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Attaining favorable student outcomes, including effective learning 
behaviors, skills, and attitudes that facilitate deep learning, is 
paramount for numerous universities globally. Research focusing 
on accounting students indicates that many encounter difficulties 
attaining the desired outcomes regardless of their degree program. 
Meanwhile, such outcomes are particularly vital in subjects like 
accounting, where fundamental understanding of knowledge must 
be obtained before its application. Among the factors that have 
emerged in the literature as influencing the achievement of 
desirable student outcomes in accounting are the approaches 
employed in teaching and learning the subject, one of which is 
reflective practice. However, there is a paucity of research 
examining the impact of reflective practice on the outcomes of 
accounting students, particularly pre-service teachers, as this 
population of accounting students remains underexplored, 
especially in developing nations such as South Africa. The present 
qualitative study followed a case study research design, employing 
a phenomenological approach to describe how a study sample of 
fifteen accounting students who were preservice teachers enrolled 
for a content knowledge-focused accounting module offered in the 
Bachelor of Education degree at one particular South African 
university experienced the application of the reflective practice and 
how it impacted their capacity to attain desired student outcomes in 
accounting. Employing content analysis and drawing on the 
reflective and transformative learning theories, this study's findings 
frame critical reflection employed in accounting education as a 
transformative approach for enhancing learning and achieving 
favorable outcomes for accounting students who are pre-service 
teachers. Critical reflection was found to have the potential to 
transform accounting students' learning behaviors, critical thinking 
dispositions, and attitudes, potentially supporting them to achieve 
better outcomes. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Fostering effective learning behaviors, skills, and attitudes for effective learning lies at the heart 
of academic success in higher education. This has been the catalyst for a range of interventions 
to enhance higher education students’ deep learning strategies, skills, and attitudes that support 
effective learning (Al-Abyadh & Abdel Azeem, 2022; Gordanier et al., 2019; Kadiyono & Hafiar, 
2017; Naseer et al., 2024; Sölpük, 2017; Talaei Khoei et al., 2023; van Zyl et al., 2020). Evaluations 
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of these interventions have revealed significant variations in their success, suggesting that 
success lies in both the context of interventions and the strategies used in the interventions. 

With specific reference to accounting as a subject that generally enjoys high respect and 
reputation, especially from students (DaRin, 2017; Germanou et al., 2009; Sam et al., 2021), the 
academic outcomes of students, whether they are enrolled for teacher-related degrees or 
professional degrees, irrespective of where in the world they are studying, are often 
unsatisfactory (Mahboub, 2022; Mdingi, 2018; Mokhampanyana, 2018; Papageorgiou, 2017). 
Provided that, much research has been done to determine the factors that affect accounting 
students' outcomes (Mahboub, 2022; Mdingi, 2018; Shaffee et al., 2019). It is not surprising that 
research studies across the globe seem to suggest that accounting students’ learning approaches 
(Alanya-Beltran, 2021; Alfordy & Othman, 2021; Sam, 2020), their skills such as critical thinking 
(Papageorgiou, 2023; Pehlivan, 2013; Pienaar, 2019), and positive student attitudes are potential 
predictors of accounting students' outcomes in accounting as a subject. 

Student outcomes in accounting have been shown to improve when students adopt deep 
learning as a learning behavior, where understanding is the goal, as opposed to surface 
learning, where students merely memorize information related to tasks without understanding 
it (Ficco et al., 2025; Sam, 2020; Velasco, 2021). In accounting, the two learning behaviors result 
in different outcomes. In contrast to surface learning, which merely helps students memorize 
accounting principles and procedures by heart, deep learning helps them comprehend and 
apply complex accounting concepts and principles, solve problems, and make sound decisions 
(Betakan et al., 2024). Equally important, it has been argued that when students can exercise 
higher-order thinking abilities like critical thinking, they engage in deep learning. Critical 
thinking skills are essential and should be exercised by students to achieve better and 
sustainable academic outcomes in accounting (Papageorgiou, 2023; Seow et al., 2014; Wolcott & 
Sargent, 2021). Further, if it warrants, students must be willing to change their attitudes 
towards particular teaching and learning approaches used in accounting, as that also impacts 
their academic outcomes (Adetayo, 2010; Olifant et al., 2024). 

Since the achievement of desirable academic outcomes is important to all accounting 
students, irrespective of the degree they are registered for, it is imperative for accounting 
students who are pre-service teachers because good achievement is closely related to teacher 
performance during teaching practice (Corcoran & O’Flaherty, 2018; Fitzsimons et al., 2025). 
The achievement of effective learning behaviors by this cohort of accounting students is critical 
because teachers are fundamental to the teaching process, and their abilities significantly impact 
learners' learning outcomes and how the curriculum is implemented (Katshuna & Shikalepo, 
2023; Poulton, 2025). 

In accounting, despite the added call for more student-centered approaches, the use of the 
traditional lecture approach by some university lecturers is still observed in the South African 
context (Moyo et al., 2023). The use of the lecture approach persists in many accounting 
classrooms, despite the benefits of student-centered approaches being revealed in the literature. 
One of the student-centered approaches that has been deemed beneficial to the achievement of 
desirable student outcomes in other disciplines and contexts is the reflective practice (Dunlap, 
2006; Harvey et al., 2025; Tsingos et al., 2015; van Breda & Agherdien, 2012). For one, the 
reflective practice has been linked to learning behaviors such as deep learning in other fields 
(Setiyawati et al., 2024; Simamora & Pasaribu, 2023; Tsingos et al., 2015). However, the use of 
reflective practice in teaching and learning accounting remains uncommon, and its influence on 
the students’ ability to achieve desired student outcomes in the subject remains under-
researched. Also, when investigating how different interventions and approaches influence the 
academic outcomes of accounting students, many research studies seem to focus mainly on 
accounting students in professional accounting degree programs. Considering those aspects, 
there appears to be limited understanding regarding the impact of reflective practice on 
accounting students, particularly those who are pre-service teachers, in achieving favorable 
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outcomes, especially among accounting students in South Africa. This highlights a deficiency in 
the literature, particularly as pre-service teacher accounting students constitute an 
understudied demographic within the accounting student community. 

