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ABSTRACT  This paper deals with one well-tested means of providing inspiration through a
carefully planned International Study Tour (IST) that has, at its core, site visits to world class
global organisations. During these visits, students are addressed by senior personnel of those
organisations. The esprit de corps inculcated by the intense and exciting nature of the IST and
the high quality of the host organisations combines to produce a highly productive educational
outcome. In this analysis of an important learning method, we analyse the feedback of IST
participants to evaluate the learning benefits of participating in an IST, and provide a
comprehensive template of how to operate such a programme. Our findings suggest that the IST
provides students with a global and life experience that has no equal in the classroom. Through
this paper, we aim to inspire other academics to implement a similar programme at their
universities.

Key WoRrDs: International study tour, experiential learning, professional knowledge, generic
skills

Introduction

As accounting educators, we are charged with the task of helping to prepare graduates to
be able to contribute to broader society and the world of business. One challenge is that the
changing business environment, brought about by the globalisation of enterprises and
attendant issues, means that the skill set required by successful accounting graduates is
ever changing. Where graduates once were employed on the basis of being promising
‘technocrats’ able to ‘weave their magic with numbers’ in the back corner of the office,
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accountants are now described by some as knowledge professionals (Howieson, 2003).
Within this context the acumen associated with knowledge professionals includes a
range of accounting technical skills together with a broader appreciation of alternative
business models and a range of generic (or soft) skills such as problem-solving and com-
munication capabilities. It may well be argued that it is a broad appreciation of business
and an ability to communicate this understanding to a wide audience that are the most
influential determinants of the status and employability of the knowledge professional
(Ashbaugh and Johnstone, 2000; Bennett, Dunne and Carre, 2000; British Columbia
Business Council, 2004; ICAA, 2001).

The seeds of change in the way accountants are educated has been brought about by
many factors including demands from employers and other key stakeholders. This, in
turn, has resulted in numerous calls by education committees and other commentators'
(see, for example, AAA, 1986; AECC, 1990; AICPA, 1999; Albrecht and Sack, 2000;
Birkett, 1993; CPA Australia, 1996; 2005; Henderson, 2001; Tinker and Gray, 2003) to
change the ways in which accountants are educated.

This learning resource proposes one way to address the problem of developing ‘work
ready’ generic skills in graduates by offering the opportunity of participating in an inter-
national study tour (IST), that has, at its core, a series of site visits to world class global
organisations. It is argued that the structure of the visits, along with the high level of man-
agerial input, results in an experiential learning outcome that aids in the development of
broadened participatory life skills which could not otherwise be gained within the confines
of the classroom. It further goes some way to meeting the university’s stated goal of pro-
moting the internationalisation of the educational experience. For example, included as a
section of the strategic goals of the university referred to in this paper, RMIT University, is
the following statement:

Permeate all RMIT courses with explicit international content and reference points so that
courses have crossed national applicability and comparative dimensions that allow students
to develop global understanding and imagination . ... Provide students with opportunities
to access a wide variety of international experiences. (RMIT, 2007).

This learning resource is designed for those who wish to develop a similar programme
and is structured as follows: first, the notion of experiential learning and the importance of
fostering generic skills is discussed. Following this theoretical framework is an overview
of the IST, serving as a template that is designed to help inform those planning to develop a
similar programme. We then proceed to provide evidence of the learning benefits of the
IST as seen through the perceptions of participants. The paper concludes with observations
about the overall merits of other universities considering the adoption of such a
programme.

Theoretical Framework
Generic Skills

In response to the previously noted calls for change in the ways in which accountants are
educated, CPA Australia and the Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia (ICAA)
significantly modified their professional accreditation guidelines for universities (CPA
Australia and the ICAA, 2005). Consistent with the International Accounting Education
Standards Board (IAESB) of the International Federation of Accountants (IFAC) Inter-
national Education Standard (IES) 2, this document identifies 32 Generic Skills®> such
as the ability to solve problems and construct arguments, which universities are required
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to attempt to develop in their graduates (Section A3.2). Furthermore, universities are
required to demonstrate to these professional bodies how their teaching and assessment
processes are designed to develop these generic skills in their accounting graduates. In
addition, mirroring the requirements of IES 7 for professional accountants, full member
status can only be maintained if individuals commit to programmes of lifelong learning
through continuing professional development.

Both the university’s charter and pressure from influential stakeholders has meant that
universities are examining and redefining the skill set they seek to develop in their gradu-
ates (Sin, Jones and Petocz, 2007). Although accounting courses still require the develop-
ment of specialist accounting knowledge, generic or soft skills such as those which prepare
graduates for the ‘world of work” have gained prominence in the accounting curricula
(Agyemang and Unerman, 1998; Barrie, 2004; Howieson, 2003). Whilst the range of
skills required by employers is broad and varied, it typically includes teamwork, com-
munication, and ethical reasoning to name a few. A further level of complexity is
added to this ‘wish list” when employers require that these skills, along with accounting
knowledge, remain portable and adaptable to meet the changing dynamics of new business
problems. For many years, numerous commentators have argued that educators face sub-
stantial barriers with regard to the development of these skills given the changing nature of
university education and pressure on an already crowded curriculum (Crebbin, 1997,
Elliot and Jacobson, 2002; Kern, 2002; Mathews, Jackson and Brown, 1990; Oliver and
McLoughlin, 2000; Sin et al., 2007).

Oliver and McLoughlin (2000, p. 1) identified the difficulties faced by universities
seeking to develop generic skills in graduates when they acknowledged:

By their very nature, generic skills are difficult to teach through formal instruction . . .. Many
writers question whether it is really possible for the learning taking place in university set-
tings to be transferable to vocations and the work place . ... Contemporary thinking is that
university learning can be significantly strengthened through workplace-based practice and
applications.

