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ABSTRACT
Critical thinking is considered a vital skill in the twenty-first century
workforce, yet it is still viewed as an under-developed skill in
accounting students. This exploratory study set out to explore the
critical thinking competencies required of accounting students.
To achieve this, a qualitative research methodology was followed
by firstly identifying critical thinking competencies as part of a
review of the literature. Terms, concepts, skills, attributes,
dispositions and abilities needed for critical thinking in general
were identified from seminal works on critical thinking, and then
progressively analysed by the researchers to group similar
concepts. Secondly, the principles of interactive qualitative
analysis (IQA) were applied to obtain participants’ views on the
critical thinking competencies required of accounting students.
This study provides a comprehensive critical thinking competency
framework suitable for the changing environment in which
accountants need to function to remain relevant in the Fourth
Industrial Revolution.
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Introduction

Debates on the future role of professional accountants in the Fourth Industrial Revolu-
tion and the impact that machines and artificial intelligence (AI) will have on job security
(Botha, 2019, p. 1) are ongoing. As routine tasks and activities of accountants have
become increasingly automated, the true worth of the accountant has shifted to
higher-order thinking skills, which include critical thinking, problem-solving and
analytical skills (American Accounting Association, 2012, p. 87; Barac, 2017, p. 1;
Hunton, 2002, p. 67). Professional accountants are no longer only number crunchers
and bookkeepers, but are increasingly expected to be strategic analysts, collaborators
and knowledge professionals (Lim, Lee, Yap, & Ling, 2016, p. 185). Exploring the
concept of critical thinking in education is not an easy task as there is no single clear,
unifying definition of this concept (Daniel, 2013, p. 13). Labelled as one of the most
difficult terms in education (Thomas & Lok, 2015, p. 93), a lack of consensus on
agreed terminology for describing the concept of critical thinking is furthermore
causing confusion among educators (Hepner, 2015, pp. 73–74; Reed, 1998, pp. 14–15).
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To address the lack of a clearly defined and demarcated competency area, this study aims
to develop a framework that will unify critical thinking competencies identified in exist-
ing literature and by educational experts, educators and students in the field of accoun-
tancy. Although critical thinking competency frameworks do exist for other disciplines,
as mentioned in the next paragraph, this study will provide such a framework for the field
of accountancy to address the changing requirements of the profession.

Although there are a number of frameworks for critical thinking in the literature
(Atabaki, Keshtiaray, & Yarmohammadian, 2015, pp. 93–102; Duron, Limbach, &
Waugh, 2006, pp. 160–166; Nair & Stamler, 2013, pp. 131–138; Paul & Elder, 2005,
pp. 1–66; Thomas & Lok, 2015, pp. 93–105), these generally only offer insights into
broad concepts or certain dimensions of critical thinking. They also do not provide
specific insights into (or only provide a very limited scope of) critical thinking competen-
cies from an accounting education viewpoint, as discussed in the literature review
section. For example, Kimmel (1995, pp. 299–318) provides a basic framework for inte-
grating critical thinking into the accounting curriculum but does not provide a compre-
hensive list of critical thinking competencies required of accounting students.1 Baril,
Cunningham, Fordham, Gardner, and Wolcott (1998, pp. 381–406) attempt to identify
critical thinking competencies vital for success in public accounting. These competencies
are identified mainly from job performance appraisals obtained from public accounting
firms and through interviews with professionals at seven public accounting firms.
Although various critical thinking competencies are identified, these do not take into
account the perspectives of educators or accounting students.

The lack of a holistic framework for critical thinking in the field of accountancy could
also be because there does not seem to be one definition for critical thinking that all pro-
fessional bodies accept. In the South African context, the South African Institute of Char-
tered Accountants (SAICA) defines critical thinking as a process of actively
conceptualising, applying, analysing, synthesising, and/or evaluating information. It is evi-
denced by clarity, accuracy, precision, consistency, relevance, sound evidence, good reason-
ing, depth and breadth (SAICA, 2018, p. 45). From an international perspective, the
closest related term to critical thinking in the American Institute of Certified Public
Accountants (AICPA) framework is the term decision-making, which is listed as a pro-
fessional competency. Decision-making includes the ability to objectively identify and cri-
tically assess issues and use professional judgement to develop appropriate decision models,
identify and analyse the costs and benefits of alternative courses of action and recommend
optimal solutions (AICPA, 2018, p. 1).

It is therefore evident that a comprehensive framework of critical thinking competen-
cies required of accounting students is lacking in accounting education. The researchers
identified this as a gap in the literature and set out to contribute to this area of study by
providing novel insights into this multifaceted phenomenon. In view of this, the follow-
ing research question was formulated for this study: What specific critical thinking com-
petencies are required of accounting students? To answer the research question, the
researchers applied a two-phased approach. The first phase involved a broad literature
review to acquire a theoretical understanding of critical thinking competencies in a
broader sense. The literature review had a dual purpose: it provided insights into this
multifaceted concept from a contextual background perspective; and it served as a
method of collecting data on concepts in the proposed critical thinking competency
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framework. Through a review of the literature, competencies in critical thinking were
identified and synthesised into an initial scholarly, substantive, critical thinking compe-
tency framework (Wiek, Keeler, & Redman, 2011, pp. 203–204). The second phase of the
project consisted of the collection of additional qualitative data by means of an interactive
qualitative analysis (IQA) approach (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, pp. xi–425).

By applying a qualitative research methodology within the constructivist/interpretivist
paradigm, it is possible to obtain participants’ views on a phenomenon being studied
where reality is socially constructed (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006, p. 4). By means of
focus groups, the views of three groups of participants were obtained on what they
believed to be critical thinking competencies required of accounting students. Partici-
pants in these three groups included educational experts, educators involved in chartered
accountancy academic programmes in South Africa and postgraduate accounting stu-
dents. These insights confirmed some of the findings from the literature review, but
also identified additional areas pertaining to the accounting discipline.

Contribution

This study provides a comprehensive critical thinking competency framework suitable
for the changing environment in which accountants need to function to remain relevant
in the Fourth Industrial Revolution. The insights gained from this study could provide
guidance for the further enhancement of professional accounting bodies’ competency
frameworks, curriculum design and the revision of academic accounting programmes
offered by higher education institutions. It could also lay the foundation for future
work on the assessment of critical thinking competencies, for example through critical
thinking assessment rubrics.

The literature review section offers insights into the definitions and dimensions of
critical thinking from a variety of disciplines, with a particular focus on the accounting
discipline. This section is followed by the research methodology section in which the
research design and method of data collection are described. The data analysis and
findings sections present the insights obtained from the IQA focus group discussions.
The conclusion section highlights the contributions of this study as well as its limitations.

Literature review

Critical thinking

Critical thinking generally involves purposeful thinking or reflective judgement (Sahin &
Dogantay, 2018, p. 108). The literature makes it clear that critical thinking includes the
ability to organise and use information in a rational and logical way, although the infor-
mation might not be complete (Baril et al., 1998, p. 383). Critical thinking allows an indi-
vidual to identify incorrect, false, incomplete and obsolete information. An accomplished
critical thinker is also able to differentiate between logical reasoning and personal
opinion (Saadé, Morin, & Thomas, 2012, pp. 1608–1609). Taking this into account, criti-
cal thinking is considered a vital skill in the twenty-first century workforce (Daniel, 2013,
p. 3; World Economic Forum, 2016, p. 4) and a prized commodity in the accounting pro-
fession (Barac, 2017, p. 1).
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Bloom et al.’s (1956) taxonomy and Bloom’s revised taxonomy (Anderson &
Krathwohl, 2001, pp. 67–68) are often referred to as a foundation for determining stu-
dents’ critical thinking abilities (Nelson & Crow, 2014, p. 78). The lower levels of cogni-
tive abilities are remembering, understanding and applying, while the higher levels of
cognitive abilities are analysing, evaluating and creating. Higher education educators
are encouraged to engage students in the higher levels of cognitive abilities (Yusuf &
Adeoye, 2012, p. 314) to develop higher-order thinking. However, Ennis (a philosopher
of education) states that although the upper three levels of Bloom’s taxonomy form a
basis for critical thinking definitions, Bloom’s taxonomy does not provide sufficient gui-
dance for the actual development of critical thinking (Ennis, as cited in Atabaki et al.,
2015, pp. 95–96). Ennis defines critical thinking as reflective and reasonable thinking
aimed at making decisions about what to believe or do (Ennis, 1985, p. 45, 2015,
pp. 32–45), and he identifies a number of skills and dispositions associated with critical
thinking (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–45). Paul’s (1992, pp. 1–13) definition of critical thinking
remains widely accepted among philosophers (Hepner, 2015, pp. 75–76). In Paul’s (1992,
pp. 1–13) view, critical thinking can be regarded as disciplined and self-directed thinking,
and he identifies a number of traits of the mind, referred to as dispositions, associated
with critical thinking. Bensley and Spero (2014, p. 56) indicate that although philoso-
phers such as Ennis and Paul identify the importance of self-reflection for critical think-
ing, they do not mention metacognition. Metacognition refers to knowledge, awareness
and control of one’s own cognition, and is thus related to the ability to assess one’s own
comprehension, knowledge and thinking (Bensley & Spero, 2014, p. 56).

