to both understand the developmental process and 

map the delivery of such skill development within Higher Education Institutions (HEI).  

Prior attempts in the literature to map the delivery of generic skills and attributes within 

commerce degrees (Sumsion & Goodfellow 2004; de la Harpe, Radloff, & Wyber 2000), 

have generally failed to go beyond a cross sectional snapshot of generic skill delivery. 

These studies provided little or no guidance to the laddered development of generic skills 

and expected skill outcome at each level of a degree. The Hierarchical Generic Skills 

Relationship model presented in this paper is used to map and prescribe the delivery of 

generic skills in an accounting specialisation in order to ensure their tiered development. 

 The model draws on individual generic skill constructs which were developed for the 

identified key generic skills: oral and written communication; ethical understanding; 

problem solving and critical thinking; personal and interpersonal skills; and business IT 

skills. The individual generic skill constructs demonstrate the laddered acquisition of each 

generic skill and also highlight the interrelated nature of the identified key generic skills. 

The application of the Hierarchical Generic Skills Relationship model presented in this 

paper effectively highlights the gaps in the delivery of generic skills in the current 

accounting curriculum at CSU. The paper proposes a prescriptive approach to the delivery 

of generic skills to overcome and circumvent future gap. It is hoped this approach will 

enhance the level of debate and discussion regarding the teaching of generic skills amongst 

academic staff.  
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Introduction 

The increasing call for the integration of generic skills development into the accounting 

course curriculum has created the imperative to both understand the developmental process 

and map the delivery of such skill development by Higher Education Institutions (HEI). 

While there have been attempts in the literature to map the delivery of generic skills and 

attributes (Sumsion & Goodfellow 2004; de la Harpe, Radloff, & Wyber 2000), very few of 

these ‘mapping’ projects have attempted to go beyond a cross sectional snapshot of generic 

skill delivery in an undergraduate degree course. These studies provided little or no 

guidance to the laddered generic skill development and expected outcomes at each level of 

a degree. The model presented in this paper prescribes the mapped delivery of generic skills 

for their laddered development in the accounting specialisation which has the potential to 

be extended to other professional programmes.  

Generic skills and attributes Literature 

The taxonomy applied to graduate capabilities and competencies within the literature has 

become confused, with a range of terms being used relatively interchangeably; the 

meanings of which have not always been fully understood (Sumsion & Goodfellow 2004; 

Borthwick & Wissler 2003). This confusion is in part a reflection of the disparate views and 

differing ontological and pedagogical paradigms adopted by those participating in the 

debate. As a result, the identification of the constructs which comprise these generic skills 

and attributes has become problematic and has impeded the progress towards shared 

understanding and beneficial outcomes (Borthwick & Wissler 2003).  

The terms used to describe graduate outcomes include skills, attributes, abilities, capacities, 

capabilities, competencies and qualities. These terms are used in combination with a range 

of descriptors including generic, core, transferable, employability, vocational, personal, and 

graduate. Thus the meanings and combinations of the two parts of the generic skill 

construct may vary, increasing the likelihood of misinterpretation (Borthwick & Wissler 

2003). What has become apparent is that Australian university teachers charged with 

responsibility for developing students’ generic graduate attributes do not share a common 
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understanding of either the nature of these outcomes, or the teaching and learning processes 

that might facilitate the development of these outcomes (Barrie 2004, p.261).  

There is a recognised distinction between the discipline-based skills and attributes 

developed through a particular study specialisation and the generalised skills and attributes 

that are expected of all graduates. Barrie (2004) argued that these generalised skills should 

be described as ‘generic’ in that they are developed regardless of the field of study. These 

generic capacities are not entry level skills but are important outcomes of university 

learning to be looked for in a graduate of any degree (Barrie 2004). 

In this paper the term generic skill or generic attribute is operationalised as applying to 

outcomes expected on completion of an undergraduate programme and technical skill or 

technical attribute as outcomes applying specifically to the discipline specialisation, in this 

case accounting.  

Learning Outcomes Literature 

It is widely recognised and accepted in the learning outcomes literature that assessment will 

influence the learning approach adopted by students. Biggs (1999), one of the pioneers of 

learning approach theory, contends that design of the assessment task is critical to students’ 

approaches to learning and consequently student outcomes, because students will learn 

what they believe they will be assessed upon. 