Given the dearth of studies focusing on the use of the reflective practice approach in the 
teaching and learning of accounting, more especially in the South African context, the current 
study seeks to understand the impact of reflective practice, through journal writing, on the 
learning behaviors, critical thinking abilities, and attitudes of accounting students who are pre-
service teachers. The novelty of this research lies in its focus on pre-service accounting teachers 
and how this under-researched population of South African accounting students learn 
accounting content knowledge using the reflective approach and how this approach shapes 
their learning approaches, skills, and attitudes. The findings of this study will advance 
knowledge about the potential advantages of non-lecture-based strategies in accounting classes. 
The study's findings will provide insight to academics and help inform them when choosing 
methods to teach accounting. They will also be a beneficial resource for accounting students 
when choosing learning strategies to employ when learning accounting for improved outcomes. 

This study drew on the Reflective Learning Theory (RLT) and the Transformative Learning 
Theory (TLT) to describe how accounting students who are pre-service accounting teachers 
experienced the use of the reflective practice in the teaching and learning of accounting as a 
content subject and to describe how this approach transformed their attitudes, learning 
behaviors, and skills.  The RLT was coined by John Dewey, who believed reflection to be crucial 
to learning. According to the RLT, reflection can deepen one’s understanding and help one 
make sense of past events to pave the way forward (Dewey, 1933). The TLT, on the other hand, 
was developed by Mezirow and Marsick in 1978. Transformative learning changes problematic 
frames of reference to become more reflective, inclusive, discriminating, open, and emotionally 
malleable (Mezirow, 2018). According to the TLT, critical reflection could cause one's 
understanding to transform, and learning must be transformed by the students through critical 
self-reflection. Like Mezirow (2018), Helyer (2015) argues that reflection is essential to 
transformative learning. In line with the RLT, which had a complementary role with the TLT in 
this study, effective learning is believed to occur in a setting that encourages thinking, 
reflecting, and connecting the old and the new (Mezirow, 1997). 

Having been studied for over one century, it is not surprising that people hold different 
views about what reflection is, when and how it takes place, what it entails, and its benefits. 
Correspondingly, there are many definitions of reflection in education, from the one coined by 
Dewey in his seminal book written in 1910 titled ‘How We Think,’ where he defined reflective 
thought as “an active, persistent, and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of 
knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it and the further conclusion to which it 
tends” (Rodgers, 2002, p. 850). According to another seminal study, reflection is considered an 
essential practice that should occur both before and after an action (reflection-on-action and 
reflection-in-action) (Schön, 1987). Despite the varying views about reflection, a common 
understanding shared by several scholars is that reflection should give rise to various outcomes, 
such as creating an action plan or theory, formulating decisions, or even eradicating some doubt 
(Aljahromi & Hidri, 2023; Liu, 2019; Zhai et al., 2023). Also, in an educational context, the 
student must make many action plans and decisions when reflecting (Cavilla, 2017; Dunne et 
al., 2024; Olteanu, 2017). The action plan or decision could be to pay more attention during 
lectures or study a particular section of academic content for better understanding, among 
others, thus enhancing learning. Indeed, reflection has been linked with learning (Bailey & 
Rehman, 2022; van der Loo et al., 2019; Veine et al., 2020), specifically higher-level thinking 
(Dunfee et al., 2008; Jarvis & Baloyi, 2020; Whalen & Paez, 2021) in taxonomies such as Bloom’s 
Taxonomy (Bloom, 1956) and for the development and learning of skills (Aprilya & Saifuddin, 
2021). Given these accounts, it would appear that reflection and learning are interconnected. 
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The reflective practice encompasses the skills, talents, and abilities one uses in reflection 
and the activities one engages in (Heydari & Beigzadeh, 2024). Reflective practice has been 
studied in specific courses taken by students at higher education levels, and its benefits are 
noted (Chang, 2019; Hartmann et al., 2023; Winberg et al., 2023). According to some scholars, 
such a strategy enables students to consider their views, values, experiences, and notions on 
relevant subjects (Chan & Lee, 2021; Minott, 2008). This is especially important for students who 
will soon enter the field as accounting teachers (Bradbury et al., 2020; Choy et al., 2021). Adie 
and Tangen (2014) share the same view and suggest that encouraging students to engage in 
reflective practices is one of the key objectives in higher education for successfully preparing 
students for their future professional careers as teachers. 

A distinction is made between reflection and critical reflection. According to Whitaker and 
Reimer (2017), critical reflection is a multidimensional and intricate phenomenon that entails 
extensive knowledge and participation in reflection processes to improve interpersonal 
interactions, increase self-awareness, and reconsider theoretical assertions and their application 
in real-life situations. While critical reflection targets the specifics of a task or problem, it also 
looks at preconceived notions to broaden one's perspective and open one's mind to different 
approaches to thinking and acting (Grey). It is crucial to practice and engage in critical 
reflection to support effective learning (Harvey et al., 2016), especially critical reflection (Chang, 
2019). 

The significance of critical reflection for both practicing educators and those aspiring to 
become educators is paramount (Diseth, 2025; Weaver et al., 2022; Williams & Nel, 2023). 
Reflective practice benefits pre-service teachers while they are studying and practicing as 
teachers outside of the classroom (Krapivnyk et al., 2021). For example, it has been suggested 
that teachers might adopt appropriate educational strategies to meet the different needs of 
learners when they are in the field (Cintamulya & Mawartiningsih, 2024), and this could be 
achieved through transformational reflection, which enables them to question their 
presumptions and beliefs (Slade et al., 2019). 