In the absence of a conclusive definition of critical thinking, the American Philosophi-
cal Association (APA), under the leadership of Facione, has attempted to provide one of
the first consensus statements on this concept, and this consensus statement is widely
used in various studies and disciplines (Abrami et al., 2015, p. 277; Nair & Stamler,
2013, p. 134). The APA defines critical thinking as purposeful, self-regulatory judgement
which results in interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and inference, as well as explanation
of the evidential, conceptual, methodological, criteriological, or contextual considerations
upon which that judgement is based (Facione, 1990, p. 2). The APA identifies certain
core cognitive skills and dispositions (habits of the mind or attitudes) as dimensions
associated with critical thinking (Facione, 1990, pp. 9–13, 2015, pp. 10–12). Davies
and Barnett (2015, pp. 10–12), however, note that although the APA’s definition is
clearly important for educational philosophers, it does not lend itself easily to educational
implementation. They assert that this definition, although seen as a consensus definition
on critical thinking, may not be practical for curriculum development in higher edu-
cation. Scheffer and Rubenfeld (2000, p. 352) conducted a similar study to that of the
APA, the aim of which was to achieve consensus on a definition and conceptualisation
of critical thinking specific to nursing. In their study they identified similar critical think-
ing cognitive skills and dispositions that could be applied from a nursing perspective.
Simpson and Courtney (2002, pp. 89–98) conducted a literature review on critical think-
ing specifically in the field of nursing and identified several cognitive skills as well as dis-
positions associated with critical thinking. Several of these skills and dispositions seem to
overlap with those identified by Scheffer and Rubenfeld (2000, pp. 352–359).

Dwyer, Hogan, and Stewart (2014, pp. 43–52) set out to develop an integrated critical
thinking framework for the twenty-first century. They investigated existing theoretical
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frameworks of thinking skills as well as cognitive models developed through empirical
research. Their framework identifies memory/knowledge and comprehension as founda-
tional processes necessary for effective critical thinking application. They also integrated
critical thinking skills, reflective judgement and self-regulatory functions of metacogni-
tion in their framework. Thomas and Lok (2015, pp. 93–105) furthermore summarised
some of the main skills, dispositions and knowledge associated with critical thinking, in
order to develop an operational framework for teaching critical thinking. According to
Sahin and Dogantay (2018, p. 109), critical thinking requires the internalisation of
knowledge and skills as opposed to the memorisation and the recall of facts and infor-
mation. Critical thinking is thus in essence focused on a process of interpreting and eval-
uating assumptions – it focuses on transforming the individual’s perspectives by altering
their way of thinking as opposed to merely acquiring knowledge and using it when
needed based on memory (Sahin & Dogantay, 2018, p. 109).

Based on the literature review set out in this section, the generally accepted dimen-
sions of critical thinking are cognitive skills (attributes or abilities) and dispositions
(habits of the mind), as described by the Ennis (1985, p. 45, 2015, pp. 32–45), Facione
(1990, pp. 1–19; 2015, pp. 1–28), Scheffer and Rubenfeld (2000, pp. 352–359),
Simpson and Courtney (2002, pp. 9–10), Dwyer et al. (2014, pp. 43–52), and Thomas
and Lok (2015, p. 94). Through a review of the literature presented in this section, com-
petencies in critical thinking were identified and synthesised into an initial scholarly, sub-
stantive framework for critical thinking competencies as proposed in Table 1.

However, there seems to be little consensus about whether critical thinking is a com-
bination of various generic skills that apply across subject domains, or whether it depends
on the subject or discipline in which it is developed (Abrami et al., 2015, p. 280). Bailin,
Case, Coombs, and Daniels (1999, p. 271) are of the opinion that critical thinking skills
are generic and that these skills can be developed in the absence of specific subject or dis-
cipline knowledge. This view is shared by Nair and Stamler (2013, p. 132), who consider
critical thinking skills universal. According to Abrami et al. (2015, p. 281), psychologists
tend to favour the generic skills approach and believe that critical thinking skills and dis-
positions are generalisable across diverse contexts.

Jones (2015, p. 169), on the other hand, argues that although there might be shared
elements, critical thinking is still considered unique within a discipline. Critical thinking
is developed within the conventions, methodologies and content knowledge of a particu-
lar discipline, together with the structure this context provides. Facione (2000, p. 65)
similarly believes that for a person to apply the core critical thinking skills effectively,
the methods, theories, criteria and principles of a specific discipline should be considered.

In principle, although there are commonalities in critical thinking skills and disposi-
tions among various disciplines and contexts, there are also important differences that
should be taken into account (Jones, 2015, p. 169). It is therefore important to explore
critical thinking in the context of accounting education.

Critical thinking in accounting education

It is not surprising that educators, policymakers and employers are all demonstrating a
rapidly growing interest in the development of critical thinking in students (Huber &
Kuncel, 2016, p. 431). According to Lim et al. (2016, p. 186), critical thinking is one of
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Table 1. Initial critical thinking competency framework.
Initial framework – critical thinking competencies derived from a review of the literature

Critical thinking cognitive skills (attributes or abilities) Critical thinking dispositions (habits of the mind)

(Ennis, 1985, p. 45,
2015, pp. 32–45)

Critical thinking abilities
. Have a focus and pursue it (ability to identify, attend to and keep track of a

focus).
. Analyse arguments.
. Ask and answer clarification questions. Ask the crucial critical thinking

question, ‘why?’
. Understand and use graphs and maths.
. Judge the credibility of a source.
. Observe and judge observation reports.
. Use background knowledge, knowledge of the situation and previously

established conclusions.
. Deduce and evaluate deductions.
. Make and evaluate inductive inferences and arguments (both enumerative

induction and best-explanation reasoning).
. Make and evaluate value judgements.
. Define terms and evaluate definitions.
. Handle equivocation – take advantage of the ambiguity of a term to support

a position.
. Attribute and judge unstated assumptions.
. Think suppositionally.
. Deal with fallacy labels, for example hearsay, bandwagon and appeal to

authority.
. Be aware of and check the quality of own thinking (metacognition).
. Deal with things in an orderly manner.
. Deal with rhetorical strategies (strategies that can be used to deceive).

Critical thinking dispositions
. Seek and offer clear statements of the thesis or question.
. Seek and offer clear reasons.
. Try to be well-informed.
. Use credible sources and observations, and usually mention them.
. Take into account the total situation.
. Keep in mind the basic concern in the context.
. Be alert for alternatives.
. Be open-minded and seriously consider alternative points of view; withhold

judgement when the evidence and reasons are insufficient.
. Take a position and change a position when the evidence and reasons are

sufficient.
. Seek as much precision as the situation requires.
. Try to ‘get it right’ to the extent possible and feasible.
. Employ critical thinking abilities.