The process of assessment and the required task are the primary concern of the student and 

will largely influence the learning strategies adopted (Biggs 1999). Traditionally 

assessment tasks have focused on the assessment of technical knowledge acquisition as the 

output of learning and have given less focus to the development of the broader skills 

necessary for life-long learning (Anderson 1998). It has been argued that these broader 

generic and analytical skills are not an explicit element of the syllabus but have fallen into a 

‘hidden curriculum’ (Pollmann 1990). 

To encourage stronger student engagement with the development of the broader generic 

skill set, wherever possible the development of generic attributes should be a component of 

subject assessment. Students focus on what they need to do to in order to satisfactorily 
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complete the subject and therefore subject tasks should address generic skills in both design 

and assessment. Thus the desired generic skills and level of development should be 

articulated to the student in the same manner that discipline-specific technical skill 

development is articulated via the subject rationale and assessment criteria. 

Role of Assessment 

Whilst there is evidence within the literature (Bath et al 2004) that many assessment tasks 

seek to teach generic skills, in many of these tasks the skill is neither specifically taught nor 

is the expectation of skill transference explicitly identified in the assessment task. Rather, it 

appears to be an expectation that students will attain the generic skill by osmosis (Bath et al 

2004). Where evidence exists of attempts to develop generic skills through assessment, 

these occur in an ad hoc and stand alone manner rather than being developed in an 

integrated hierarchical fashion that permeates the whole of degree curriculum (de la Harpe, 

Radloff, & Wyber 2000).  

The taxonomy of educational objectives developed by Bloom (1956) outlined the manner in 

which students’ learning developed in a hierarchical manner, with each level of learning 

building on previously developed skills. This laddered approach to teaching and learning is 

broadly reflected in the coordinated and cumulative curriculum development of discipline-

based teaching. The challenge for accounting educators is to bring the coherent 

development of generic skills into the curriculum design with a sequential focus 

comparable to that applied to the teaching of discipline specific technical skills. 

Meaningful integration within discipline setting 

There is recognition that different professions have different foci in terms of the importance 

of specific competencies and that the acquisition of such skills and attributes may be best 

achieved within the discipline setting (Bath et al 2004; Barrie 2004). Prior studies of the 

integration of professional skills into business courses have identified the importance of the 

meaningful integration of generic skills into the curriculum by matching particular skills to 

assessment tasks in appropriate subjects (Guthrie, McGowan & de la Harpe 2001; 

Hoddinott & Young, 2001). 
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It is argued that in order to achieve the meaningful integration of generic skill development 

into the accounting undergraduate curriculum it is necessary to do more than simply 

identify the generic skills to be developed. Meaningful integration also requires the 

articulation of where particular skills will be developed and the level of attainment that is 

expected. Given the structure of the typical undergraduate program, such articulation into 

the curriculum must concentrate on the specialisation subjects that all students must 

complete to attain their degree. That is not to say that electives subjects cannot play a role 

in developing generic skills, but rather it is recognition that such development is important 

and must be explicitly covered in every student’s programme of study. Extra reinforcement 

within elective subjects should be viewed as an additional advantage.  

Integral to the development of a curriculum reflecting all of the skills expected to be 

acquired is the need to ensure the course materials identify those skills (Hoddinott & Young 

2001). The accounting professional bodies contend that every opportunity must be taken to 

reinforce the message to students that the acquisition of generic skills and attributes is an 

extremely important outcome of a university education (CPA & ICAA 2005). This explicit 

identification will ensure that students and other stakeholders are in an informed position 

when evaluating their satisfaction with the course outcomes. Embedding the development 

of generic skills into the delivery of technical skills and encouraging scaffolded delivery 

has a two-fold effect of developing generic skills and encouraging deep learning.  

Generic Skills in the Australian HEI Context 

A number of structural challenges exist to impede the efforts of academic staff in 

developing a coordinated curriculum of generic skill development. The increasing 

casualisation of academic staff and a trend towards the modularisation of subject offerings 

can impede the development of a coordinated generic skill curriculum. External financial 

pressure on Australian universities has also led to the increased use of casual and part-time 

staff for teaching which Australian University Quality Agency (AUQA) has identified as 

limiting the uptake of generic skills by students (Carroll 2004). Part-time and casual staff 

are rarely included in University professional development programs for enhancing 

teaching, nor are they likely to be included in informal discussions amongst full-time 

academics where teaching practices are discussed. With the modularisation of subject 
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offerings, the sequential delivery of both technical and generic skill sets becomes 

problematic and better learning outcomes less certain (Commonwealth of Australia 2001).  

A further impact of structural changes in the Australian HEI market is the increasing 

number of articulation agreements between different levels of tertiary institutions. 