One of the commonly used tools to facilitate student reflection is RJs (Alt et al., 2021; 
Murillo-Llorente et al., 2021). Given their popularity and use in higher education, numerous 
claims have been made about how journals of reflection help students learn. For one, it has been 
argued that RJs allow students to develop personally and professionally (Dyment & O'Connell, 
2011). The other benefit to students and their learning relates to the transformation that the 
reflective practice will likely bring to students as they reflect and start to include metacognition 
in their journal writing while simultaneously learning the subject matter (Gorlewski & Greene, 
2011). Reflective journaling has also been said to benefit students' learning experiences, 
particularly in courses that are typically recognized as intellectually demanding (Denton, 2018). 

Among the many benefits associated with the adoption of the reflective practice for 
teaching and learning, as revealed in research studies conducted in other fields and contexts, is 
its ability to foster deep learning, critical thinking skills, and transform student attitudes 
(Helyer, 2015; López-Cuello et al., 2024). Deep learning, as opposed to surface learning, involves 
the capacity to apply conceptual knowledge in different situations (Hattie & Donoghue, 2016) 
and enables students to locate themselves in their learning (Collins & van Breda, 2010). Deep 
learning also promotes students' participation in the learning process at a deep level, a deeper 
grasp of knowledge, exploring connections between concepts, linking ideas with past 
knowledge, and connecting concepts with practical experience (Asikainen, 2014; Kovač et al., 
2025). Understanding and creating personal meaning—more particularly, incorporating new 
information into prior knowledge and altering one's perspective on certain parts of reality—are 
the outcomes of deep learning (Turner & Baskerville, 2011). Given these benefits, it is not 
surprising that across several fields, deep learning has been deemed necessary for students to 
achieve desirable outcomes (Chotitham et al., 2014; Jiayuan et al., 2025; Negash et al., 2022). 
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Achieving deep learning is especially important in subjects like accounting, where students are 
expected to apply theoretical knowledge in practical scenarios or cases (Shaffie et al., 2020). 

The reflective practice has also been associated with achieving or refining skills necessary 
for effective learning, such as critical thinking skills. There are many definitions and 
understandings of critical thinking, from simple definitions such as "the ability to analyze and 
evaluate information” (Duron et al., 2006, p. 160) to many other complex definitions. For this 
study, critical thinking is understood to be made up of two parts: dispositions and skills, which 
reinforce each other as Facione (2011) suggested. A person's (1) willingness to plan, (2) cognitive 
flexibility, (3) persistence, (4) tendency to be self-critical, (5) mindfulness, and (6) consensus-
seeking attitude are dispositions of a critical thinker (Harper, 2013). The skills side of critical 
thinking mainly comprises abilities that are also considered essential components of critical 
thinking, according to a seminal study done with a wide range of specialists, such as 
interpretation, analysis, evaluation, inference, explanation, and self-regulation (Facione, 1990). 
Various arguments pointing to an association between critical thinking skills and academic 
outcomes have been presented in several studies in other fields of study and subjects 
(Ghanizadeh, 2017; Karbalaei, 2012; Martín-Raugh et al., 2023; Murawski, 2014; Wicaksana et 
al., 2020). 

Critical thinking skills have been linked with good academic outcomes in accounting 
(Papageorgiou, 2023; Pienaar, 2019; Seow et al., 2014). This is because these skills are crucial for 
analyzing and understanding accounting transactions and for correctly understanding and 
applying accounting principles, concepts, and standards. Even though it is generally 
understood that accounting students must have a solid conceptual foundation before acquiring 
analytical abilities, it is also evident that for students to succeed and grow in the subject, they 
need to possess the necessary skills, such as critical thinking, and should embrace effective 
teaching and learning approaches. 

Students' attitudes towards teaching approaches used to teach them have been deemed as a 
factor that might positively or negatively influence their outcomes (Nja et al., 2022; Oladele et 
al., 2024). For this reason, teachers need to prioritize improving students’ attitudes towards the 
teaching approach employed in the classroom. Put another way, the willingness to embrace 
other ways of learning a subject is crucial to achieving good academic outcomes (Hemati 
Alamdarloo & Moradi, 2013) and transforming as a student (Leal Filho et al., 2018). Indeed, 
students who want to succeed must constantly engage in self-renewal, self-development, and 
self-reflection to improve their learning outcomes. On this basis, it would appear that students 
should be willing to embrace other teaching and learning approaches as the situation warrants 
to achieve desired outcomes (Almoslamani, 2022; McChlery & Visser, 2009). 

RESEARCH METHOD  
Figure 1 below depicts the research flow, outlining the processes and decisions made for this 
study. The research processes followed include preliminary processes, including identifying the 
research problem; a review of the selection of the research design; the approaches employed; 
the sampling technique employed to select the sample of participants; and the steps undertaken 
in the data generation and analysis. The discussion of these processes will follow thereafter. 

As shown in Figure 1 above, this study was grounded in phenomenology. Understanding 
how people understand and make meaning of experiences is the primary purpose of 
phenomenology, which highlights the subjective nature of experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2016). 
Phenomenology, thought to be how students experience the phenomenon, is pertinent to 
research that seeks to understand student learning in an educational setting. The phenomenon 
of interest in this study was the use of reflective practice by accounting pre-service teachers in 
an educational setting that focused on understanding subject matter in an accounting module. 
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Following a case study research design, a qualitative approach was adopted to address this 
study’s research questions. The case study design, which, according to Yin (2014), is built on 
extensive research of a particular person, organization, or event to uncover the reasons behind 
the fundamental principles, was best suited for this study, as it aimed to conduct an in-depth 
exploration of the phenomenon within a real-life context. The case selected for this study was a 
group of accounting specialization students enrolled in a semester-long accounting content 
knowledge-focused Accounting Education module in the Bachelor of Education (B.Ed.) degree 
as accounting pre-service teachers at a single university in South Africa. The site university 
offers this four-year degree designed to train prospective teachers. The accounting 
specialization curriculum of the B.Ed. degree program comprises five accounting content 
knowledge modules designed to equip the accounting pre-service teachers with content or 
subject knowledge. In addition to the five content knowledge modules, four accounting method 
modules, each focusing on pedagogical knowledge to teach accounting, are to be completed by 
the students before they graduate as accounting teachers. 