Consistent with the challenges associated with the attainment of generic skills outlined
above, within this learning resource we contend that one successful approach to generic
skills development is through work place visits and experiential learning innovations
incorporated in this IST.

Experiential Learning

Experiential learning has been defined as follows by Keeton and Tate (1978, p. 2):

The learner is directly in touch with the realities being studied ... [and] involves direct
encounter with the phenomenon being studied rather than merely thinking about the encounter
or only considering the possibility of doing something with it.

The vital role that experience plays in learning has been recognised for many years (see,
for example, Dewey, 1938; Kolb, 1984; Cantor, 1995). In response to the importance of
experience to the learning process, researchers such as Mentkowski and Strait (1983),
Kolb (1984) and Moore (1990) have developed models of experiential learning. These
models give emphasis to fostering key relationships between the broader environment
and the classroom, and exposing students to this environment. Workplaces are portrayed
as learning environments that augment traditional education and cultivate personal devel-
opment (Kolb, 1984).
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Drews-Bryan and Price (1996) and Candy (1995) have stressed that internationally-
focussed education should endeavour to locate some instruction in authentic locales.
According to Candy (1995, p. 19), education should recognize ‘the socially-constructed
and distributed nature of knowledge’. Furthermore, researchers (see, for example, Kolb,
1984) have highlighted the need for universities to work more closely with employers,
and with industry in general. It follows that a programme such as the IST which takes stu-
dents to visit organisations is consistent with the essence of experiential learning, the over-
arching goals of the university and should, provided that it is organised and implemented
appropriately, enhance students’ understanding of the social and environmental forces that
impact global business.

An Overview of the International Study Tour

RMIT University is one of Australia’s leading and oldest institutions celebrating its 120th
anniversary in 2007. It markets itself as an innovative, global university with a reputation
for excellence in work-relevant education and high-quality research. It has a total student
population (onshore and offshore) of 57,000 of which 12,000 are enrolled in accounting
and other business courses (RMIT, 2007).

The emphasis on global experiential education at RMIT is manifested in the offering of
ISTs to its students. The IST is founded on an educational framework that has as its pivotal
focus a series of educational capabilities, underpinning knowledge, learning outcomes and
activities. These capabilities are interrelated and collectively focus on the application of
International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS)® and integrated into the assessments
tasks within the IST. The full range of capabilities and related learning outcomes are
presented in Appendix 1.

There are currently some 10 international ‘tours’ operating under the auspices of differ-
ent schools at RMIT. Most of these have, at their core, a visit to another educational insti-
tution in one particular country and the conduct of lectures by local academics at that
destination. This is often combined with a portion of these tours comprising visits to
local business organisations within the vicinity of the host educational institution.

The tour arranged by the School of Accounting and Law adopts a variation of the model
offered by other RMIT schools preferring to formulate, as its core, visits by students to
organisations where they meet and talk to senior executives in the ‘world of accounting’.
The emphasis, therefore, is on exposing accounting students to key decision-makers in the
discipline within leading industrial and service industries in developed countries. Over
past years the tours have visited the USA, Canada, Singapore, Hong Kong, Japan, the
UK, France, Germany, Austria and Switzerland. Some of the host companies have
included Mobil, Asahi Brewery, Honda, Toyota, South China Morning Post, Cathay
Pacific, PepsiCo, Nortel, Honeywell, Siemens, BMW, Volkswagen, Axel Spinger, Scher-
ing Pharmaceuticals, Nestlé, Tesco, Paramount Pictures, Disney, KPMG, Pricewaterhou-
seCoopers and Deloitte. In addition, the IST has included visits to the International
Accounting Standards Board in London and the Financial Accounting Standards Board
in Connecticut (USA). A sample itinerary is included as Appendix 2.

Period of IST

The IST is intensive and involves students visiting up to five countries and 12 institutions
over a period of 20 days during the university’s summer break (January/February). One of
the advantages of conducting the IST ‘out of semester’ is that it allows students to remain
abroad for a number of weeks after the tour concludes for the purposes of private travel
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and so amortises the ‘fixed’ costs of airfares over a longer period thus giving greater value
for the dollars expended. Whilst tours are also scheduled in mid-semester (July), generally
they are viewed less favourably by students as this period gives them little or no time to
continue their travels given the time constraints between the end of Semester 1 and the
beginning of Semester 2.

The Role of the Academic

Undoubtedly, the key player(s) driving a successful IST is the academic/tour leader who
is responsible for a number of functions including marketing, administration, host selec-
tion, academic content and liaising with the external tour operators. From a learning per-
spective the IST leader is also responsible for managing the group dynamics as an
integral part of student learning, specifically the development of a broader business
acumen and generic skills. The tour leader carries the responsibility of maintaining
these functions as well as ensuring that the tour runs smoothly on location. Clearly,
the difficulty within a school or department is finding such an ‘all-rounder’ who is
both able and willing to make such a commitment whilst they try to balance teaching
and research commitments. It is arguable that the role of tour leader could be adequately
filled by a non-academic. However, finding a suitable candidate with the necessary
understanding of academic issues, sound business acumen and established commercial
relationships may be a difficult task.

The model chosen at RMIT’s School of Accounting and Law, whilst not necessarily
unique, provided a solution to the dilemma described. An appointment was made of an
academic with a successful record of operating international study programmes from
another university who was prepared to take a half-time appointment and whose role
was exclusively to manage the tours. Other models may choose to rotate academics into
the position of tour leader. This may share the workload, but it may be dysfunctional in
terms of quality outcomes given the potential variability of commitment levels of individ-
uals and their divergent skill sets.