Articulation agreements between universities and Technical and Further Education (TAFE) 

Colleges enable TAFE students to transfer to a university degree program and gain 

substantial credits from universities for their prior TAFE studies. Invariably these 

agreements include virtually all of the core first year subjects of a three year undergraduate 

university degree where, by necessity, the critical development of generic university 

graduate attributes must commence. 

The issues surrounding increasing academic workloads invariably results in pressure for 

academic staff to adopt assessment options that minimise marking time. Whilst it is not the 

intention in this paper to enter the pedagogical argument as to whether multiple choice 

questions are an effective assessment tool, or whether one essay is as effective an 

assessment discriminator as two essays, the fact remains that students are being asked to 

submit less written assessment items. This, in turn, provides fewer opportunities for both 

academics to critically assess students work and for students to improve their written 

communication skills through the assessment feedback process (Commonwealth of 

Australia 2001).  

Key Generic Skills identified in the model 

In developing a hierarchical generic skills model for undergraduate accounting students’ at 

Charles Sturt University (CSU) consideration was given to the nature of the generic 

attributes required by the university and other stakeholders, including the accounting 

professional bodies. The accounting bodies explicitly identify the generic skills and 

attributes that they expect a student to possess upon graduation from University (CPA & 

ICAA 2005; Sin & Jones 2003). CSU, as do most universities, identifies a range of skills 

and attributes that it expects graduating students to have acquired as a result of their 

university education (CSU 2003).  
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In the early stages of this research, teaching staff in the CSU School of Business and 

Information Technology (then the CSU School of Business) were asked to identify the 

generic skills they considered most important for students. The generic attributes identified 

by accounting staff conformed closely to the sets of skills identified by both the profession 

and the University. For the purposes of this research project, and to overcome some of the 

definitional difficulties experienced in prior generic skill mapping projects reported in the 

literature, it was decided that the list of specific skills be contained to a workable number to 

facilitate the development of a usable model with broad application. Thus the generic skills 

identified by all stakeholders were broadly categorised into the following: 

• communication, both oral and written;  

• ethical understanding; 

• problem solving and critical thinking;  

• personal and interpersonal skills; and  

• business IT skills. 

In examining the varied stakeholder requirements, and in discussion with staff within the 

Faculty of Business, it was found that there was significant commonality in the themes of 

generic skills. In utilising the broad categories above, care should be taken that discussants 

and users of the model are not distracted by the semantics of the generic skill descriptors.  

During the process of identifying the important generic attributes for graduates the School 

of Business and Information Technology accounting staff also recognised that the skill 

development is hierarchical and needs to be staged sequentially which confirmed the 

findings in the literature and Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy. To develop a model for each 

construct individual teaching staff were interviewed and a review of subject assessment 

items and criteria was undertaken. The final individual laddered generic skill constructs 

were developed from staff commentary and during workshop discussions, in addition to 

external feedback from referee reports and conference participants.  
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Model of Generic Skill Development 

The generic skill construct models developed (Appendix 1) reflect for each of the identified 

generic attributes the progression and development of each skill mapped against a three 

year undergraduate degree. In articulating the expected levels of capability, and the factors 

that influence skill development, the extent to which much of the generic skill-based 

learning is interdependent was also revealed. For the laddered approach to be effective, 

skills developed in earlier levels should be practiced and built upon in subsequent stages. 

Consequently a number of the proposed generic skill constructs contain an element of 

reinforcement at the final level. 

The Hierarchical Generic Skills Relationship model (Figure 1) was developed as a 

representation of all of the identified key generic skills required in a professional program 

such as the accounting specialisation.  The model considers each of the generic skills 

identified and seeks to articulate an expected level of achievement at first, second and third 

year of a traditional undergraduate program.  

As identified in McGrath and Murphy (2006) which conducted an initial examination of the 

gaps and overlaps in the delivery of generic skill to students over the course of the 

accounting degree program, it was apparent that many of the skills were well covered, even 

if the skill was not identified within subject or assessment objectives. However, it was clear 

that a more coordinated approach to the delivery of generic student outcomes is necessary 

to ensure the efficient and laddered development of these student capabilities. In response 

to this need the Hierarchical Generic Skills Relationship Model is mapped against the 

assessment tasks of the Bachelor of Business (Accounting) specialisation subjects and the 

teaching of specific generic skills is prescribed on a subject by subject basis. 
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Think creatively, 
adapt and be flexible 

to new situations, 
tolerate ambiguity, 

negotiate with 
others, understand 
group dynamics, 
collaborate with 

peers 

Time management, 
think & act 

independently, focus 
on outcomes, 

capacity to work with 
others, transfer & 

receive knowledge, 
listen effectively 

Have a strategic 
focus, empathetic 

and ethical 
perspective, 

reinforce prior skills 

Personal and 
Interpersonal 

Skills 
Written 

 
 

Communication 

Document 
Structure 

Eg. Spelling, 
Grammar etc. 
 