 

 
Figure 1.  Research flowchart 

 
The study’s population comprised 107 accounting preservice teachers registered in the 

selected Accounting Education module in 2023. The students who participated in this study 
majored in accounting in the B.Ed. program, which meant that they were prospective 
accounting teachers. In addition, this cohort of students comprised mainly English First 
Additional Language (EFAL) students of predominantly African origin, more specifically of 
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Zulu origin, which embraces the ‘ukuhlonipha’ (respect) of elders. According to Mbele et al. 
(2015), the concept of respect, ‘ukuhlonipha,’ is an essential component of African culture, and it 
forms the foundation for existence and provides guidelines for living. 

Convenience sampling was used to select the study participants from among the 107 
students who were all exposed to the reflective practice in the Accounting Education module. 
Convenience sampling, a nonprobability or non-random sampling, involves selecting 
participants who meet specific practical criteria, such as easy accessibility, geographic 
proximity, availability at a specific time, or a willingness to participate (Phakiti & Paltridge, 
2015). Only students who expressed an interest in the research study and were available to 
participate were selected for this study. A total of fifteen accounting students, five of whom 
were male (depicted by [M] and females by [F] after the pseudonyms), agreed to participate in 
the study and agreed to maintain RJs throughout the semester. To lessen the burden on the 
students’ part, their reflections were handwritten. No marks were awarded for the reflection 
exercises, the submission of the RJs' entries was voluntary, and no compensation was promised 
or given to students who participated. Students who chose not to submit their reflections were 
not in any way penalized. 

Accounting students were tasked with developing and maintaining RJs throughout the 
semester-long accounting content subject. The RJs developed and maintained by accounting 
students served as data for this study. The students were required to reflect on three aspects 
critically; firstly, the students were tasked with reflecting on their learning experiences and 
insights on how the reflective practice approach was contributing to their learning of 
accounting as a content subject, given that this approach was a new change introduced in the 
accounting module they were registered for. The second aspect that accounting students were 
also asked to reflect on was their understanding of accounting topics and content covered in the 
accounting module each month for the entire semester. As part of the second aspect, they had to 
reflect on the content knowledge covered and the practical exercise done during each lecture 
(where they were expected to apply the theoretical knowledge learned in a practical scenario). 
Lastly, students were asked to reflect on a suitable action plan they would adopt to improve 
their understanding of the accounting content covered if they felt their understanding was 
lacking. To encourage reflection and avoid an additional burden for them, students were given 
the last 20 minutes of each 1.5-hour lecture session to document their experiences. Students 
were allowed to write their RJ entries by hand on loose pages (to facilitate collection by the 
lecturer). In total, five RJ entries were prepared by each student who participated in the study 
over the semester. The study participants were notified before they agreed to participate that 
their RJs would be read and reviewed by the researcher, who is also a lecturer of the accounting 
module in which the students were registered. 

The students' first RJs submitted to the lecturer were not anonymous, as students’ names 
appeared in the RJs they submitted. Upon reviewing the first set of journal entries, the lecturer 
observed that students wrote short reflections focusing on general issues and were merely 
descriptive, not critical. To encourage honest, free, and critical reflection, the lecturer instructed 
the students not to indicate their real names in their subsequent submissions but to give 
themselves pseudonyms and write those pseudonyms in all their reflections. The lecturer did 
not collect the RJs from students to maintain anonymity but requested one student to facilitate 
the collection. As instructed by the lecturer, the following two sets of reflections (the second and 
third sets) were anonymous. 

Upon reviewing the second and third sets of RJs, it seemed their journal entries improved 
in terms of length and issues reflected on. Another discovery was that a few students had done 
some critical reflection. The lecturer appreciated the improvement but noticed that the students 
were not reflecting on all aspects as expected. Considering that, as an intervention, the lecturer 
decided to coach students on how to reflect critically and offered to mentor those who were 
struggling to reflect critically. A reflection guide was provided as an added intervention to 
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support students in critically reflecting. The reflection guide, which was inspired by Gibbs' 
reflective learning cycle (Gibbs, 1988), was intended to assist accounting students in reflecting 
systematically and critically. The reflection guide consisted of questions that prompted students 
to reflect on various aspects of their learning in the accounting module. Therefore, the last two 
reflections were anonymous and included a reflection guide (template). The review of the last 
two RJs revealed that using the reflection guide seemed to help students reflect on all aspects 
they were expected to reflect on. Further, it was noted that more students were writing critical 
reflections and not merely descriptive entries, especially in the last set of RJs. In the end, each 
participant submitted all five reflections, stapled together, which were then subjected to 
analysis. 

Data generated for this study were subjected to content analysis by the researcher, who was 
also the lecturer in the accounting module for which pre-service teachers were enrolled. All the 
RJs prepared by the accounting students in this study were subjected to content analysis. As a 
qualitative research technique, content analysis requires the researcher to analyze documents to 
offer context and meaning regarding a topic under investigation (Bowen, 2009). Like other 
analytical techniques, content analysis aims to elicit meaning, gain understanding, and develop 
empirical knowledge (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Analytical techniques include finding, choosing, 
assessing (making meaning of), and synthesizing document data. When undertaking content 
analysis, materials are analyzed using excerpts, quotations, and complete passages to discover 
themes, categories, and case examples (Labuschagne, 2003). 