As a means of ensuring the smooth functioning of the IST the model adopted by RMIT
is for the provision of administrative support to the tour leader. This support takes the form
of responding to students’ queries, assisting in information sessions and preparing stu-
dents’ rosters, academic materials and other general duties. At RMIT, a reward system
has the appointed administrative staff member for the particular tour being included as
a participant on the IST. For those planning to develop an IST there can be numerous
administrative hurdles that need to be negotiated from the outset. These include course
approval documentation, brochure and advertising strategies, appeasing competing IST
operators within the university (if they exist), funding and other resource allocation
issues, all of which can be overwhelming for new entrants.

Determining the Number of Participants

Assuming all stakeholders are seeking quality educational outcomes, the size of the tour is
a factor. In the case of RMIT School of Accounting and Law, participation is limited to 30
students, along with three faculty comprising two academic staff and an administrator. The
role of the administrator is to assist the tour leader through the period leading up to the tour
with enrolment procedures and advise students on their eligibility to enrol and other
administrative matters.

Our experience indicates that the following five variables must be considered in deter-
mining the optimum number of participants. First, a critical mass is required to obtain the
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most economic airfares. This normally requires no less than 28 paid-up persons based on
the advice of our tour consultant. Second, there may be constraints within host companies
given the limited capacity of the host organisations to accommodate the visiting group in
available board/meeting rooms. Third, many host organisations provide lunch and/or
refreshments (often in-house but sometimes in restaurants) to the group and an excess
of numbers may wear out one’s welcome. When planning visits it is worth reflecting
that hosts are providing their services without cost to the visiting group. Moreover,
highly paid executives are giving up their valuable time to present to the students. It
should also be noted that the direct cost of food and beverages and the room hire are gen-
erally borne by host organisations. Fourth, where tours of manufacturing facilities are
included (such as in the case of BMW) these are often subject to Health and Safety regu-
lations that limit the size of such groups. Fifth, the educational experience taken from the
IST is a product of many variables, particularly the group dynamics. Smaller groups (less
than 20) may fall short of the ideal diversity while large groups (greater than 40) may
become unwieldy.

Marketing of the IST

The preparation of an informative, colour brochure and a web site (the current RMIT pro-
gramme is available at: www.rmit.edu.au/bus/studytours) is a prerequisite to opening up
a marketing campaign which is best achieved through visiting classes with a visual pres-
entation extolling the advantages of the tour and clearly enunciating the parameters of the
tour along with inclusions/exclusions, in the cost to participants.

Experience shows that bulk promotional emails to students are the next best approach
which should refer students to the web site and invite them to contact designated staff.
Information evenings are also useful together with enlisting the aid of academic colleagues
to publicise the programme at the commencement of lectures and to provide reminders of
closing dates.

Selecting Participants

There should be policy guidelines covering the selection process. Academic requirements
for a student proceeding on a tour are quite stringent at RMIT and include:

1. having a credit average (greater than 60%);

2. having the availability of two student electives® within their course structure along with
the academic pre-requisites; and

3. permitting students without electives to come on the tour but they will only be offered a
place after preference is given to those who have electives within their course to
complete.

All candidates are interviewed by two academic staff, usually the tour leader and one
other staff member associated with a present or past tour. Some incisive questions of
the applicant should include their motives for undertaking the tour and gauging the
level of commitment to their active participation in panel discussion and question and
answer sessions.

Experience indicates that the IST attracts a 50 : 50 mix of domestic and full fee-paying
students® with slightly more females than males.

The applicant’s academic progress is an important criterion and normally one would
expect that the student would have completed introductory accounting, business law
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and economics. In addition, because the course material to be covered in the elective is
presently focused on International Financial Reporting Standards and their application
by our various host corporations, it is desirable that students also have completed an
intermediate subject in Financial Accounting on the assumption there has been some
coverage of (IFRS).

Costs of the IST

The cost of the tour will depend on the requirements for international travel, accommo-
dation and domestic travel. The most recent RMIT IST cost $AUD 6,400 per student
(see sample itinerary in Appendix 2) which included economy airfares; accommodation
at 4 star hotels; all transfers (meet and greet on arrival); coach to and from airport/train
(First class travel); coach pick-up and drop off when visiting host organisations; all break-
fasts; insurance; and tours.

Hidden costs are a potential area of conflict for IST organisers. Therefore, it needs to be
made abundantly clear to students what is not covered by the cost such as additional travel
after the conclusion of the programme, meals other than breakfast (although, as stated pre-
viously, most of our hosts provide generous lunches) and the tuition cost of the two related
academic elective units. The latter particularly needs to be stressed, as some students seem
confused about that aspect of the package.

In assessing the overall costs to the School of operating an IST, one needs to recognise
the opportunity cost of reduced teaching loads of those involved in the tour. Notwith-
standing these teaching costs together with marketing costs such as printing of bro-
chures, the costs associated with the tour are not excessive. It should be noted that
with the RMIT IST, the cost of airfares and accommodation for faculty members are
not borne by the university but are built into an arrangement where certain numbers
of participants are guaranteed to the airline and tour operator in return for this cross-
subsidy.

In the case of RMIT, twenty $AUD 1,000 grants are given to students by the School to
help minimise the total costs borne by the students. Students must also find sufficient
spending money to cover the three weeks of travel estimated to be around $AUD 2,000
and then enrol for the two electives .°

It is a highly desirable to secure industry sponsorship to reduce the financial burden
to students. In the case of RMIT, further financial assistance has been obtained
from CPA Australia who supply an annual grant of $AUD 4,000. The applicants for
this scholarship are interviewed by CPA Australia and an academic staff member.
In the past, the scholarship has been shared by up to six applicants. In 2007, a
Melbourne-based accounting firm, WHK Horwaths, provided a scholarship of $SAUD
4,000. These scholarships were awarded to two students on the tour by Sir David
Tweedie at the IASB in London in January and later in June 2007, by Robert Herz,
Chairman of the FASB.