Professional 
Language 

 
Critical 
analysis 

Use of 
Professional 
Language, 

comfortable 
speaking to an 

audience 
 

Participation in 
discussion, 
articulate 

issues 
presented 

Present and 
debate an 
argument 

Oral 

Recognise ethical 
conflict between 

law/regulations and 
society norms & 

expectations influenced 
by culture and 

globalisation. Introduce 
the concept of morality 

 

Articulate own 
view of ethical 

boundaries. 
Explore conflict 

between 
law/regulation/ 
society and own 

view 

Recognise concept 
of ethics 
Apply 

law/regulations as 
the right thing to 

do 

Ethics 

Identify & 
logically structure 
problems based on 
material provided 

Self determine 
different types of 

problems ie 
financial vs non 

financial, group vs 
individual problem 

dimensions. 
Research beyond 
material provided  

Critically respond 
to a problem and 
reinforce earlier 
developments 

Word: formatting/styles/ 
grammar/spelling  

Excel: Cell reference 
formulas and format 

PowerPoint: text, tables 
Web: intranet/subject & 

CSU sites, basic 
database searches 

Application and 
demonstration of 

advanced skills and 
integrated approach to 

using the tools of 
Word, Excel,  

PowerPoint including 
multi-media and the 

Web for a seamless IT 
environment 

Word: report vs essay, 
Microsoft equation 

Excel: graphs, 
 if-statements 

PowerPoint: graphics, 
animations  

Web: advanced search 
Discipline specific 
software: MYOB 

Business IT 

2 

3 

Year 
acquired 

1 

Problem 
Solving & 
Critical 

Thinking 

Figure 1: Hierarchical Generic Skills Relationship Model 
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Mapping and Proposed Prescription of Generic Skill Development 

Each generic skill construct model (Appendix 1) was mapped against the 2007 

assessment tasks for core business and accounting specialisation subjects presented by 

the School of Business and Information Technology. Where gaps were apparent in 

generic skill development across the degree programme, specific subjects were 

identified in which to develop those generic skills. The assessment task, articulated in 

the subject outline, and the subject’s technical content were both considered in 

making the decision to prescribe the skill development to a particular subject.  

The prescribed assessment tasks were designed to develop generic skills without 

detracting from the existing assessment regime. The concern over the connectivity 

between the subject’s technical requirements and the identified generic skill reflects 

the view that the effective acquisition of generic skills requires meaningful 

integration. For example, written communication is best developed in subjects with 

assessment requiring written responses whilst the development of Excel skills is best 

suited to numeric subjects. The model relies on an assumption that the subject outline 

provides a clear and explicit enunciation of the assessment task and technical skills 

assessed in order to make decisions about the potential to expand the assessment task 

to include the assessment of appropriate generic skills.  

Where gaps in the laddered delivery of a generic skill construct were identified 

suggestions for the placement of prescribed assessment are made and indicated by 

capitalisation and use of an asterisk.  

For the ‘written communication’ construct, it was apparent that the current level of 

assessment effectively provided a laddered development. The mapping of the skill is 

presented below as a model of prescriptive assessment practice to improve the generic 

skill outcomes of students for written communication.  
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Written Communication Map  

 

ACC222  
Ext. Reporting 
Report: problem 

solving, Newsletter 
(Prof. language. 

Alt. format)  

LAW220  
Bus Org Law 

 
Critical analysis 

essay 
Essay based test 

ACC322 
Company Acc 

 
Word & Excel: 

structure, formula 
& presentation 

 

Elective 
 

 

ACC331  
Auditing 

 
Ethics Case Study 

(Prob. Solving 
Critical analysis) 

LAW301  
Tax Law 

Essay Tax analysis 
(Prob. Solving 

Critical analysis) 
On-line discussion 
 

ACC310  
Mgt Acc 2 

 
Short written 

responses 
 

ACC341 
Accounting 

Theory 
 

 Critical essay 

ACC100 
Accounting 1 

 
Word Formatted 

Ethical analysis & 
report 

ECO110  
Microeconomics 

 
Written test 

 

ACC110 
Accounting 2 

 
Short ethics essay 
 

LAW110 
Business Law 

 
Essay in Test 

Format: Analysis 
and Prob solving 

 

MGT100  
Org & Mgt. 