Facione (1990, pp. 2–
19; 2015, pp. 1–28)

Core critical thinking skills
. Interpretation: To comprehend and express the meaning or significance of a

wide variety of experiences, situations, data, events, judgements,
conventions, beliefs, rules, procedures or criteria.

. Analysis: To identify the intended and actual inferential relationships among
statements, questions, concepts, descriptions or other forms of
representation intended to express beliefs, judgements, experiences, reasons,
information or opinions.

. Evaluation: To assess the credibility of statements or other representations
that are accounts or descriptions of a person’s perception, experience,
situation, judgement, belief or opinion; to assess the logical strength of the

Affective dispositions of a critical thinking
. Inquisitive about a wide range of issues.
. Concerned with becoming and remaining generally well-informed.
. Alertness to opportunities to use critical thinking.
. Trust in the processes of reasoned inquiry.
. Confidence in one’s own ability to reason.
. Open-mindedness about divergent worldviews.
. Flexibility in considering alternatives and opinions.
. Understanding of the opinions of other people.
. Fair-mindedness in appraising reasoning.
. Honesty in facing one’s own biases, prejudices, stereotypes and egocentric or

sociocentric tendencies.
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Table 1. Continued.
Initial framework – critical thinking competencies derived from a review of the literature

Critical thinking cognitive skills (attributes or abilities) Critical thinking dispositions (habits of the mind)

actual or intended inferential relationships among statements, descriptions,
questions or other forms of representation.

. Inference: To identify and secure elements needed to draw reasonable
conclusions; to form conjectures and hypotheses; to consider relevant
information and to educe the consequences arising from data, statements,
principles, evidence, judgements, beliefs, opinions, concepts, descriptions,
questions or other forms of representation.

. Explanation/explain: To state the results of one’s reasoning; to justify that
reasoning in terms of the evidential, conceptual, methodological,
criteriological and contextual considerations upon which one’s results are
based; and to present one’s reasoning in the form of cogent arguments.

. Self-regulation: Self-consciously to monitor one’s cognitive activities, the
elements used in those activities and the results educed, particularly by
applying skills in analysis and evaluation to one’s own inferential judgements
with a view to questioning, confirming, validating or correcting either one’s
reasoning or one’s results.

. Prudence in suspending, making or altering judgements.

. Willingness to reconsider and revise views when honest reflection suggests
that change is warranted.

. Clarity in stating the question or concern.

. Orderliness in working with complexity.

. Diligence in seeking relevant information.

. Reasonableness in selecting and applying criteria.

. Care in focusing attention on the concern at hand.

. Persistence though difficulties that are encountered.

. Precision to the degree permitted by the subject and the circumstance.

Paul (1992, pp. 12–13) Traits of the mind
. Intellectual humility: Awareness of the limits of one’s knowledge, including

sensitivity to circumstances in which one’s inborn egocentrism is likely to
function self-deceptively, and sensitivity to bias and prejudice in one’s
viewpoint.

. Intellectual courage: A willingness to face and fairly assess ideas, beliefs or
viewpoints to which one has not given a serious hearing, regardless of strong
negative reactions to them.

. Intellectual empathy: A recognition of the need to put oneself imaginatively in
the place of others in order to genuinely understand them.

. Intellectual good faith (integrity): A recognition of the need to be true to one’s
own thinking, to be consistent in the intellectual standards that one applies,
and to hold oneself to the same rigorous standards of evidence and proof as
those to which one holds one’s antagonists.

. Intellectual perseverance: The willingness to pursue intellectual insights and
truths despite difficulties, obstacles and frustrations.

. Faith in reason: Confidence that in the long run one’s own higher interests and
those of humanity at large will best be served by giving the freest play to
reason and by encouraging people to come to their own conclusions through
development of their own rational faculties.

(Continued )
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Table 1. Continued.
Initial framework – critical thinking competencies derived from a review of the literature

Critical thinking cognitive skills (attributes or abilities) Critical thinking dispositions (habits of the mind)

. Intellectual sense of justice: The willingness to entertain all viewpoints
sympathetically and to assess them according to the same intellectual
standards, without reference to one’s own feelings or vested interests or to the
feelings or vested interests of one’s friends, community or nation.

Scheffer and
Rubenfeld (2000,
pp. 352–359)

Skills of critical thinking in nursing
. Analysing: Separating or breaking a whole into parts to discover their nature,

function and relationships.
. Applying standards: Judging according to established personal, professional

or social rules or criteria.
. Discriminating: Recognising differences and similarities among things or

situations and carefully distinguishing category or rank.
. Information seeking: Searching for evidence, facts or knowledge by identifying

relevant sources and gathering objective, subjective, historical and current
data from those sources.

. Logical reasoning: Drawing inferences or conclusions that are supported or
justified by evidence.

. Predicting: Envisioning a plan and its consequences.

. Transforming knowledge: Changing or converting the condition, nature, form
or function of concepts among contexts.

Habits of the mind in nursing
. Confidence: Assurance of one’s own reasoning abilities.
. Contextual perspective: Considerate of the whole situation, including

relationships, background and environment that are relevant to something
happening.

. Creativity: Intellectual inventiveness used to generate, discover or restructure
ideas; imagining alternatives.

. Flexibility: Capacity to adapt, accommodate, modify or change thoughts, ideas
and behaviours.

. Inquisitiveness: An eagerness to know by seeking knowledge and
understanding through observation and thoughtful questioning in order to
explore possibilities and alternatives.

. Intellectual integrity: Seeking the truth through sincere, honest processes, even
if the results are contrary to one’s assumptions and beliefs.

. Intuition: Insightful sense of knowing without conscious use of reason.

. Open-mindedness: A viewpoint characterised by being receptive to divergent
views and sensitive to one’s biases.

. Perseverance: Pursuit of a course with determination to overcome obstacles.

. Reflection: Contemplation upon a subject and upon one’s assumptions and
thinking for the purposes of deeper understanding and self-evaluation.

Simpson and Courtney
(2002, pp. 9–10)

Cognitive critical thinking skills
. Interpretation: Accurately interpreting problems as well as objective and

subjective data from common information sources.
. Analysis: Examining ideas/arguments in problems, objective and subjective

data, and possible courses of action.
. Inference: Querying claims, assessing arguments (recognising faulty

reasoning) and reaching conclusions that are appropriate.
. Explanation: Clearly explaining and defending the reasoning by which an

individual arrives at specific decisions.
. Evaluation: Evaluating information to ascertain its probable trustworthiness

and relevance.
. Self-regulation: Constantly monitoring one’s own thinking using universal

criteria.

Dispositions
. Open-minded: Having an appreciation of alternate perspectives and a

willingness to respect the rights of others to hold different opinions.
. Inquisitive: Curious and enthusiastic in wanting to acquire knowledge and

wanting to know how things work, even when the applications are not
immediately apparent.

. Truth-seeking: Courageous about asking questions to obtain the best
knowledge, even if such knowledge may fail to support one’s preconceptions,
beliefs or interests.

. Analytical: Thinking analytically and using verifiable information. Demanding
the application of reason and evidence, and the inclination to anticipate
consequences.
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Table 1. Continued.
Initial framework – critical thinking competencies derived from a review of the literature

Critical thinking cognitive skills (attributes or abilities) Critical thinking dispositions (habits of the mind)

. Systematic: Valuing organisation and a focused and diligent approach to
problems of all levels of complexity.

. Self-confident: Trusting one’s own reasoning and inclination to utilise these
skills, rather than other strategies, in order to respond to problems.

Dwyer et al. (2014,
pp. 43–52)

Core critical thinking skills
. Analysis: Used in the context of argumentation to detect, examine and

identify the propositions within.
. Evaluation: Used in the assessment of propositions and the conclusions they

infer with respect to their credibility, relevance, logical strength and the
potential for omissions, bias and imbalance in the argument; thus, deciding
the overall strength or weakness of the argument.

. Inference: Involves the gathering of credible, relevant and logical evidence
based on the previous analysis and evaluation of available evidence, for the
purposes of drawing a reasonable conclusion.

. Reflective judgement: The ability to conduct metacognition and apply critical
thinking skills to a particular problem implies a reflective sensibility and the
capacity for reflective judgement.