A range of calamities such as lost baggage, hotel or airline mix-ups and illness can occur
on occasions. Consequently, it is critical that the services of an experienced travel consult-
ant are sought. The present tour leader has been associated with the same travel operator
for 15 years, and the service and quality of tours over the years has been exemplary.

Selecting Host Organisations

This is undoubtedly the most difficult aspect of arranging an IST. Asking a company to act
as host involves them in considering the costs and benefits of such an undertaking and,
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from our experience, it is the larger corporations that will be the most approachable. Large
global corporations which are most likely to have offices in multiple locations can be
directly approached to host a visit. We have found many organisations are receptive to
a visit provided that they are confident that the IST is well established and organised.
However, it should be noted that in the period following the September 11 terrorist
attacks, some US companies became less willing to host an IST due to security concerns.
It would seem that in more recent tours, the security concerns are less of a barrier.

The methods that we have used to obtain access to hosts are varied. One of the best
sources is simple ‘word of mouth’ from established relationships at host institutions.
Organisers of study programmes need to be well connected with business and have estab-
lished relationships with organisations so that, when particular executives you may have
been dealing with leave the firm, you are sufficiently well- established with other
employees to continue that relationship. This requires some skill and an empathy with
your host organisation. The websites of potential hosts will provide details of senior
executives and they can be contacted by e-mail or directly by telephone. Our experience
suggests that host organisations are most interested to learn about the purpose of the
programme, dates of arrival and numbers of students in deciding the key information
required by those who will organise the programme. In addition, the status of the aca-
demic staff member who makes the initial contact to a potential host can also influence
the final decision.

In addition to nurturing the relationships established with host company personnel, we
suggest that it is important to always provide a gift for each host as a token of appreciation,
and have the students conduct the presentation. Additionally, if there are students who are
bilingual and can speak the language of the country of the host company, it makes an
extremely good impression for them to make the gift presentation. Always remember
that the IST group is the recipient of generous hospitality that usually cannot be repaid.
It follows that, upon return from the IST, it is critical to formally write to and thank
host company individuals and to keep in touch with them throughout the year in order
to cement the relationship.

One of the important aspects of the academic side of the tour is utilising your hosts’
expertise at presentations. Prior to the visit, hosts will welcome advice on how to
address your students and you are therefore able to direct them to specific topics that
you wish to be included in your programme. Typically, a visit will last for half of a day
and will consist of presentations from three to four speakers on a range of areas relevant
to the organisations and to the IST group. As an example, Schering Pharmaceuticals, a
major German drug company, provided a range of speakers each of whom spoke on
their area of expertise. Each discussion ranged in duration from 30 to 40 min. Business
discussions were presented including those from Chief Operating Officer and CFO,
Head of Group Accounting, Head of Finance and Services, and Head of Strategic
Marketing. All discussions had a business orientation generally and those which
focused on the accounting perspective did so from the point of view of the firm’s financial
reports prepared under IFRS.

Hosts, particularly those with an industry background, generally will bring to the
discussion a much more pragmatic approach to academic issues in terms of the ‘real
world’ application of accounting standards. The presenters adopted a very tolerant
approach to the range of questions, some of which were incisive, others less so. Our
hosts were unfazed by the more probing questions of one or two students who were not
satisfied with an earlier response and revisited the topic with the raising of some concerns
after laying out a hypothetical situation. All of these issues were dealt with patiently and
fully by our hosts and later in an aside, our hosts complemented the students concerned for
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their clarity of purpose and for a far-seeing perspective of the issues. This pragmatic
approach was also evident during the visits to other host organisations including
accounting regulators who were able to promote and encourage open dialogue.

Student Participation

In an effort to try and develop a range of generic skills, the structure and organisation of
the IST empowers students to learn in new and novel ways. As an example, it is made clear
to all students that they are the ambassadors of their university and their countries and the
likelihood for future visits will hinge on the impression left on hosts by the group. There-
fore, it is essential to make students fully aware of their responsibilities. These would
include the wearing of appropriate business attire; attentive behaviour; consideration of
the impact of their actions on the group; and asking relevant, intelligent and thoughtful
questions. Slumber during a presentation by students or staff or not paying attention to
the presenters is not acceptable. Furthermore, awkward silences when the host calls for
questions may well mean that your first visit to that corporation is your last.

In addition to the range of skills nurtured during host visits, it is envisaged that partici-
pants will develop a better understanding of a range of ‘life skills’. These are not limited
to, but may include awareness of geography, group dynamics, and dealing with people
from other cultures to name a few.

Academic Assessment

In keeping with the unique nature of the IST as an educative experience, the assessment
should reflect the learning capabilities (see Appendix 1) and support the development of
generic skills. Students receive credit for two electives after satisfactorily completing both
the IST and the following formal assessment requirements. At RMIT, the assessment
requires each student to complete the following:

1. Preparation and presentation of pre-departure primers (exploratory notes on host
organisations) on the organizations to be visited (group presentation, 10% of total
assessment). After grading these primers are circulated and discussed with all students

2. Participation in ‘Question and Answer Forums’ at host organisations and contribution

to the administration of the IST (20%)

A 500-word critique of each organisation visited (10%)

4. Group Case Study of a public corporation visited dealing with their application of
IFRS in their accounting system (20%)

5. Final Examination covering issues relating to international accounting standards
(40%).

O8]

In addition to these formal academic requirements, students are responsible for all
formalities during host visits. Once organised in groups, students formally conduct the
proceedings for the day, which includes marshalling of the group, expressing thanks to
the hosts, and presentations of appropriate gifts. This characteristic of IST organisation,
along more formal aspects of assessment, helps empower students and further serves to
develop their generic skills. History suggests that the results obtained by students have
been of the order of high credit on average. Not surprisingly, fails are few which may
be driven by two factors. First, students are selected to participate on the IST on the
basis of sound prior academic performance. Second, the IST appears to generate an
enthusiasm not matched by conventional classroom learning and assessment.
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Benefits of participating in an IST