Word Formatted 
Essay & Annotated 

Bibliography 

ECO120  
Macro-economics 

 
Written test 

 

MKT110 
Mkt Principles 

 
Essay (Word-

Styles and Doc. 
Structure)  

QBM 117 
Business Statistics 
 

Written test 

ACC200 
Accounting 

Systems 
 

Small essay  
 

ACC210  
Mgt Accounting 1 
 

Short written 
responses 

FIN211 
 Fin Management 
 
Assignment (Word- 

Microsoft 
Equation inserted) 

Elective 
 

Elective 
 

Elective 
 

Elective 
 

Elective 
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The assessment of oral communication largely occurs within the format of a tutorial 

presentation. These presentations are under-represented in both the second and third 

years of the accounting program, further they are dominated by group rather than 

individual presentations. To effectively develop oral communication skill in a 

hierarchical manner it was decided that additional assessment opportunities for 

students on their oral communication were needed. Two additional subjects were 

identified at the second and third year level.  

Oral Communication Map  

 

ACC222  
Ext. Reporting 

 
Group Tutorial 

facilitation  
 

LAW220  
Bus Org Law 

 
 

ACC322 
Company Acc 

 
Tutorial 

facilitation 
 

Elective 
 

ACC331  
Auditing 

 
Group Debate 

LAW301  
Tax Law 

DEBATE & 
ONLINE 

DISCUSSION TO 
BE ASSESSED * 

ACC310  
Mgt Acc 2 

 
 

ACC341 
Accounting 

Theory 
 

ACC100 
Accounting 1 

 

ECO110  
Microeconomics 

 
Tutorial 

presentation 

ACC110 
Accounting 2 

 
Group Tutorial 

presentation using 
PowerPoint 

LAW110 
Business Law 

MGT100  
Org & Mgt. 

 

ECO120  
Macro-economics 

 
Tutorial 

presentation 
 

MKT110 
Mkt Principles 

 
Group Tutorial 

facilitation  

QBM 117 
Business Statistics 
 

ACC200 
Accounting 

Systems 
ASSESSABLE 

TUTORIAL 
PRESENTATION** 

ACC210  
Mgt Accounting 1 
 

FIN211 
 Fin Management 
 

Elective 
 

Elective 
 

Elective 
 

Elective 
 

Elective 
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The difficulty which arises when embedding ethics within the curriculum is that, 

whilst several subjects have an assessable component, there is no underpinning 

theoretical foundation to the students’ ethical understanding. The authors have 

separately proposed that a hybrid approach to developing students’ ethical 

understanding through the inclusion of an ethics subject as part of the accounting 

specialisation combined with the integration of ethical assessment items throughout 

the remaining core and specialist subjects (Murphy & McGrath 2007). On the Albury 

campus as a result of the ongoing mapping research process, many staff have now 

included ethical assessment items, however despite this improvement there remains a 

gap in the second year of the degree in the hierarchical development of students’ 

ethical understanding. 
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Ethics Map 

ACC222  
Ext. Reporting 

 
Report: problem 

solving, Newsletter  

LAW220  
Bus Org Law 

 
ETHICAL 

ASSESSMENT * 

ACC322 
Company Acc 

Demonstrated in 
application of 

accounting 
standards 

Elective 
 

 

ACC331  
Auditing 

 
Ethics Case Study 

(Prob. Solving 
Critical analysis) 

LAW301  
Tax Law 

 
Integrated into 

essay 
 

ACC310  
Mgt Acc 2 

 

ACC341 
Accounting 

Theory 
 

 Critical essay 

ACC100 
Accounting 1 

 
Word Formatted 

Ethical analysis & 
report 

ECO110  
Microeconomics 

 

ACC110 
Accounting 2 

 
Short ethics essay 
 

LAW110 
Business Law 

 
 

MGT100  
Org & Mgt. 