The accounting students’ RJs were read several times by the researcher, line by line, to 
explore the deeper meanings of the reflection entries. After reading the RJs several times, codes 
were identified in the data. The codes were then grouped into categories and themes within the 
domains of student learning behaviors, critical thinking, and student attitudes. These domains, 
which represent benefits of critical reflection to student outcomes observed in other 
fields/subjects and contexts, were determined through a literature review conducted before the 
data was collected and before the research questions were formulated. In this study, the 
documented experiences of students in their RJs enabled the researcher to analyze how the 
students’ learning behaviors, skills, and attitudes were transformed by the introduction of the 
change, which was the introduction of the reflective practice in the teaching and learning of 
accounting as a content subject in this context. Analyzing this data allowed the researcher to 
evaluate the potential benefits of the reflective practice to the successful learning of accounting 
as a content subject in teacher education. 

Ethical considerations were observed during the entire research process. Gatekeeper 
permission and ethical clearance were sought and obtained from the site university (Reference: 
HSSREC/00005843/23). Care was also taken to ensure that participants remained anonymous 
in reporting findings and that their reflection entries were not divulged to any other party. For 
this reason, completed RJ entries were not made accessible to members outside the research 
project; these were locked away in an access-controlled location. Pseudonyms were also used to 
protect the research participants’ thoughts and identities. Additionally, informed consent was 
sought from all participants. The aims and objectives of the study were indicated in the consent 
letter, which was signed by all those willing to participate. Lastly, no minors, abused, or 
vulnerable individuals were involved in the study. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
The findings of this study revealed that the reflective practice has the potential to transform 
accounting students’ outcomes. The areas where the students were transformed are revealed in 
three themes: 1) student learning behaviors resulting in deep learning; 2) critical thinking 
dispositions; and 3) students’ attitudes and perspectives. The findings below are presented 
through excerpts from accounting students’ RJs and discussed per theme. 
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Transformation of Student Learning Behaviors for Deep Learning 
The analysis of the students’ RJ entries revealed that not only did accounting students benefit 
from identifying their problem areas in accounting content knowledge, but critical reflection 
also enhanced their ability to learn deeply. Initially, when students were asked to explain 
narratively the relevant accounting procedures they had performed in their journal entries, 
many struggled because they relied on surface learning, cramming, or memorizing the 
accounting procedures. Surface learning, such as cramming to pass a test, has been proven to be 
a learning approach that does not benefit the student academically in accounting (Sam, 2020) 
because, in a subject like accounting, it is critical to make connections between new and existing 
knowledge (Papageorgiou, 2022). Many students who use the cramming approach forget what 
they learned over time because, when cramming, the brain is not provided with enough time to 
process and make critical connections between the current knowledge and other previously 
acquired knowledge. Many students acknowledged in their RJs that before engaging in 
reflective practice, they were unsure of their understanding of the current topic in accounting. 

At first, I was just doing exercises and getting answers correct and sometimes incorrect. 
My understanding was not so good. I was not fully understanding the topic, I only had a 
surface understanding (Zuziwe [F]). 
Before engaging in reflection, some students could not create a connection between the 

current accounting topic and the earlier topics covered in the subject during the semester and in 
previous accounting modules. 

We learn new accounting procedures every day. It is a lot. You have to learn new stuff in 
each topic, and it's always different stuff from what we have done before (Barry [M]) 
After engaging in reflection for some time, when reflecting on their understanding of the 

current accounting topic, many students revealed that they understood accounting content 
knowledge clearly. Their explanations of the accounting procedures they undertook improved, 
too. This finding substantiates previous findings in the literature that reflective practice 
supports students to learn deeply and to understand accounting topics better (Bisman, 2011; 
Daff et al., 2023). The following are excerpts taken from some of the students’ final reflections: 

Writing these reflections has helped me understand all the accounting topics we have 
covered this semester far better than I did before. This is because I don’t have to memorise my 
work anymore (Zuziwe [F]) 

Reflection has helped me change my learning style. Writing down and explaining what I 
am doing in words rather than going straight to practical exercises has made me not cram my 
work, but understand it fully (Melody [F]) 

Before, my focus was on learning to pass accounting. Now I focus on understanding 
more than just passing tests. I can even explain what I know to someone else with confidence 
(Monica [F]) 

Since I started writing these notes in my journal, I now think about what I understand 
and don’t understand. This has helped me to focus on the stuff I don’t understand, and now I 
am confident that I know this topic fully (Cary [F]) 
The students’ ability to connect new knowledge with previous knowledge, showing 

elements of deep learning, was evident in many RJs after engaging in critical reflection. An 
example of such an observation is taken from one student’s RJ: 

Reflecting on this topic has helped me see that the accounting procedures followed in this 
topic are very similar to the ones we used in our last topic. I can see the connection and 
understand the reasoning behind recording transactions this way (Barry [M]) 
The same observation was made in previous studies; for instance, it has been previously 

concluded that to improve and achieve in-depth learning, students must reflect on what they 
have learned (Howell, 2021; Sung, 2025). The connection between students’ reflection and their 
ability to learn deeply has also been discovered in other contexts (Maqsood et al., 2025; Nhat & 
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Van Le, 2023) and other accounting courses, including post-graduate accounting courses 
(Bisman, 2011). 