An IST offers students an educational experience very different to a classroom setting
which may lead to a number of unique benefits. First, the structure of the programme
where students are abroad, interfacing with top-level executives in well-recognised organ-
isation, of itself, may be inspirational. For example, to conduct a case study as part of the
assessment where the Chief Financial Officer of the host company has presented and dis-
cussed in some detail the application of IFRS should be more relevant and convincing than
delivery by a lecturer in a classroom setting. Second, through participation in the IST, stu-
dents gain valuable insights into traditional group dynamics as they share experiences
throughout the tour. Furthermore, students develop their presentation and communication
skills as they and their peers alternate in representing the university when they formally
thank the sponsors in a public forum. Based on the discussion above, the IST as an
educational experience appears to promote attainment of generic skills in participants.
These benefits will now be assessed through the views of the most important stakeholder
in the IST, participating students.

IST evaluation
Appraisals of the IST by Participants

As educators, it is one thing to have our own perception of what we may think motivates
students to learn in new and innovative ways. However, in order to determine if meaning-
ful benefits arise for the students participating in the IST, regular formal reviews of the
programme are necessary. Timely reviews in this sense constitute a ‘reflective loop’ in
the thought processes which allow educators, as planners, a chance to re-think the intended
learning experience with a view to improvement. With this in mind, it seems entirely
appropriate to review each IST. This appraisal was conducted immediately after the
tour to ensure a maximum response and whilst the experiences of past weeks are fresh
in the minds of the participants.

Instrument

The primary mechanism for this appraisal process is a self-report questionnaire consisting
of three sections. This instrument is provided in Appendix 3”. In section one, participants’
rate a series of generic skills drawn from CPA Australia and the ICAA (2005), details of
which are articulated earlier in this paper. Appraisal of each learning benefit requires
respondents to select a response based on a five point ‘Likert’ scale ranging from
‘l = not achieved’ to ‘5 = definitely achieved’. Sample questions in the instrument
included: The IST ‘Enhanced my knowledge of the positive aspects of collegiality and
group dynamics (working in a group)?’ The instrument was also structured to ask partici-
pants to answer five questions pertaining to the efficacy of the tour. Respondents were
encouraged to provide both positive and negative comments about their IST experience.
The final section of the measure included six categorical questions relating to respondents’
demographics such as age, gender and mode of study.

Responses

A mail-out to all to IST participants in January 2006 and 2007 (n = 63) invited them to
complete the IST questionnaire. After three weeks and follow up communication (at the
end of week 2) 49 responses were obtained. This represents a response rate of 78%%
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which is acceptable for this type of survey (Zikmund, 2000). The evaluation that follows
for this learning method is largely based on this feedback of participants. The data col-
lected from the demographic section of the questionnaire revealed that females’ partici-
pants slightly outnumbered males and the vast majority (75%) reported that they study
full-time.

Findings

In section one of the questionnaire, students were asked to indicate whether or not partici-
pation in the IST helped them develop a range of learning capabilities. Table 1 summarises
the results from these groups.’

Interestingly, the mean score for all questions is well above 4 (out of a possible 5) and
the standard deviation (SD) is less than 1. Collectively, these findings indicate that all stu-
dents felt that the IST was instrumental in developing a range of generic skills and capa-
bilities. It follows that all 15 potential learning benefits as identified by CPA Australia and
the ICAA (2005) were achieved in the eyes of the IST participants. The learning benefits
that rated highest with students were exposure of students to world’s best practice in inter-
national business (mean of 4.65); learning about the relationship of accounting to the
broader business environment (mean of 4.59); learning how to be flexible and adapt to
new and different situations (mean of 4.61). With regard to generic skills development,
students felt that the skills most engendered included: Learned to work with others in
the programme, reconcile differences and propose a creative solution (mean of 4.46)
and Enhanced my knowledge of the positive aspects of collegiality and group dynamics
(working in a group) (mean of 4.43). These results lend some comfort to the organisers
of the IST that levels of satisfaction with skills development emanating from the IST
are generally high.

Qualitative Findings

Section Two of the instrument asked respondents to comment on their satisfaction or
otherwise with various aspects of the IST. Students were asked to comment on areas
such as: were there any learning benefits that they might have received that were
not covered in the questionnaire; what differentiated the IST Tour from their other
learning experiences at university; whether their expectations about the potential
benefits for the IST were achieved; whether they felt that the knowledge gained
from the IST integrated with the courses they had completed to date; and, did they
feel that the knowledge gained from the IST would help them perform better in
future courses.

In all, more than 100 comments were received from the 49 respondents. We have
grouped their responses according to common themes in Table 2. All qualitative responses
were collated with recurring words and themes specifically tagged. We found six major
themes emerged as portrayed in Table 2. Common themes in order of prominence in par-
ticipants’ responses were: exposure to practical aspects of accounting and business — the
‘real world’; enhanced employability and being ‘work ready’; greater awareness of global
issues; enhanced appreciation of accounting’s structures and impacts on society; increased
self-confidence of IST participants; and, experiences from IST will help participants in
other studies.

While the preceding qualitative responses seem to provide united and unqualified
support for the IST in relation to the learning benefits derived by participation, it
should be noted that in an effort to present balanced dialogue we carefully sought out
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Table 1. Learning benefits of the IST

Question®

Minimum

Maximum

Mean

SD

1

2.

10.

12.

13.

15.

. Exposure of students to world’s best

practice in international business
Improved appreciation of economic,
cultural and social differences and value
systems around the world.F2

. Learned about the relationship of

accounting to the broader business
environment.

. Learned about solving ‘real world’

problems through listening, discussing
and defending views.

. Better developed organizing and

delegating skills.

. Learned to work with others in the

programme, reconcile differences and
propose a creative solution.

. Improved understanding of the internal

workings of organizations.