 
Word Formatted 
Essay based on 

Case Study 

ECO120  
Macro-economics 
 

MKT110 
Mkt Principles 

 
Essay with ethics 

component 

QBM 117 
Business Statistics 
 

ACC200 
Accounting 

Systems 
 

ETHICAL 
ASSESSMENT *  

ACC210  
Mgt Accounting 1 
 

FIN211 
 Fin Management 
 

 

Elective 
 

Elective 
 

Elective 
 

Elective 
 

Elective 
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The ‘problem solving and critical thinking’ construct’ appears to be well developed 

within the current level of assessment which effectively provides a laddered development 

of the skill. The mapping of the skill is presented below as a model of prescriptive 

assessment practice to improve the generic skill outcomes of students for problem 

solving.  

Problem Solving & Critical Thinking Map  

 

ACC222  
Ext. Reporting 

 
Report and Letter 

to client explaining 
issues & solution 

LAW220  
Bus Org Law 

 
Critical analysis 

essay 
Essay based test 

ACC322 
Company Acc 

 
Apply conceptual 

model (accounting 
standards) 

 

Elective 
 

 

ACC331  
Auditing 

Debate & Case 
Study (Prob. 

Solving Critical 
analysis) 

LAW301  
Tax Law 

Tax analysis 
(Research Prob. 
Solving Critical 

analysis) 
  

 
ACC310  

Mgt Acc 2 
Quant. based 
problems and 
spreadsheet 
modelling 

 

ACC341 
Accounting 

Theory 
 

 Critical essay 

ACC100 
Accounting 1 

 
Analysis of 

provided Financial 
Statements 

ECO110  
Microeconomics 

 

ACC110 
Accounting 2 

 
Short ethics 

essay& quant. 
problem 

 

LAW110 
Business Law 

 
Essay in Test 

Format: Analysis 
and Prob solving 

 

MGT100  
Org & Mgt. 

 
Database exercise  

Essay based on 
Case Study 

ECO120  
Macro-economics 
 

MKT110 
Mkt Principles 

 
Essay case based 

analysis  

QBM 117 
Business Statistics 

 
Problem based 

assignments 

ACC200 
Accounting 

Systems 
 

Practical case 
study 

ACC210  
Mgt Accounting 1 

Quant. based 
problems and 
spreadsheet 
modelling 

FIN211 
 Fin Management 
 
Assignment Tests: 
Quantitative focus  

Elective 
 

Elective 
 

Elective 
 

Elective 
 

Elective 
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The generic ‘personal and interpersonal skill’ construct includes the ability to manage 

interpersonal relationships by being able to listen effectively, transfer and receive 

knowledge, collaborate, negotiate, and empathise with others. Graduates are also 

expected to develop their ability to time manage effectively, focus on outcomes, be 

flexible, think and act independently and creatively, tolerate ambiguity and act 

strategically.  

Whilst specific time management tasks are highlighted in assessment items in the first 

year, it is acknowledged that this skill is reinforced over the course of the degree through 

adherence to assessment submission due dates. However it is apparent that there is a gap 

in the hierarchical development of other aspects of personal and interpersonal skills 

during the second year of the accounting degree where there is no assessable group or 

tutorial tasks requiring student interaction. Further it was identified that there was an 

opportunity to develop a strategic focus to an assessment task in one of the third year 

subjects. The construct for Personal and Interpersonal Skills (Figure 5 Appendix 1) 

Clearly shows the interdependence of four of the identified generic skills which were 

identified. Additional assessment in the third year was desirous for the potential to 

provide a capstone opportunity for the development of generic skills in the final semester 

of study. 
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Personal and Interpersonal Skills Map 

ACC222  
Ext. Reporting 
Report, letter to 

client & Newsletter 
with creative focus  

LAW220  
Bus Org Law 

 
TUTORIAL 
CONTRACT 

NEGOTIATION * 

ACC322 
Company Acc 

 
Group Tutorial 

facilitation  
 

Elective 
 

 

ACC331  
Auditing 

 
Group Debate 

LAW301  
Tax Law 

 

ACC310  
Mgt Acc 2 

 
STRATEGIC 
FOCUS TO 

ASSIGNMENT * 

ACC341 
Accounting 

Theory 
 

 Critical essay 

ACC100 
Accounting 1 

 
Time Management 

(weekly tutorial 
submission) 

 

ECO110  
Microeconomics 

 

ACC110 
Accounting 2 

 
Group Tutorial 

Presentation  
 

LAW110 
Business Law 

 
 

MGT100  
Org & Mgt. 