Thomas and Lok (2015,
pp. 93–105)

Critical thinking skills
. Interpretation.
. Explanation.
. Analysis.
. Inference.
. Evaluation.
. Self-regulation.

Dispositions associated with critical thinking
. Is clear about the intended meaning.
. Is systematic.
. Takes the total situation into account.
. Is analytical.
. Is inquisitive.
. Looks for alternatives.
. Seeks precision as the situation requires.
. Is conscious (aware).
. Is open-minded.
. Is truth-seeking.
. Uses one’s critical thinking abilities.
. Is intentionally careful.
. Is metacognitive.
. Is self-confident.
. Shows maturity.
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the top-rated generic skills sought by employers and practitioners in new accounting
graduates. In a study conducted by Lim et al. (2016, pp. 185–192), it was found that
accounting graduates do not possess the required skills and attributes to the extent
required by employers. Cloete (2018, p. 479) similarly asserts that graduates are generally
underprepared for the work environment and that they lack critical thinking skills.
Accounting education has subsequently come under criticism for not addressing the
skills requirements of the business environment (Awayiga, Onumah, & Tsamenyi,
2010, p. 139; Hussein, 2017, pp. 2162–2163; Low, Samkin, & Liu, 2013, pp. 1–2).

Concerns have also been raised that university accounting programmes focus too
closely on the development of technical content knowledge and not enough on the devel-
opment of pervasive or soft skills (Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008, p. 279; Van Romburgh &
Van der Merwe, 2015, pp. 141–143). Albrecht and Sack (2000, pp. 49–53) raise serious
concerns about the manner in which the accounting curriculum is taught to students,
and suggest a complete revision of the curriculum to place greater emphasis on the devel-
opment of critical skills (Albrecht & Sack, 2000, pp. 60–66). This need for the renewal of
accounting curriculum and pedagogy is also identified in the 2012 Pathways Commission
Report (American Accounting Association, 2012, pp. 12–13). However, little guidance
seems to be given on precisely how these pervasive or soft skills should be developed
(Barac & Du Plessis, 2014, p. 54).

The role of higher education institutions in delivering highly skilled and qualified
graduates to overcome skills shortages is therefore under the spotlight (Fisher & Scott,
2011, p. 1). Higher education institutions generally strive to empower students to
become active learners, to take responsibility for their own learning and to develop essen-
tial higher-order skills such as critical thinking (Saadé et al., 2012, pp. 1608–1609). In
accordance with the accounting standards set by the Association to Advance Collegiate
Schools of Business, also known as AACSB International, an accounting programme
should address critical thinking and analytical skills that support professional scepticism
and risk assessment (AACSB, 2018, p. 24).

Accounting educators are generally guided by the competency frameworks of pro-
fessional accountancy bodies that set out the competencies and skills that accounting
graduates should have upon entering the profession. The International Federation of
Accountants (IFAC) (2020, p. 1) is a global organisation for the accountancy profession;
it aims to establish high-quality, international educational standards relevant to the pro-
fessional development of accountants and auditors, through the International Account-
ing Education Standards Board (IAESB) (2019, pp. 1–4), an independent standard-
setting body. IFAC member bodies and its members are required to comply with the
requirements of these educational standards. Both the AICPA and SAICA are member
bodies of IFAC.

IES 3 and IES 4 form part of the IAESB educational standards and prescribe the pro-
fessional skills and professional values, ethics and attitudes that professional accountants
should achieve by the end of their initial professional development. IES 3 (IAESB, 2019,
p. 132) explains the term critical thinking in one of the learning outcomes of the intel-
lectual competency area as follows: [to] apply critical thinking skills to solve problems,
inform judgements, make decisions, and reach well-reasoned conclusions. In IES 4
(IAESB, 2019, p. 143), a reference to critical thinking can be found in one of the learning
outcomes of the professional scepticism and professional judgement competency area,
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which prescribes the ability to apply critical thinking when identifying and evaluating
alternatives to determine an appropriate course of action. These references to critical
thinking in IES 3 and IES 4 provide a definition of critical thinking rather than
specific detail on critical thinking competencies needed by professional accountants.

AICPA (2018, p. 1) is considered one of the largest member associations representing
the accounting profession globally. In 2018, AICPA released a pre-certification core com-
petency framework that had been developed as part of a collaborative effort between
accounting professionals and educators. The AICPA core competency framework sets
out skills-based competencies that are required of entry-level accounting professionals.
These include accounting competencies, business competencies and professional compe-
tencies. As mentioned in the introduction section, the AICPA framework leans more
towards decision-making than critical thinking, and as such it gives no explicit guidance
on specific critical thinking skills or dispositions.

SAICA is considered the leading professional accounting body in South Africa; it is
responsible for the regulation of and standard setting for requirements of the chartered
accountancy designation. The SAICA (2018, pp. 1–228) competency framework provides
guidance on the competencies that an entry-level chartered accountant should have upon
entry into the profession. Critical thinking forms part of professional skills, which in turn
form part of the pervasive qualities and skills required according to the SAICA compe-
tency framework. Upon entering the profession, chartered accountants should be able to
demonstrate all the pervasive qualities and skills at an advanced level. According to the
SAICA competency framework, critical thinking is the ability to examine and interpret
information and ideas critically (SAICA, 2018, p. 45). The SAICA framework further-
more stipulates that critical thinking includes the ability to analyse information or
ideas; to perform computations; to verify and validate information; to integrate ideas
and information from various sources; and to draw conclusions or form opinions.
However, the SAICA framework does not provide adequate detail on the wide array of
critical thinking skills and dispositions that the entry-level chartered accountants
should have to meet the needs of the changing profession. At the time of this study,
the SAICA competency framework was being revised to offer a larger focus on the per-
vasive qualities and skills of chartered accountants.

Research methodology

Research design

A qualitative research methodology in the constructivist/interpretivist paradigm (Mack-
enzie & Knipe, 2006, p. 4) was followed in this study to explore the critical thinking com-
petencies required of accounting students. Constructivist/interpretivist research
approaches are aimed at obtaining an understanding of human experiences and how
reality is socially constructed. These approaches are ideal when participants’ views are
obtained on a phenomenon being studied (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006, p. 4).

The literature review conducted as part of the study was based primarily on data from
peer-reviewed journal articles, reports and books. The literature review was carried out to
provide contextual background information on critical thinking and as a method of data
collection for the initial critical thinking competency framework (see Table 1). In
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developing critical thinking competency frameworks, it is important to note that compe-
tencies in critical thinking, through the dimensions of cognitive skills and dispositions,
may overlap. When educators set out to develop a particular critical thinking compe-
tency, other competencies may also be developed in the process, as they may be inter-
related and function in a dynamic relationship with one another (Paul & Elder, 2005,
pp. 14–17). The researchers followed an iterative and focused process to place the critical
thinking competencies identified in the literature in the dimensions of a variety of exist-
ing labels for cognitive skills (attributes) and dispositions (habits of the mind). Terms,
concepts, skills, attributes, dispositions and abilities needed for critical thinking in
general were first identified from seminal works on critical thinking, and then progress-
ively analysed by the researchers to group similar concepts (Sinkovics & Alfoldi, 2012,
pp. 817–845).

The principles of IQA, as described by Northcutt and McCoy (2004, pp. xi–425), were
then applied in this exploratory study. This particular study formed part of a larger
research study, the aim of which was to obtain the views of participants on what they
believed to be important considerations in the effective development of accounting stu-
dents’ critical thinking. These insights were obtained through IQA focus groups with
educational experts, educators involved in chartered accountancy academic programmes
in South Africa and postgraduate accounting students. The considerations obtained from
these participants, referred to as affinities in terms of IQA protocol, included several
aspects that related specifically to the critical thinking competencies required of account-
ing students, which were the focus of this particular study. The researchers therefore
firstly analysed the considerations obtained through the IQA focus groups of the
larger study, and identified only those considerations that related to critical thinking
competencies, that is those related to cognitive skills (abilities) and dispositions (habits
of the mind). The critical thinking competencies provided by the IQA focus groups
were then further analysed by the researchers and compared with the competencies
identified as part of the literature review to ascertain whether the participants identified
similar critical thinking competencies, or whether certain competencies that were specific
to the accounting education context needed to be added to the framework proposed in
this study.