The students’ understanding of the gaps in their accounting content knowledge, aided by 
critical reflection, lends support to the conception that deep learning can be enhanced by 
carefully selecting and adopting effective teaching and learning approaches. However, 
accounting students, like those in other fields (Ramezani et al., 2022), need to be flexible to try 
new approaches to achieve desirable academic outcomes, and critical reflection has been linked 
to desirable outcomes due to its promotion of deep learning. Indeed, deep learning ought to 
improve students' understanding of accounting topics, principles, and concepts, resulting in 
enhanced academic outcomes in accounting (Wolcott & Sargent, 2021). A competing 
perspective, however, points out that even though deep learning is ideal, the nature of 
accounting education, which is typified by ever-expanding content knowledge material, makes 
achieving deep learning challenging (Lau & Lim, 2015). Indeed, time constraints and a lengthy 
accounting curriculum are a reality across the globe. Given that, accounting students could be 
encouraged to complete most of their reflections outside of lecture hours as a mitigating 
measure to achieve the deep learning made possible by the reflective practice. 
 
Transformation of Critical Thinking Dispositions 
Confirming findings from other contexts, subjects, and fields on the benefit of reflective practice 
on critical thinking skills (Ghanizadeh, 2017; Gogus et al., 2019; Khoshgoftar & Barkhordari-
Sharifabad, 2023; Prayogi et al., 2025; Shin et al., 2023; Tlale-Mkhize & Liebenberg, 2024), the 
findings of this study revealed that the critical reflection undertaken by accounting students 
improved their critical thinking, more specifically, their critical thinking dispositions, such as 
self-awareness and metacognition. Supporting prior evidence indicating increased awareness 
and cognition due to reflective practice (Ho & Lau, 2025), the data showed that as students 
critically engaged with reflection, they became more aware of their strengths and weaknesses 
and became more aware of their own thoughts. The following excerpts are some examples 
taken from the students’ RJs: 

I can surely learn the theory, but when I am expected to apply it, that’s where the 
problem starts (Emily [F]).  

Since I started reflecting, I have noticed that I am becoming more aware of what I am 
thinking and what I know and don’t know. Before, I was not so aware (Monica [[F]). 
The data above suggests that students’ self-awareness was improved. This suggests that 

metacognition, a critical thinking component, can be refined through reflection. Metacognition 
refers to thinking about, comprehending, and managing one's learning (Schraw & Dennison, 
1994). Awareness, also known as metacognitive knowledge, on the other hand, is the state in 
which a person is aware of his/her knowledge about specific tasks (Alt et al., 2021). The 
findings also revealed that as students engaged more with reflective writing, they became more 
aware of their learning styles and could monitor their learning of various sections and topics in 
accounting better than before. This finding confirms what has been found before, that reflective 
practice makes students more aware of their learning and their learning styles, which is crucial 
for improved outcomes (Bhagat et al., 2015; Goosen & Steenkamp, 2023). 

Another transformation took place in the way students approached problem-solving. 
Initially, many students documented how they did not like to be presented with opportunities 
to solve problems in accounting. One example of such a student’s reflection is taken from 
Zinzi’s second RJ: 

I don’t enjoy challenging accounting exercises, more especially those that involve 
problem solving (Zinzi [F]). 
With continued reflection, a change started showing in the students’ ability to solve and 

enjoy problem-solving. Another observation was that by reflecting on what they do and how 
they have been doing things before, some students were able to challenge their own biases and 
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assumptions, which is in line with the TLT. Also, in line with the RLT, through reflecting, some 
students, like Zinzi, were able to make sense of past experiences and realize how such 
experiences shaped their assumptions and beliefs. All these observations, as shown in the 
excerpts below, taken from the last two sets of RJs, suggested that the critical thinking 
dispositions of students were transformed. 

Before, I could never understand how I was getting answers wrong in accounting. 
Writing down and explaining what I am doing and reflecting on why I am doing things like 
that has helped me. I now see what I used to do wrong, and I know I must solve this problem. I 
plan on getting more help from others and my lecturer. I am also planning on trying YouTube 
videos (Leila [F]). 

Before, I was very biased. I preferred only one way of learning accounting, where we 
cover the theory and then tackle examples or exercises. Adding reflection to our usual way of 
learning accounting actually benefits me. I’ve changed my mind. Other ways of learning 
accounting can work as well (John [M]). 

Reflecting has allowed me to question why and how I do things in accounting. For 
example, I always assumed that asking too many questions was not good. Maybe this is 
because in the past, since my school days, some teachers did not like to be asked questions. 
Reflecting on how I learn accounting has made me realise that asking questions to get a better 
understanding is okay. Thinking back, not asking questions not only limited my 
understanding of the work covered but also made me perform poorly in accounting. So now I 
always come to the accounting class with questions to ask, which has helped me cope with 
complex questions. I also enjoy solving accounting problems now, unlike before (Zinzi [F]). 
Another aspect that was noted in the data was that through critical reflection, the majority 

of students experienced a change in their ability to understand knowledge fully to a point 
where they felt they could apply it correctly to other real-life scenarios. One such observation 
was seen in Emily’s fifth RJ entry. 

I have been thinking hard about what I know and don’t know. I’ve made a list of all the 
things I don’t understand…I am working hard to understand the hard stuff, and I am now 
confident that I will be able to apply my knowledge correctly to all scenarios given (Emily [F]) 
Overall, from the accounts above, it would appear that critical reflection enabled students 

to be more mindful and self-critical. Also, the data showed that some students, upon engaging 
in critical reflection, became more committed to learning accounting successfully and were even 
planning to improve their outcomes by drawing up action plans, whereas they were not open to 
drawing up action plans in the past, and this has been found in previous studies as well (Spiteri, 
2025). The support given to the students in the form of coaching and reflection guides 
substantiates the notion that academics can teach students critical thinking skills, as Suryanti 
(2017) concluded. Overall, the findings under this theme show that having the ability to reflect 
and think critically can benefit the accounting pre-service teachers, as it was found to do for 
students from other subjects and fields (Akpur, 2020). These findings also confirm assertions 
put forward by Harvey et al. (2025) that guiding students is crucial to achieving the full benefits 
of reflection. 
 