Time Management 
(Linked assignment 
task and choice in 

assignment) 
 

 
ECO120  

Macro-economics 
 

MKT110 
Mkt Principles 

 
Group Tutorial 

facilitation  
 

QBM 117 
Business Statistics 
 

ACC200 
Accounting 

Systems 
GROUP 

ETHICAL 
ASSESSMENT * 

ACC210  
Mgt Accounting 1 
 

FIN211 
 Fin Management 
 

 

Elective 
 

Elective 
 

Elective 
 

Elective 
 

Elective 
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The ‘business IT’ construct differs from the other generic skills in that it was identified 

that the development of these business IT competencies does not have the same 

interdependence as the other generic skill constructs. The development of these office-

based software competencies were well covered by the assessment tasks, however they 

were not well coordinated across the curriculum or explicitly assessed despite reference 

to their use within the assessment requirements.  

Business IT  

ACC222  
Ext. Reporting 
Essay: problem 

solving, Newsletter 
(Prof. language. 

Alt. format)  

LAW220  
Bus Org Law 

 
Word: Essay 

assessed on form 
& structure 

ACC322 
Company Acc 

 
Word & Excel: 

structure, formula 
& presentation 

Elective 
 

 

ACC331  
Auditing 

 
Ethics Case Study 

(Prob. Solving 
Critical analysis) 

LAW301  
Tax Law 

 
Use of External 

Web based 
resources ie ATO 

 
ACC310  

Mgt Acc 2 
Excel: advanced 

spreadsheet 
modelling & 

formulas 
 

ACC341 
Accounting 

Theory 
 

Word: Critical 
essay 

ACC100 
Accounting 1 

 
Word Formatted 

Ethical analysis & 
report 

ECO110  
Microeconomics 

 

ACC110 
Accounting 2 

PowerPoint: Tut 
Presentation 

Excel: S’Sheet & 
Formulas 

LAW110 
Business Law 

 
 

MGT100  
Org & Mgt. 

Library database: 
Tutorial & report  
Word Formatted 

Essay 

ECO120  
Macro-economics 
 

MKT110 
Mkt Principles 

 
Essay (Word-

Styles and Doc. 
Structure)  

QBM 117 
Business Statistics 
 

ACC200 
Accounting 

Systems 
 

Excel & MYOB 

ACC210  
Mgt Accounting 1 

 
Excel: spreadsheet 

modelling & 
formulas 

 

FIN211 
 Fin Management 
 
Assignment (Word- 

Microsoft 
Equation inserted) 

Elective 
 

Elective 
 

Elective 
 

Elective 
 

Elective 
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Limitations 

The prescriptive Hierarchical Generic Skills Relationship model and individual generic 

skill constructs have been developed from research undertaken within the School of 

Business & Information Technology (then School of Business) and while comment has 

been sort from staff of CSU outside of the School and from reviewers and conference 

participants external to the university the methodology has been case study based. As 

such the usual limitations of case study research are acknowledged. In particular the 

prescribed placement of assessment tasks is based on the mapping of assessment 

requirements applicable to the subjects taught within the School of Business & 

Information Technology. The accounting degree at CSU is delivered in multiple modes 

across several different campuses and whilst the exam component is identical across 

campuses and modes, the internal assessment is at the discretion of the teaching staff 

responsible for each cohort. The gaps and overlaps identified and the suggested 

prescribed model thus may not be reflective of the state of affairs across all campuses of 

the Faculty of Business.  

A further limitation to the study stems from the restricted mode of offering of 

accounting subjects in the School of Business & Information Technology. The 

predominant method of teaching is face to face and with comparatively fewer 

international students than other campuses. The development of any graduate attributes 

in a distance education context presents challenges not addressed in this paper. Further, 

the researchers recognise that developing graduate attributes in students with English as 

a second language and from culturally diverse backgrounds creates further challenges for 

teaching staff (Soontiens & de la Harpe 2002).  

The primary data source utilised to map the generic skill development was the 

assessment task and requirements as set out in the relevant subject outline. The 

descriptors and rationale for the tasks were the basis on which a determination was made 

as to the type of generic skill construct addressed in the assessable task. The decision to 

limit the analysis to the written material provided to students has the potential to not be 

fully reflective of the opportunities for generic skill development but does reflect the 

articulated expectation made known to the student.  

While the model presented provides a prescription of the necessary skills required to be 

developed in a laddered sequence it does not address the concerns expressed about the 



21 

capabilities of the academic staff to teach the various generic skills (McGrath & Murphy 

2006). Nor are the implications for teaching loads arising from the use of different 

assessments tasks discussed. For example, essays, whilst still necessary and important, 

take a significantly longer time to mark than other forms of assessment.  