. Enhanced my knowledge of the positive

aspects of collegiality and group
dynamics (working in a group).

. Learned how to be flexible and adapt to

new and different situations.
Improved ability to absorb and evaluate
new information.

. Enhanced attractiveness of participating

students to potential employers.

Greater appreciation of the constantly
changing business environment.
Improved capacity to interact with senior
business personnel.

. Enhanced appreciation of the inter-

dependence of the various components
of business such as, finance and
marketing.

Supplemented the theoretical base of my
studies with practical applications.

3.00

3.00

3.00

3.00

2.00

3.00

3.00

3.00

3.00

3.00

3.00

2.00

1.00

2.00

2.00

5.00

5.00

5.00

5.00

5.00

5.00

5.00

5.00

5.00

5.00

5.00

5.00

5.00

5.00

5.00

4.6531

4.5714

4.5918

4.1633

4.2245

4.4694

4.4286

4.4286

4.6122

4.3469

4.5306

4.3878

4.3469

4.2449

4.3061

0.56092

0.61237

0.64286

0.71726

.82324

0.64878

0.64550

0.64550

0.60609

0.69375

0.71011

0.75874

.85516

0.75085

0.87092

“Responses to their perceived skill development within a range of 1 to 5, where 5 indicated ‘definitely achieved’.

n =49; 1 = not achieved, 5 = definitely achieved.

any negative comments. We did not find any for either of the two years presented in this
study. Whilst those involved in the IST should take some comfort from this observation, it
should be noted that not all participants from the IST completed the survey and, as such,
some of these students may have not held the same views as the responding majority. In
addition, when interpreting these findings it should be remembered that these responses
are a product of perceptions from a self-selected group, which may cast a favourable
light on responses.



00:40 10 March 2009

Paul] At:

[ De Lange,

Downl oaded By:

A Programme to Expose Students to Senior Executives 195

Table 2. Common themes emerging from analysis of qualitative responses of IST participants

Common theme

Representative quotations from IST participants

Enhanced
appreciation of
accounting’s
structures and
impacts on society

Increased self-
confidence of IST
participants

Greater awareness of
global issues

Exposure to practical
aspects of
accounting and
business — the
‘real world’

Enhanced
employability and
being ‘work
ready’

World’s best practice, including a much greater appreciation of
accounting standards both national and international. Helped me
really see the importance of such bodies, why they exist, the positive
impact towards organisations on corporate governance.

One of the major benefits I derived from this tour was to observe the
behaviour of high- performing executives and listen to how they
answered, in a careful and considered manner, controversial
questions. It was also interesting to see how these people behaved
generally in a corporate manner.

From participating in the International Study Tour, I gained a lot of self-
confidence in that I had to build up a good rapport with both students
and senior management that we met at each corporation. I feel much
more comfortable about making new friends in a large group and
working in such a group dynamic. The experience provided me with
a lot of life-long friends; people who I still keep in touch with now.

A confidence booster.

Placing myself in an international setting, discussing global and local
issues to the country—that would not be otherwise accessible in
Australia in such a small and exclusive group setting.

I learnt a lot of things about international corporations and how they
work. I also learned how different interpretations of accounting
standards and procedures were in each country.

What differentiates the International Study Tour from my other learning
experiences at university is that it places you in the corporation’s
environment. It’s not the basic ‘learn out of a textbook’ approach
which is great. You could actually see for yourself all the things you
learnt or were learning in a textbook in action.

Also, we’re exposed to real organisation and internal structures of those
organisations, something that we’ve never got to experience during
our studies at university.

First and foremost, that it is an international unit, in regards to learning
this programme offers a much more hands-on approach where we go
into much more depth and concentrate on certain standards, it also
gives us an insight into what the major issues surrounding IFRS
implementation and what measures have been undertaken to
overcome these difficulties. Also, what companies have done to adapt
to the international standards in a much more up close manner.

I personally felt that the study programme was of far greater value to my
future endeavours than any on-campus course-work I have done.

It integrated by means of applying accounting knowledge attained
through uni to questions, problems and issues raised on the
programme.

The main benefit of this programme that I derived was the fact that not
only was it an amazing once in a life-time opportunity but this IST
played a crucial factor in me securing a vacation position at a Big 4
firm. This programme showed that I was keen and added to my
university involvement.

(Table continued)
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Table 2. Continued

Common theme Representative quotations from IST participants

Exceeded, I thought it was going to be an invaluable experience and it
was. It was a really good platform to springboard my career post-
university.

The information, knowledge and experience attained through
interaction with leading companies and personnel will no doubt be of
significant help when starting full-time work with Ernst & Young
next year and subsequently the CA Programme.

Experiences from The IST has helped me to perform better in the subjects I have taken this
IST will help in semester. This was because I got to learn and experience the culture
other studies and history in Europe which provided me with the background

knowledge of why and how international standards evolved.
Absolutely, it just put a real-life spin on what we have already learnt and

it is a lot easier to do than to learn [in class]. It has also been

invaluable for the two subjects I am doing to finish my degree.

Conclusion

In this learning resource, we have endeavoured to articulate the details of a distinctive
educational experience that is offered to students at Australia’s RMIT University. Findings
from our group suggest that students benefit greatly from such a programme and this is
borne out both anecdotally, through the IST itself, and through the results presented in
this resource. Our findings are consistent with the benefits espoused by the experiential
learning literature (see, for example, Dewey, 1938; Kolb, 1984; Cantor, 1995) in that
locating instruction in a ‘real world’ setting via the IST enhances students’ understanding
of the broader social and environmental factors that influence business. Our results also
indicate that students’ generic skills appear to be significantly boosted by the IST.
Skills such as teamwork, communication and critical thinking appear to be enhanced
through this programme, which supports the call for more expansive preparation of
students for the ‘world of work’ espoused by the university (see Appendix 1) and
researchers such as Agyemang and Unerman (1998) and Howieson (2003). Notwith-
standing the positive views of participants, we recognise that our findings are based on
perceptions of participants rather than on measures of attainment of these benefits.