IQA is considered a structured approach within qualitative research (Northcutt &
McCoy, 2004, p. xxi) that allows groups to construct their own interpretation of a
phenomenon (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, pp. 43–44). IQA is grounded in systems
theory, which allows for the construction, interpretation and comparison of mind
maps of different groups (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. xxii). IQA was considered
ideal for this study, since it provides a contextualised, potentially differentiated, yet rig-
orous approach to a problem, and its application allows the identification of similarities
and differences across groups (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. xxii). Ethical approval for
the study was obtained through institutional processes and all participants signed
informed consent forms. Participation in the IQA focus groups was voluntary.

Participant selection process and data collection

IQA studies generally start off with a focus group or focus groups (Northcutt & McCoy,
2004, p. 47). Northcutt and McCoy (2004, p. 46) assert that it is desirable to include more
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than one focus group as different focus groups have different views on a particular
phenomenon. Both Nienaber (2013, pp. 18–19) and Plant (2015, p. 20) included four
IQA focus groups in their respective studies. Robertson (2015, pp. 96–97), however,
included two focus groups in her study, while Du Preez (2015, p. 16) only included
one focus group in her study. Taking these guidelines into account, three IQA focus
groups were considered adequate for the study under discussion.

Northcutt and McCoy (2004, p. 87) advise that a focus group should include between
12 and 20 participants, but note that groups smaller than 12 are not a serious concern
during the affinity production in the IQA process. For purposes of this particular
study, the first focus group (group 1 – educational experts) consisted of nine participants
comprising instructional designers, online learning designers, educational technologists,
teaching and learning consultants and experts in e-learning environments. Participants
in group 1 were purposively selected based on their professional profiles. Participants
in this group were recruited via LinkedIn, university websites and Google searches.
Another focus group discussion was conducted with a sample of educators involved in
chartered accountancy academic programmes in South Africa (group 2 – educators).
This group of 13 participants included educators from one distance learning university
and two traditional (face-to-face) universities in South Africa, as well as representatives
from the professional governing body, SAICA. At the time of the focus group, these edu-
cators were all involved in teaching modules related to chartered accountancy studies
from second-year to postgraduate level at SAICA-accredited programme providers. Par-
ticipants in this group were purposively selected and recruited via university websites,
personal contact details and the official SAICA website.

The final focus group discussion was conducted with a sample of postgraduate
accounting students registered for a postgraduate diploma in accounting sciences at a
distance learning university in South Africa (group 3 – accounting students). This
group consisted of nine postgraduate accounting students who were purposively selected
based on their registration for this course in the 2017 academic year. The focus group
sizes for all three groups were considered adequate, since they were small enough to
encourage participants to share their insights freely, yet large enough to allow for diver-
sity in views (Krueger & Casey, 2009, p. 6).

Each IQA focus group discussion was conducted on a different date during the tenure
of the project and similar procedures were followed for all three groups. The researchers
sent an information sheet via e-mail to focus group participants prior to the focus group
discussions. This information sheet provided the definition and dimensions of critical
thinking selected for the purposes of the study, the aim of the study and the research
question. During the focus group discussions, an independent facilitator asked the par-
ticipants to reflect silently on what they would consider necessary for the effective devel-
opment of critical thinking in accounting students. During this silent brainstorming
session, participants then wrote down their thoughts on notecards (Northcutt &
McCoy, 2004, p. 47). The notecards were taped to the wall, after which the participants
were given the opportunity to obtain clarity about the meanings of any notecards they
were unsure about and to add more notecards. The facilitator then asked the groups
to group notecards with similar meanings (inductive coding) without speaking to one
another and to name groupings as part of a revision phase (axial coding). Groupings
of a similar meaning are referred to as affinities (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 47).
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Following the focus group discussions, the researchers reviewed the notecards as well as
the voice recordings in order to formulate definitions for the identified affinities in each
of the two groups. The independent facilitator performed an independent review of these
definitions based on the notecards to confirm that they were indeed a true reflection of
what had been generated by the groups. These affinities, along with their definitions, were
communicated to group participants via e-mail.

Through the focus group discussions and inductive and axial coding, participants
were directly involved in providing their perspectives on what they believed to be necess-
ary for the effective development of critical thinking in accounting students. These con-
siderations included a number of critical thinking competencies required of accounting
students, as discussed in the data analysis section that follows.

Data analysis

Group 1 (educational experts) produced 11 affinities, group 2 (educators) produced 12
affinities, and group 3 (accounting students) produced seven affinities – thus 30
affinities in all. These affinities represent the perspectives of each group on what they
believed to be important considerations, including critical thinking competencies, in
the effective development of critical thinking among accounting students. The research-
ers analysed these 30 affinities and identified only those that related to critical thinking
competencies, that is those that related to cognitive skills (abilities) and dispositions
(habits of the mind). Table 2 shows the affinities that were identified as part of this
process and that represent critical thinking competencies as identified by the IQA
focus groups.

Table 2. Critical thinking competencies as identified by the IQA focus groups.
Affinity name and description

Group 1: Educational experts
Soft skills and dispositions
The focus group identified a number of soft skills and dispositions that can be associated with critical thinking. They
highlighted metacognition (thinking about one’s thinking) and also listed empathy, ethical behaviour, intrinsic
motivation, a positive attitude and good communication skills. Within auditing, the ability to assess a situation and ask
the right questions was seen as a vital critical thinking skill.
Discipline-specific skills
The focus group identified judgement as a core discipline-specific skill and related it to making informed decisions. Other
auditing-specific skills noted were the abilities to make constant critical comparisons, to be systematic, to be organised
and to follow certain standards.

Group 2: Educators
Learning outcomes
The focus group indicated that once a student has developed their critical thinking abilities through the intervention,
they should be able to think outside the box and adapt their thinking in different situations to come up with solutions to
problems. Other learning outcomes associated with critical thinking development include pervasive skills, problem-
solving abilities, discretionary thinking, reflecting on one’s own thinking, the ability to identify and deal with ethical
issues, and the ability to interrogate information.
Ethics
The focus group felt that ethical considerations should form an overarching theme in all aspects of critical thinking
development, the design of educational interventions and the use of technologies. Ethics are considered to be a pillar of
the chartered accountancy profession, and should drive the habits of the mind as well as the critical thinking skills of
students.

Group 3: Accounting students
This group did not specifically identify aspects relating to critical thinking competencies.

Source: Affinities produced by IQA focus groups that relate to critical thinking competencies.
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Of the 11 affinities that group 1 (educational experts) produced, the researchers
identified two that related to critical thinking competencies. This group highlighted
the need for certain soft skills and dispositions associated with critical thinking, and
also emphasised the need for certain discipline-specific skills related to critical think-
ing. The researchers identified two affinities produced by group 2 (educators) that
related to critical thinking competencies. Group 2 indicated that certain learning out-
comes should be associated with critical thinking and also emphasised the importance
of ethics in all aspects of critical thinking. Although group 3 (accounting students) pro-
duced seven affinities that they believed to be important considerations for effective
critical thinking development, these did not relate to critical thinking competencies
per se.

The critical thinking competencies provided by the IQA focus groups (see Table 2)
were progressively analysed by the researchers and compared with the competencies
identified as part of the review of the literature (see Table 1) to ascertain whether the par-
ticipants identified similar critical thinking competencies, or whether certain competen-
cies that were specific to the accounting education context needed to be added to the
framework.

Findings and discussion

Metacognition

Group 1 stated that metacognition (thinking about one’s thinking) forms part of the
soft skills and dispositions associated with critical thinking. Group 2 noted that reflect-
ing on one’s own thinking is a learning outcome associated with critical thinking. This
is in line with the critical thinking competencies identified in the initial framework in
Table 1, where the critical thinking cognitive skill (attribute or ability) of self-regulation
was identified from the literature as a critical thinking competency. A number of
researchers conclude that metacognition and the ability to self-regulate one’s own cog-
nitive activities are vital for critical thinking (Dwyer et al., 2014, pp. 43–52; Ennis, 2015,
pp. 32–45; Facione, 1990, pp. 2–11; Thomas & Lok, 2015, pp. 93–105). This critical
thinking competency therefore already forms part of the self-regulation cognitive
skill (see Table 1).