 

Conclusion  

The application of the Hierarchical Generic Skills Relationship model presented in 

this paper to the current accounting curriculum offered by the School of Business & 

Information Technology showcases the effectiveness of the model to highlight the 

gaps in the development of generic graduate skills. The gaps identified by the model 

then provided the basis in which to identify the components of a prescribed laddered 

approach to the delivery of generic skills,  based on the generic skill constructs 

presented in Appendix 1. 

The individual generic skill constructs were developed in order to gain insight into 

how generic skills may be developed and form the basis for the Hierarchical Generic 

Skills Relationship model. The construct detail the laddered acquisition of each 

generic skill through a standard six semester, three year undergraduate program. The 

individual generic skills constructs also highlight the interrelated nature of the 

identified key generic skills which further supports the need to identify and articulare 

the expected level of development of individual generic skills for the effective 

sequencing and curriculum integration of assessment tasks. 

The Hierarchical Generic Skills Relationship model developed has application across 

disciplines and it is hoped that similar analysis based on the developed construct 

models will be undertaken in the other degree programs offered within the Faculty of 

Business and other universities. The researchers anticipated that this paper and the 

model of tiered generic skill development proposed will inform and advance 

discussion about the important issue of generic skill development for graduates.  
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Appendix 1: Generic Skill Constructs 

 

 

Written Communication 

Document Structure 
Spelling/Grammar 

 

 
Professional 
Language 

 
Critical analysis 

 
Business IT 

Oral 
Communication 

Problem Solving & Critical Thinking 

 
Ethics 

Semesters 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Figure 1: Hierarchical Generic Skills Relationship Model: Written 
Communication 
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Oral Communication 
Use of Professional 

Language, 
comfortable speaking 

to an audience 
 

Participation in class 
discussion, try to 
engage audience, 
articulate issues 

  

Present and debate 
an argument, 

confidently engage 
and relate to 

 

 
Business IT 

Written 
Communication 

Personal & Interpersonal Skills 
 

Problem Solving & Critical Thinking 
 

Semesters 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Figure 2: Hierarchical Generic Skills Relationship Model: Oral 
Communication 
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    Semesters 

Ethics 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Recognise 
concept of ethics 

Apply 
law/regulations 

as the right thing 
to do 

Recognise ethical 
conflict between 

law/regulations and 
society norms & 

expectations 
influenced by culture 

and globalisation. 
I d  h   

  

Articulate own 
view of ethical 

boundaries. 
Explore conflict 

between 
law/regulation/ 
society and own 

i  

Figure 3: Hierarchical Generic Skills Relationship Model: Ethics 
  

Problem Solving & Critical 
Thinking 
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Problem Solving & Critical Thinking 

Self determine different types 
of problems ie financial vs non 
financial, group vs individual 

problem dimensions. Research 
beyond material provided 

Identify & 
logically 
structure 
problems based 
on material 

id d 

Critically 
respond to a 
problem and 
reinforce earlier 
developments 

 
Business IT 

Oral & Written 
Communication 

 
Ethics 

 

Semesters 

Figure 4: Hierarchical Generic Skills Relationship Model: Problem Solving 
& Critical Thinking 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
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Personal & Interpersonal Skills 
Think creatively, adapt and be 

flexible to new situations, 
tolerate ambiguity,  negotiate 
with others, understand group 

dynamics, collaborate with 
peers 

Time management, think & 
act independently, focus on 
outcomes, capacity to work 

with others, transfer & 
receive knowledge, listen 

effectively 

Have a strategic focus, 
empathetic and ethical 
perspective, reinforce 

prior skills 

 
Oral & Written 
Communication 

 
Business IT 

 

Problem Solving & Critical Thinking  

 

Ethics 

Semesters 

Figure 5: Hierarchical Generic Skills Relationship Model: Personal & 
Interpersonal Skills 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
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Business IT 
Word: report vs essay, 
Microsoft equation 
Excel: graphs, 
 if-statements 
PowerPoint: graphics, 
animations  
Web: advanced search 
Discipline specific 
software: MYOB 
 

Word: formatting/styles/ 
grammar/spelling   
Excel: Cell reference 
formulas and format 
PowerPoint: text, tables 
Web: intranet/subject & 
CSU sites, basic database 

Application and 
demonstration of 
advanced skills and 
integrated approach to 
using the tools of 
Word, Excel,  
PowerPoint including 
multi-media and the 
Web for a seamless IT 
environment 

Semesters 

Figure 6: Hierarchical Generic Skills Relationship Model: Business IT  

1 2 3 4 5 6 
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