One of the principal ingredients that contribute to the perceived success of the IST is
the outpouring of enthusiasm by participants for the notion of a ‘global classroom’. The
concept of travel and learning is intuitively appealing to most with the combination of
generous and respectful hosts, a comfortable and well-organised itinerary, and innovative
and diverse companies.

In the interest of balanced debate, one likely criticism of the IST is that it is only for
‘rich’ students due to its cost. The authors are aware that there are students who would
like to undertake the tour but are unable to do so for pecuniary reasons. To address the
issues of equity other universities planning an IST may consider, as RMIT has done,
providing scholarships to assist students on a needs basis.

Although the IST has a sound academic basis, there is no doubt that its emphasis is
broader than purely an academic objective of accounting education. The notion of a
‘knowledge professional’ has connotations of the accountant being a rounded individual
possessing a range of technical and generic skills who is at ease with others. Consistent
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with the generic skills framework adopted by CPA Australia and the ICAA (2005) in the
professional accreditation skills guidelines, and the capabilities, knowledge, learning
outcomes articulated in Appendix 1, the IST endeavours to develop a range of skills.
Furthermore, it challenges students to develop a measure of self-confidence when
they are, for example, required to make a presentation on behalf of the group to senior
executives of a global firm.

We believe that the IST makes a profound contribution to a memorable education
experience. We trust that, through providing this learning resource, we will inspire
academics from other universities to consider developing such a programme. Not only
will students benefit from such an experience but also universities themselves will do
themselves a great service by differentiating their programme from others. This is
because the IST can be used as an exemplar of innovative and work relevant curriculum
that will lead students on the path to being well-rounded global accountants and citizens.
We wish all readers well while planning their IST and we are certain your students will
thank you for the initiative.
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Notes

"Wygal (2006, p. 203) itemises some 13 individual enquiries worldwide that have examined various aspects,
and the need for reform, of the accounting curriculum.

’In years past, the term, ‘Generic Skills” was associated with those skills developed outside technical capa-
bilities in accounting and typically included writing and communication. More recently, the definition is
taken to suggest the development of those non-technical skills relevant to the future work of graduates.
In context, this could mean ‘teamwork’ or similar (Barrie, 2004; Howieson, 2003).

3At the time of writing IFRS represented a significant challenge to accountants globally and this was adopted
as the academic theme of the IST. In future years, this may be substituted by other relevant accounting
issues.

“In the undergraduate degree, students have the choice of six student ‘electives’. This means students are
allowed to study anywhere in the university and this may include the IST, which accounts for two of
these six electives.

SAustralian permanent residents (hereafter termed ‘domestic students’) attending Australian universities gen-
erally pay tuition fees that represent less than the full cost of providing that education. The Commonwealth
Government of Australia subsidises the majority of the balance with the level of government support
varying considerably from course to course. Domestic students can opt to either pay the tuition fee
upfront at a discount or defer it until they commence earning a certain salary level. Conversely, students
who are not Australian permanent residents (hereafter termed ‘international students’) pay the full cost
of their university education without a government subsidy. Individual universities are free to set their
own fee levels for international students. International students represent a growing proportion of enrol-
ments within Australian universities with most emanating from the following countries: China, Singapore,
India, Hong Kong and Malaysia. While it is not the purpose of this paper to critique these somewhat
controversial entry standards of the Australian university system, it is of relevance to note that students
studying accounting in Australian universities now comprise a range of nationalities with a multiplicity
of cultural and social backgrounds. This diversity is likely to impact on the group dynamics of the IST.

SStudents are required to pay any tuition fees associated with their enrolment.

"The basis of the instrument is drawn from an earlier study by O’Connell, Webb and Higgins (2000), which
was updated to incorporate the more recent developments in desirable generic skills.

8Some students stayed on in Europe after the conclusion of the IST and this would limit their ability to
respond to the questionnaire.
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“While these results show overwhelming support for the IST, this support needs to be taken in context. That
is, their expectations are high from the outset. This is driven by inter-alia, word of mouth from prior IST
participants, self-selection bias, level of organisation, and overall quality of the experience.
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Appendix 1

Capabilities, knowledge, learning outcomes and activities

Capabilities

Underpinning knowledge

Learning outcomes

Learning activities

Assessment

Gain skills in assisting with
the administration of the
tour and develop
presentation skills.

Gain knowledge and
appreciation of the
structure and operation of
European corporations and
professional bodies.

Identify the impact of
International Accounting
Standards on a number of
current accounting issues.

Interpersonal communication.

Team-based work practices.

Leadership and participant
roles.

Models of global business.

Objectives of professional
bodies.

Structure of standard setting

The purpose of accounting
standards.

The cultural and legal
imperatives of standard
setting.

Current trends and issues
confronting organisations
and regulators.

Ability to work productively in
different environments where
there are differing inter-
cultural dimensions both
within and external to the
group.

Understanding the nature of
organisational characteristics
of international corporations.

Appreciation of the problems of
IFRS adoption and the
demands of national standard
setters and the role of the
accounting profession.

Acquire skills to analyse
critically a corporation’s
annual accounts and their
treatment of international
accounting standards.

Practical advice and
instruction in the
requirements of the
administration of groups
and presentation skills.

Directing group participation
into investigation of
specified corporate bodies,
their structure, governance
and their application of
international standards.

Reporting to the group and
feedback.

Identifying the principal
international standards that
have attracted controversy.

Assessing the benefits and
drawbacks of international
standards in terms of their
application by the
organisation.