Transformation of Students’ Attitudes and Perspectives 
The findings of this study revealed that accounting students' attitudes and perspectives were 
transformed over the reflection period. Individuals transform when they experience a change 
that makes them different from before. This was evidenced by the students’ approach to 
reflecting, their mindset, and their attitudes towards reflecting, which showed a change over 
time. 

Several observations were made when an analysis of the first set of reflections was 
conducted. Firstly, several students found themselves anxious and confused as to what 
constitutes a ‘good reflection’ and stressed over the length of their reflection journal entries. 
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Secondly, what was also noted was that many students wanted to write something that would 
be pleasing to the lecturer, like praising her for her teaching skills, and were not sharing any 
negatives, suggesting that their motive was to write ‘the correct or expected’ reflection initially. 
Surprisingly, the data also showed that some students were comfortable reflecting on aspects 
with which they were dissatisfied and not aspects they were satisfied with, and this showed 
that initially, such students used reflective journal writing as an opportunity to complain or to 
document their frustrations with the accounting module. 

Another observation was that several students felt that the introduction of the reflective 
practice added to their already heavy workloads and thus had a negative attitude towards its 
use and potential benefits. Such students believed that reflective practice had no value and was 
a waste of time that should have been devoted to the teaching and learning of accounting, the 
normal way.’ An example of a student who held this belief is John, who wrote the RJ entry 
shown below in his third anonymous RJ entry. 

I am not sure why we are doing this. How is this going to help me know accounting? I 
think that we must go back to our normal way. I don’t really like this (John [M]). 
From the journal entry written by John above, it was obvious that remaining anonymous 

allowed him to reflect honestly. It was not surprising that when students were asked not to 
write their names on their RJs, a change was noted, as many of them felt ‘safe’ to write their true 
feelings and to be vulnerable. It is very likely that without the anonymity, some students, just 
like John, would not have been so free to share their true feelings since many students of 
African origin uphold ‘ukuhlonipha’ [respect] and would not have wanted their lecturer to feel 
like he was disrespecting them. Also, his initial reluctance to use and maintain a reflective 
journal, like the other male student participants, was not surprising for an African male, as 
many of them grew up and were socialized into thinking that talking about feelings, keeping 
diaries, and recording their thoughts on paper were all ‘female’ activities, not for them. 

Most female student participants, as expected, had a different stance. This was evidenced 
by a quote from one student's first journal entry. 

[I am] So excited about this. I’m going to give it a try (Lettie [F]) 
Similar findings were observed in another study, which revealed that some students’ 

attitudes and perceptions about the value and usefulness of reflection were mixed, with some 
perceiving reflective practice favorably and others negatively (Abuhussein, 2022; Robinson & 
Rousseau, 2018). The favoring of this approach by female students rather than male students 
was also reported by Tabassum et al. (2024) and Ahmed (2019). 

Over time, after several reflections, a change started showing. After a few attempts at RJ 
writing, some students, including male students, slowly changed their minds about the 
usefulness of reflective practice. This was observed in many students’ journal entries, two of 
which are quoted below. 

This reflection thing is so helpful. I never used to think about what I know and don’t 
know in accounting. I was just learning and doing my exercises. Now I think about things. I 
never thought this would work (Lorraine [F]). 

When I was asked to reflect on what I had learned, at first, I couldn’t do it. I didn’t know 
what to write, but now I can. Reflecting on what I’ve been learning helped me know what I 
don’t understand in accounting. I’m starting to like this (Barry [M]). 
Even though the changes observed in some students’ attitudes and perspectives seemed to 

reflect how they approached change in general, change in how some students slowly began to 
embrace reflection as a learning approach suggested transformative learning. This finding was 
one of the several similarities with those of Dellaportas et al. (2023), who, in contrast with this 
study, concluded the same but with professional accounting students who were enrolled in an 
accounting ethics course in Australia as a population. Prior research has also revealed that as 
students become more familiar with the practice of reflection due to their exposure to the 
practice during their years at university, their attitudes towards reflective practice change for 
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the better (Rosales et al., 2023). This study’s findings also corroborate those of Hussein (2018), 
who found that students’ mindsets can grow due to reflection. The change in how some 
students embraced the reflective practice showed they had gained a new perspective on its 
usefulness, and their open-mindedness was consistent with transformative learning. 

Another change was noted in how the nature of their reflection changed for the better. 
Initially, some students did not reflect critically but wrote descriptive journal entries. The 
journal entry below is one example of a descriptive entry written by a student in the first RJ: 

Today, the lecture was on partnerships. The topic deals with the admission and 
retirement of partners. The topic also focuses on the dissolution of a partnership. This topic is 
not explained nicely in the textbook. I use my lecturer’s notes instead of the book (Mike [M]). 
Subsequently, after the lecturer reviewed and provided feedback to students on how to 

reflect critically and even coached them, most accounting students shifted from writing merely 
descriptive entries in their journals to critically reflecting on their learning and thinking, 
requiring them to take on the role of "external observers." This change was first noted in the 
third reflection exercise. An example of this change was observed in the following student’s 
fourth RJ entry: 

I have discovered what my weaknesses are in accounting. Can’t believe I’ve been doing it 
wrong! I tend to jump to doing exercises before I fully understand the theory. I now see that 
this method is wrong. I think that I must work on understanding the content first before doing 
exercises (Mike [M]). 
Mike’s journal entry above shows that reflective capacity, a person's ability, inclination, 

and desire to think reflectively (Rogers et al., 2019), differs in students and may flourish with 
practice. As evidenced by this, the lecturer’s decision to support and coach students in critical 
reflection and emphasize the value of honest, critical thought opened their eyes to the 
importance of reflection for deep learning and creating action plans to improve their academic 
outcomes in accounting. Also, after attempting reflection a few times, most students, who 
previously held a different perspective, realized that they could improve their learning of 
accounting content knowledge by genuinely reflecting on it and on how well they understood 
it. 