Empathy

Group 1 associated empathy with critical thinking. Empathy was already identified as
a disposition (habit of the mind) associated with critical thinking in the initial frame-
work (refer to Table 1), where it was noted that a critical thinker should have intel-
lectual empathy, which entails the ability to understand someone else (Paul, 1992,
pp. 12–13). A good critical thinker is also able to consider others’ points of view sym-
pathetically, even though these may differ from their own, and then discuss them in an
insightful way (Paul & Elder, 2005, p. 34). A critical thinker should have the ability to
see through someone else’s eyes to truly understand different perspectives (Vilen,
2015, p. 1).
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Ethical behaviour

Group 1 indicated that ethical behaviour forms part of the soft skills and disposi-
tions associated with critical thinking. For Group 2, the ability to identify and
deal with ethical issues is a learning outcome associated with critical thinking.
Group 2 furthermore emphasised the importance of ethics, describing it as the
pillar of the chartered accountancy profession that should drive the habits of the
mind and critical thinking skills of students. Ethical behaviour and the ability to
identify and deal with ethical issues were not specifically identified as critical think-
ing competencies from the literature review conducted for the study. The initial fra-
mework (see Table 1) did include intellectual good faith (integrity) as a disposition
(habit of the mind), which involves recognition of the need to be true to one’s own
thinking and to be consistent in the intellectual standards that one applies. However,
ethical behaviour, as identified by Groups 1 and 2, seems to demand more than this.
Given that the accounting profession in general and large auditing firms in South
Africa in particular have experienced an unsettling period during which unethical
practices, scandals and cover-ups have been exposed (Andersen, 2018, p. 1), it is
perhaps not surprising that the groups identified ethical behaviour as a critical
thinking competency required of accounting students. Melillo (2010, p. 1) is also
of the opinion that critical thinking plays a vital role in ethics, as critical thinking
allows a person to analyse information and situations to determine whether some-
thing is right or wrong. Fasko (1994, pp. 3–12) similarly recognises a relationship
between critical thinking and moral or ethical reasoning. Refer to Table 3, where
ethical behaviour was added as a critical thinking disposition (habit of the mind)
to the final proposed framework, and the ability to identify and deal with ethical
issues was added as a critical thinking cognitive skill.

Intrinsic motivation

Group 1 associated intrinsic motivation with critical thinking. Baril et al. (1998, p. 398)
are also of the opinion that good critical thinkers display initiative and motivation. These
authors indicate that good critical thinkers have the motivation to take action and follow
the logical course of events – they do not have to wait for specific instructions in order to
complete tasks successfully. Intrinsic motivation had not been specifically identified as a
critical thinking competency from the literature review conducted for the study, and was
thus added as a critical thinking disposition (habit of the mind) in the final proposed fra-
mework in Table 3.

A positive attitude

Group 1 associated a positive attitude with critical thinking. A good critical thinker
possesses critical thinking skills and the positive attitude to use them, according to
Halpern (1998, p. 452). A positive attitude had not been specifically identified as a criti-
cal thinking competency from the literature review conducted for the study, and was
thus added as a critical thinking disposition (habit of the mind) in the final proposed
framework in Table 3.
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Table 3. Critical thinking competency framework for accounting students.

Initial framework – Critical thinking competencies derived
from a review of the literature

Critical thinking competencies identified by IQA focus
groups in addition to those identified in initial

framework

1. Cognitive skills (attributes or abilities)
Interpretation/interpret (clarification/clarify)
• Comprehend and express the meaning or significance of a

wide variety of experiences, situations, data, events,
judgements, conventions, beliefs, rules, procedures or
criteria (Facione, 1990, pp. 2–11).

• Recognise differences and similarities among things or
situations, and distinguish category or rank carefully
(Scheffer & Rubenfeld, 2000, p. 358).

• Understand and use graphs and maths (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–
45).

• Ask and answer clarification questions. Ask the crucial critical
thinking question, ‘why?’ (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–45).

• Ability to comprehend/interpret (Dwyer et al., 2014, pp. 43–
52; Thomas & Lok, 2015, pp. 93–105).

• Accurately interpret problems as well as objective and
subjective data from common information sources
(Simpson & Courtney, 2002, p. 9).

Analysis/analyse
• Identify the intended and actual inferential relationships

among statements, questions, concepts, descriptions or
other forms of representation intended to express
beliefs, judgements, experiences, reasons, information
or opinions (Facione, 1990, pp. 2–11).

• Break material down into its constituent parts, and
determine how the parts relate to one another and to
an overall structure or purpose (Anderson & Krathwohl,
2001, pp. i–x).

• Separate or break a whole down into parts to discover their
nature, function and relationships (Scheffer &
Rubenfeld, 2000, p. 358).

• Put elements together to form a coherent or functional
whole; reorganise elements into a new pattern or
structure (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001, pp. i–x).

• Analyse arguments (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–45).
• Critically analyse (SAICA, 2019, pp. 1–12).
• Ability to analyse (Dwyer et al., 2014, pp. 43–52; Thomas &

Lok, 2015, pp. 93–105).
• Examine ideas/arguments in problems, objective and

subjective data, and possible courses of action (Simpson
& Courtney, 2002, p. 9).

Evaluation/evaluate
• Assess the credibility of statements or other representations

that are accounts or descriptions of a person’s
perception, experience, situation, judgement, belief or
opinion; and assess the logical strength of the actual or
intended inferential relationships among statements,
descriptions, questions or other forms of representation
(Facione, 1990, pp. 2–11).

•Make judgements based on criteria and standards (Anderson
& Krathwohl, 2001, pp. i–x).

• Judge according to established personal, professional or
social rules or criteria (Scheffer & Rubenfeld, 2000,
p. 358).

• Judge the credibility of a source (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–45).
• Observe and judge observation reports (Ennis, 2015,

pp. 32–45).

(Continued )
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Table 3. Continued.

Initial framework – Critical thinking competencies derived
from a review of the literature

Critical thinking competencies identified by IQA focus
groups in addition to those identified in initial

framework

• Use background knowledge, knowledge of the situation and
previously established conclusions (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–
45).

• Attribute and judge unstated assumptions (Ennis, 2015,
pp. 32–45).

• Ability to evaluate (Dwyer et al., 2014, pp. 43–52; Thomas &
Lok, 2015, pp. 93–105).

• Evaluate information to ascertain its probable
trustworthiness and relevance (Simpson & Courtney,
2002, p. 9).

Making inferences/infer
• Identify and secure elements needed to draw reasonable

conclusions; to form conjectures and hypotheses; to
consider relevant information; and to educe the
consequences arising from data, statements, principles,
evidence, judgements, beliefs, opinions, concepts,
descriptions, questions or other forms of representation
(Facione, 1990, pp. 2–11).

• Search for evidence, facts or knowledge by identifying
relevant sources and gathering objective, subjective,
historical and current data from those sources (Scheffer
& Rubenfeld, 2000, p. 358).

• Draw inferences or conclusions that are supported or
justified by evidence (Scheffer & Rubenfeld, 2000,
p. 358).

• Deduce and evaluate deductions (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–45).
• Make and evaluate inductive inferences and arguments

(both enumerative induction and best-explanation
reasoning) (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–45).

• Make and evaluate value judgements (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–
45).

• Ability to make inferences (Dwyer et al., 2014, pp. 43–52;
Thomas & Lok, 2015, pp. 93–105).

• Ability to make reflective judgements (Dwyer et al., 2014,
pp. 43–52).

• Query claims, assess arguments (recognise faulty reasoning)
and reach conclusions that are appropriate (Simpson &
Courtney, 2002, p. 9).