Participation mark
20%

Group presentation
10%

Individual
presentation 20%

(Table continued)
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Appendix 1 Continued

Capabilities

Underpinning knowledge

Learning outcomes

Learning activities

Assessment

Assess the relative

performance of the
organisations visited in
respect of the efficacy of
their public relations and
their ability to share
information and to be
regarded as good corporate
citizens.

Demonstrate an

understanding of
international Financial
Reporting Standards
(IFRS) and how they relate
to Australian Accounting
Standards.

Understand the role and

operation of the IFRS and

other regulatory bodies in

the issuing of International
standards.

Understand the manner in

which professional
accounting firms and
entities ensure compliance
and consistency of
domestic standards with
IFRS.

Familiarity with their
organisational mission
statement.

Awareness of their corporate
history and governance
practices.

Assessing each organisation
on a relative basis.

Familiarity of the structure of

the Australian Accounting
Standards Board.

Cognisant of the impact of
IFRS on Australian
standards.

Awareness of the
controversial nature of
particular international
standards.

Understand the global
influences on standard
setting.

Make judgements based on both
perception and observation.
Be able to make a comparative
assessment of each
organization visited.

Understanding of the role of
IFRS.

Understanding of controversial
issues Surrounding particular
standards.

Realisation of the importance of
the globalisation of IFRS.

Maintenance of reflective
learning journal and the
recording of observations.

Lectures conducted on-shore
and off-shore by partners,
directors, VP’s at site
visits. Visits to production
centres in Germany,
Switzerland and Canada.

Reflective journal
10%

Examination 40%
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Appendix 2

Specimen program itinerary for a previous IST

Day Location Site visited Content and activity
1 Depart Melbourne
Arrive Berlin Schering Technology of the drug industry and
Pharmaceuticals Accounting Standard Convergence
3 Free day: visit to Rothenberg (tour
and lunch provided)
4 Arrive Munich BMW Factory tour and analysis of BMW’s
financial performance
5 Munich Siemens Technology update and presentation
of Siemens’ accounts under US
GAAP and IASB
6 Depart Munich
Train to Zurich
7 Zurich KPMG Appraisal of Swiss Accounting
Standards and case studies
8 Depart Zurich for
Lausanne
9 Lausanne Nestlé (Orbe) Visit to Pilot Plant
Nestlé (Vevey) Panel discussion of wide range of
corporate issues with Senior
Corporate (HQ) Executives including the presentation
of Nestlé’s accounts under IFRS
10 Lausanne Free morning and city
tour in afternoon
11 Depart Lausanne by
train for Paris
12 Paris Films Paramount Presentation by French IASB Board
Member & Financial Controller—
Films Paramount Accounting in
TV industry
13 Paris Canal Plus
14 Paris Free day
15 Leave Paris by Atrrive London
Eurostar for London
16 London Control Risks Group Risk Strategy for Global
Corporations
17/18  London Financial Times Financial Journalism Cambridge
Free weekend
19 London International Current developments in
Accounting convergence and issues arising.
Standards Board Panel discussion with Technical
Director and Chairman
20 London Free day
Depart evening
20/21 Transit
22 Arrive Melbourne
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Appendix 3
International Study Tour Survey (IST)

Would you be kind enough to complete this survey as soon as you possibly can? When
responding to the following questions indicate whether or not participating in the IST
helped you achieve each of the following potential learning outcomes.

You will need to save the file, fill it out, re-save it, and send it back to me as an
attachment.

Please place an X in the appropriate box number below.

1 = not 5 = definitely
achieved achieved
1. Exposure of students to world’s best practice in 1 2 3 4 5
international business
2. Improved appreciation of economic, cultural and social 1 2 3 4 5
differences and value systems around the world.
3. Learned about the relationship of accounting to the 1 2 3 4 5
broader business environment.
4. Learned about solving ‘real world” problems through 1 2 3 4 5
listening, discussing and defending views.
5. Better developed organizing and delegating skills. 1 2 3 4 5
6. Learned to work with others in the programme, reconcile 1 2 3 4 5
differences and propose a creative solution.
7. Improved understanding of the internal workings of 1 2 3 4 5
organisations.
8. Enhanced my knowledge of the positive aspects of 1 2 3 4 5
collegiality and group dynamics (working in a group).
9. Learned how to be flexible and adapt to new and different 1 2 3 4 5
situations.
10. Improved ability to absorb and evaluate new information. 1 2 3 4 5
11. Enhanced attractiveness of participating students to 1 2 3 4 5
potential employers
12. Greater appreciation of the constantly changing business 1 2 3 4 5
environment.
13. Improved capacity to interact with senior business 1 2 3 4 5
personnel
14. Enhanced appreciation of the inter-dependence of the 1 2 3 4 5
various components of business such as, finance and
marketing
15. Supplemented the theoretical base of my studies with 1 2 3 4 5

practical applications
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General Questions
1. Are there any other benefits that you feel you derived from participation in the
International Study Tour (IST) that were not mentioned previously?

2. What differentiates the IST Tour from your other learning experiences at university?

3. Overall, were your expectations about the potential benefits for the IST achieved?

4. Did you feel that the knowledge gained from the IST integrated with the courses you
have completed to date?

5. Did you feel that the knowledge gained from the IST would help you perform better
in future courses?

Any additional comments you wish to make in relation to the IST.

About Yourself (please tick the relevant box):
Gender: []Male [ Female

Age at 30th September 2006:
0J20-24 [J25-29 [030-34 035-39 [J40+

Please indicate in which mode of study you undertook or are undertaking your accounting
degree (please tick the relevant box)

O Full Time O Part Time
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Please indicate whether you are a full fee paying student

O Yes
J No

Thankyou for your input and please email the completed survey back to me (laurie.
webb@rmit.edu.au) today. Alternatively, you could print the survey, complete it and
post it back to me, c/o RMIT, School of Accounting and Law, Box 2476V, Melbourne
Vic 3001.