Another aspect relating to students’ attitudes and perspectives that was observed was that 
many accounting students had the opinion that accounting could only be taught and learned in 
a specific way or by following a specific approach, primarily the lecture style and using 
practical exercises and tutorials. Their perspectives seemed to be based on their prior experience 
in the subject, given that many of them began their journey in this subject when they were still 
in school. At the beginning, several students were not convinced they could learn accounting 
content knowledge by reflecting on it. One such student who initially held that view was 
Michael [M]. The following excerpt is taken from various sections of his second RJ: 

This is not how we learn accounting… Not sure why we're doing this… I started doing 
accounting in Grade 10, and this is not how we’ve been doing it all along (Michael [M]). 
Monica [F] also did not believe the reflective practice could be used in a technical subject 

like accounting. She believed this approach was more suitable for other subjects and the 
teaching practice that they do as part of their teaching practicals. Excerpts taken from different 
sections of her second RJ reveal her thoughts: 

Not sure how this will help us… We’ve never been asked to do this in accounting… We 
do our reflections when we come back from Teaching Practice… I can’t believe we are asked to 
do this in accounting…. [I’m]…. Not used to this, not in accounting (Monica [F]).  
Student resistance to a lecturer’s exploration of different teaching approaches has also been 

revealed in previous research (Seidel & Tanner, 2013). Indeed, it has been shown that students 
have personal choices about how they prefer to learn accounting (Abeysekera, 2015). Although 
this may be true, it was concerning to corroborate findings that suggest that some students may 
be unwilling to try alternative approaches to learning accounting, which places limitations not 
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only on their learning of accounting as a content subject but also on their likelihood of using 
reflection as a strategy in their future teaching. 

With time and after the introduction of an intervention by the lecturer in the form of 
coaching, mentoring, and the inclusion of the reflection guide, it was pleasantly surprising 
when a change was noticed in how some accounting students eventually embraced the 
reflective practice in the accounting classroom. Students who initially did not appreciate the use 
of the reflective practice in the accounting classroom became more and more open to this 
approach. With each reflection, their resistance to this change seemed to disappear, and they 
seemed to be happy to immerse themselves in the reflective practice and open up. The students’ 
openness to this new way of learning showed they had gained a new perspective and could 
adjust their thinking, as emphasized in the TLT. This was observed in Monica [F]’s entry in her 
fourth RJ submitted and in the last set of RJs of the other two students: 

Learning accounting like this was strange at first. I was so used to going through the 
theory and then doing exercises. Now that I have to reflect on what I learned and on what I 
was able to understand and not understand, I see how this way of learning accounting works 
(Monica [F]). 

I can finally see how reflecting on what you do helps you to learn effectively (Michael 
[M]). 

I can’t believe that this is me, enjoying reflecting and seeing a difference in my 
understanding of accounting topics because of it (John [M]). 
These findings fit in with the TLT’s suggestion that people change their frames of reference 

on the assumptions that underpin their viewpoints, habits, beliefs, and interpretations by 
critically reflecting on them (Mezirow, 1997). Overall, the importance of the willingness to 
embrace critical reflection by this cohort of accounting students was pleasing because, as future 
accounting teachers, they ought to encourage their accounting learners to reflect just as much as 
they ought to reflect on their practice (Simamora et al., 2024). 

CONCLUSION 

This article aims to describe how using RJs in accounting transforms students' learning 
behaviors, skills, and attitudes of accounting pre-service teachers. Clearly, students could 
express their thoughts, beliefs, and feelings freely through reflection, enabling them to think 
autonomously and responsibly. As observed in other fields and subjects, critical reflection 
through journal writing holds promise for changing accounting students’ learning behavior, 
skills, and attitude to promote better learning outcomes in accounting. More specifically, the 
students’ ability to learn accounting deeply and their critical thinking dispositions, attitudes, 
and perspectives were potentially transformed. Accounting students, however, required 
support in the form of a reflection guide with prompting questions for the reflective practice 
using journal writing to produce a desirable transformation of their outcomes. Also, for 
students to be able to reflect critically and refrain from writing simply descriptive entries in 
their journals, they needed to be coached on how to write critical reflective journal entries. 
Furthermore, it was shown that preserving student anonymity during the reflection submission 
process was crucial to achieving sincere and meaningful reflection. The transformation 
evidenced will hopefully benefit the accounting pre-service teachers in their future professions 
as accounting teachers. 

One of the positive contributions of this study lies in the selection of accounting students 
who were pursuing a teaching qualification as opposed to accounting students enrolled in the 
professional accounting degrees because of the dearth of literature about how pre-service 
teachers learn the subject matter that they will teach and teaching strategies they might deploy 
to promote their own students’ learning after graduation. This study’s findings hold 
implications for practice and reinforce the ongoing focus on learner-centered teaching and 
learning strategies in accounting education. Given the advantages of critical reflection, it is 
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advised that the reflective practice be given serious thought in the teaching and learning of 
accounting, despite the time constraints and the typically lengthy accounting curriculum 
challenges faced by various universities offering academic programs where accounting is a 
subject. This study had two limitations. Firstly, selecting only one university and a limited 
sample size in this study limits the findings' generalizability. Secondly, the selection of 
accounting students who belonged to one school/field of study instead of accounting students 
across all fields/schools offering accounting as a content subject in the selected university may 
also impact the extent to which the findings could be generalized. Future research may explore 
how the adoption of the reflective practice in accounting classrooms influences the learning of 
specific accounting content knowledge topics and further examine how the advantages of this 
approach are retained and contribute to enhanced academic achievement, utilizing large-scale 
longitudinal studies. 
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