Explanation/explain
. State the results of one’s reasoning; justify that reasoning

in terms of the evidential, conceptual, methodological,
criteriological and contextual considerations upon which
one’s results were based; and present one’s reasoning in
the form of cogent arguments (Facione, 1990, pp. 2–11).

. Define terms and evaluate definitions (Ennis, 2015,
pp. 32–45).

. Clearly explain and defend the reasoning by which an
individual arrives at specific decisions (Simpson &
Courtney, 2002, p. 9).

. Ability to explain (Thomas & Lok, 2015, pp. 93–105).

Self-regulation/self-regulate
. Monitor one’s cognitive activities, the elements used in

those activities and the results educed, particularly by
applying skills in analysis and evaluation to one’s own
inferential judgements with a view to questioning,
confirming, validating or correcting either one’s reasoning
or one’s results (Facione, 1990, pp. 2–11).

(Continued )
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Table 3. Continued.

Initial framework – Critical thinking competencies derived
from a review of the literature

Critical thinking competencies identified by IQA focus
groups in addition to those identified in initial

framework

. Be aware of and check the quality of own thinking
(metacognition) (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–45).

. Self-regulate functions of metacognition (Dwyer et al.,
2014, pp. 43–52).

. Ability to self-regulate (Thomas & Lok, 2015, pp. 93–105).

Other
. Ability to envision a plan and its consequences (Scheffer &

Rubenfeld, 2000, p. 358).
. Change or convert the condition, nature, form or function

of concepts in different contexts (Scheffer & Rubenfeld,
2000, p. 358).

. Handle equivocation; take advantage of the ambiguity of
a term to support a position (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–45).

. Have a focus and pursue it (ability to identify, attend to
and keep track of a focus) (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–45).

. Challenge assumptions (SAICA, 2019, pp. 1–12).

. Deal with fallacy labels, for example hearsay, bandwagon
and appeal to authority (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–45).

. Deal with rhetorical strategies (strategies that can be used
to deceive) (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–45).

. Ability to recall and understand (i.e. lower-order thinking
skills) the information one is required to think about
(Dwyer et al., 2014, pp. 43–52).

. Ability to identify and deal with ethical issues.

. Good communication skills.

. The ability to think outside the box.

. Pervasive skills (general).

2. Dispositions (habits of the mind)
. Inquisitive about a wide range of issues (Facione, 1990,

pp. 2–13); eager to know by seeking knowledge; and
understanding through observation and thoughtful
questioning in order to explore possibilities and
alternatives [inquisitiveness] (Scheffer & Rubenfeld, 2000,
p. 358).

. Concerned with becoming and remaining generally well-
informed (Facione, 1990, pp. 2–13); tries to be well-
informed (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–45).

. Alert to opportunities to use critical thinking (Facione,
1990, pp. 2–13); uses critical thinking abilities (Thomas &
Lok, 2015, pp. 93–105); employs critical thinking abilities
(Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–45).

. Trusts the processes of reasoned inquiry (Facione, 1990,
pp. 2–13); has faith in reason, which is the confidence that
in the long run one’s own higher interests and those of
humanity at large will best be served by giving the freest
play to reason and by encouraging people to come to
their own conclusions through development of their own
rational faculties (Paul, 1992, pp. 12–13).

. Confident in own ability to reason (Facione, 1990, pp. 2–
13); is self-confident (Thomas & Lok, 2015, pp. 93–105);
shows maturity (Thomas & Lok, 2015, pp. 93–105);
assurance of one’s own reasoning abilities [confidence]
(Scheffer & Rubenfeld, 2000, p. 358).

. Open-minded about divergent world views (Facione,
1990, pp. 2–13; Thomas & Lok, 2015, pp. 93–105); open-
minded and seriously considers others’ points of view
without judgement when the evidence and reasons are
insufficient (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–45; Thomas & Lok, 2015,
pp. 93–105); receptive to divergent views and sensitive to
own biases [open-mindedness] (Scheffer & Rubenfeld,
2000, p. 358); understanding of the opinions of other
people (Facione, 1990, pp. 2–13); honest in facing own

(Continued )
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Table 3. Continued.

Initial framework – Critical thinking competencies derived
from a review of the literature

Critical thinking competencies identified by IQA focus
groups in addition to those identified in initial

framework

biases, prejudices, stereotypes, egocentric or socio-centric
tendencies (Facione, 1990, pp. 2–13); has intellectual
humility, which involves awareness of the limits of one’s
knowledge, including sensitivity to circumstances in
which one’s inborn egocentrism is likely to function self-
deceptively; sensitivity to bias and prejudice in one’s
viewpoint (Paul, 1992, pp. 12–13); has a sense of
intellectual justice, which is the willingness to entertain all
viewpoints sympathetically and to assess them according
to the same intellectual standards, without reference to
one’s own feelings or vested interests or the feelings or
vested interests of one’s friends, community or nation
(Paul, 1992, pp. 12–13).

. Flexible in considering alternatives and opinions (Facione,
1990, pp. 2–13); alert to alternatives (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–
45); has the capacity to adapt, accommodate, modify or
change thoughts, ideas and behaviours [flexibility]
(Scheffer & Rubenfeld, 2000, p. 358); willing to reconsider
and revise views where honest reflection suggests that
change is warranted (Facione, 1990, pp. 2–13); takes a
position and changes a position when the evidence and
reasons are sufficient (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–45).

. Fair-minded in appraising reasoning (Facione, 1990,
pp. 2–13); has intellectual courage, which involves a
willingness to face and fairly assess ideas, beliefs or
viewpoints to which one has not given a serious hearing,
regardless of strong negative reactions to them (Paul,
1992, pp. 12–13).

. Prudent in suspending, making or altering judgements
(Facione, 1990, pp. 2–13).

. Demonstrates clarity in stating the question or concern
(Facione, 1990, pp. 2–13).

. Orderly in working with complexity (Facione, 1990, pp. 2–
13); systematic (Thomas & Lok, 2015, pp. 93–105); deals
with things in an orderly manner (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–45).

. Diligent in seeking relevant information (Facione, 1990,
pp. 2–13).

. Reasonable in selecting and applying criteria (Facione,
1990, pp. 2–13).

. Takes care in focusing attention on the concern at hand
(Facione, 1990, pp. 2–13); keeps in mind the basic concern
in the context (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–45).

. Persistent despite difficulties (Facione, 1990, pp. 2–13);
pursues a course with determination to overcome
obstacles [perseverance] (Scheffer & Rubenfeld, 2000,
p. 358); has intellectual perseverance, which involves the
willingness to pursue intellectual insights and truths
despite difficulties, obstacles and frustrations (Paul, 1992,
pp. 12–13).

. Applies precision to the degree permitted by the subject
and the circumstances (Facione, 1990, pp. 2–13); seeks
precision as the situation requires (Thomas & Lok, 2015,
pp. 93–105); seeks as much precision as the situation
requires (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–45); tries to ‘get it right’ to
the extent possible or feasible (Ennis, 2015, pp. 32–45).

. Truth-seeking (Thomas & Lok, 2015, pp. 93–105); seeks the
truth through sincere, honest processes, even if the results
are contrary to one’s assumptions and beliefs [intellectual
integrity] (Scheffer & Rubenfeld, 2000, p. 358).

(Continued )
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Good communication skills

Group 1 also linked good communication skills to critical thinking. Yusuf and Adeoye
(2012, pp. 311–314) consider both critical thinking and communication skills as vital
competencies. They are further of the view that good communication skills improve criti-
cal thinking among students, as good communication entails an interactive process of
sharing facts, feelings and ideas. Good communication skills had not been specifically
identified as a critical thinking competency from the literature review conducted for
the study, and were thus added as a critical thinking cognitive skill in the final proposed
framework in Table 3.

The ability to assess a situation and ask the right questions

Group 1 indicated that the ability to assess a situation and ask the right questions was a
critical thinking skill and vital in the accounting profession. Interpretation was identified
as a critical thinking cognitive skill in the initial framework (see Table 1). This involves
the ability to comprehend and express the meaning or significance of a wide variety of
experiences or situations, and the ability to ask and answer clarification questions and
crucial critical thinking questions. Similarly, the ability to analyse (identify the intended
and actual inferential relationships among statements, questions, concepts or other forms
of representations) and the ability to examine (assess the credibility of statements or
other representations) were also identified as cognitive skills in Table 1. These cognitive
skills all allow a critical thinker to assess, interpret or examine a situation and to ask the
right questions in a given situation to make inferences. The ability to assess a situation
and ask the right questions, as identified by group 1, is thus in line with those cognitive
skills already identified in the initial framework in Table 1.

Table 3. Continued.

Initial framework – Critical thinking competencies derived
from a review of the literature

Critical thinking competencies identified by IQA focus
groups in addition to those identified in initial

framework

. Analytical (Thomas & Lok, 2015, pp. 93–105); considers the
whole situation, including relationships, background and
environment relevant to a situation [contextual
perspective] (Scheffer & Rubenfeld, 2000, p. 358).

. Intellectually inventive and can generate, discover or
restructure ideas; imagine alternatives [creativity]
(Scheffer & Rubenfeld, 2000, p. 358).

. Has an insightful sense of knowing without conscious use
of reason [intuition] (Scheffer & Rubenfeld, 2000, p. 358).

. Has intellectual empathy, which involves a recognition of
the need to put oneself imaginatively in the place of
others in order to understand them (Paul, 1992, pp. 12–
13).

. Has intellectual good faith (integrity), which involves a
recognition of the need to be true to one’s own thinking,
to be consistent in the intellectual standards that one
applies, and to hold oneself to the same rigorous
standards of evidence and proof as those to which one
holds one’s antagonists (Paul, 1992, pp. 12–13).

. Ethical behaviour.

. Intrinsic motivation.

. A positive attitude.

Source: Authors’ own contribution based on various referenced work and IQA focus group results.

ACCOUNTING EDUCATION 345



Judgement

Group 1 identified judgement as a core discipline-specific skill, which they related to making
informed decisions. According to Mezirow (1997, pp. 5–11), critical thinking requires one to
make one’s own judgements and interpretations as opposed to acting on the beliefs, judge-
ments and feelings of others. Evaluation was identified as a cognitive skill in the literature
review conducted for the study (see Table 1). This entails the ability to make judgements
based on criteria and standards, as well as the ability to judge the credibility of a source
or assumptions. Judgement, as a skill identified by group 1, is thus in line with the evaluation
cognitive skill already identified in the initial framework in Table 1.

Making constant critical comparisons

Group 1 noted that the ability to make constant critical comparisons is a discipline-
specific critical thinking skill. Baril et al. (1998, p. 393) are of the opinion that a critical
thinker should be able to create an expectation of what the evidence should be and then
compare the actual evidence with that expectation. Interpretation was identified as a
critical thinking cognitive skill in Table 1. This skill involves the ability to recognise
differences and similarities among things or situations, which requires the ability to
compare. The ability to make constant critical comparisons is thus is in line with the
interpretation cognitive skill as set out in the initial framework in Table 1.

Being systematic and organised

Group 1 identified the ability to be systematic and organised as a discipline-specific criti-
cal thinking skill. This is in line with the disposition of being orderly and systematic, as
identified in Table 1, which involves the ability to work in an orderly fashion with com-
plexity, and to deal with things in an orderly and systematic manner.

Following certain standards

The ability to adhere to certain standards was identified by group 1 as a discipline-specific
critical thinking skill. From the literature review, evaluation was identified as a critical
thinking cognitive skill (see Table 1). This involves the ability to make judgements
based on certain criteria and standards, as well as the ability to judge according to estab-
lished personal, professional or social rules or criteria. The ability to follow certain stan-
dards is thus in line with this critical thinking cognitive skill. Scheffer and Rubenfeld
(2000, pp. 357–358) also assert that critical thinkers should be able to apply standards
and to make judgements according to these standards.

Think outside the box

Group 2 specified the ability to think outside the box as a learning outcome associated with
critical thinking. Baril et al. (1998, p. 396) assert that the ability to think outside the box is
often linked to critical thinking, as critical thinkers have the ability to explore their own
‘experience bank’ to use relevant information in order to solve problems. Samarji (2014,

346 E. A. J. TERBLANCHE AND B. DE CLERCQ



p. 1), too, notes that educators, trainers and employers often associate critical thinking with
the ability to think outside the box and adopt what amounts to a ‘helicopter view’ of some-
thing. However, critical thinkers should generally be able to think inside, outside and across
the box in a ‘contextual manner’ (Samarji, 2014, p. 1). The ability to think outside the box
had not specifically been identified from the literature review conducted for the study, and
was thus added as a critical thinking cognitive skill.

Ability to adapt thinking in different situations

Group 2 identified the ability to adapt one’s thinking in different situations to come up
with solutions to problems as a specific learning outcome associated with critical think-
ing. This is in line with the flexibility disposition identified from the literature review (see
Table 1). Flexibility involves the ability to consider alternatives and opinions, as well as
the capacity to adapt, accommodate, modify or change thoughts, ideas and behaviours.
Baril et al. (1998, pp. 392–396) also assert that the ability to transfer knowledge from one
situation to another is considered to be a characteristics of critical thinking.

Pervasive skills

Group 2 indicated that pervasive skills are a learning outcome associated with critical
thinking. Barac and Du Plessis (2014, pp. 53–57) discuss the importance of developing
pervasive skills among chartered accounting students. They also note that various surro-
gate terms are used for pervasive skills throughout the literature; these include pro-
fessional skills, non-technical skills, transferable skills, soft skills, core skills and
employability skills. However, group 2 did not indicate precisely which pervasive skills
they associated with critical thinking. Pervasive skills in general were thus added
under critical thinking cognitive skills (other) for the purposes of the study.

Problem-solving abilities

Group 2 specified that the ability to solve problems was a learning outcome they associ-
ated with critical thinking. Problem-solving and decision-making are some of the surro-
gate terms most often used for critical thinking (Turner, 2005, p. 275). Psychologists also
regularly link critical thinking to problem-solving (Hepner, 2015, p. 77; Reed, 1998,
p. 22). The interpretation cognitive skill, identified from the literature review (see
Table 1), involves the ability to interpret problems as well as objective and subjective
data accurately from common information sources. The analysis cognitive skill (see
Table 1) also involves the ability to examine ideas or arguments in problems and in objec-
tive and subjective data, and to identify possible courses of action. This would in essence
involve problem-solving abilities and is therefore in line with the cognitive skills already
identified in the initial framework (see Table 1).

Discretionary thinking

Discretionary thinking was identified by group 2 as a learning outcome associated with
critical thinking. Critical thinking involves self-disciplined, self-directed, reasoned and
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focused thinking (Brunt, 2005, pp. 60–61; Ennis, 1985, p. 45; Facione, 1990, pp. 1–18;
Halpern, 1998, pp. 449–451; Kataoka-Yahiro & Saylor, 1994, pp. 351–353; Paul, 1992,
pp. 9–10). Critical thinking is also reflective and reasonable thinking aimed at making
decisions about what to believe or do (Ennis, 1985, p. 45). Critical thinking essentially
requires discretion and flexibility. Flexibility involves the ability to consider alternatives
and opinions, as well as the capacity to adapt, accommodate, modify or change thoughts,
ideas and behaviours. Discretionary thinking is thus in line with the flexibility disposition
identified in the initial framework (see Table 1).

Ability to interrogate information

The ability to interrogate information was identified by group 2 as a learning outcome
associated with critical thinking. This ability is in line with the evaluation cognitive
skill identified from the literature review (see Table 1). It involves the ability to evaluate
information to ascertain its probable trustworthiness and relevance, and the ability to
assess the credibility of statements and other representations.

Critical thinking competency framework for accounting students

In this study, the critical thinking competencies required of accounting students were
explored through a review of the literature. These critical thinking competencies were
firstly identified from seminal works on critical thinking, where after they were progress-
ively analysed by the researchers to group similar concepts. The critical thinking compe-
tencies were summarised in Table 1 as an initial critical thinking competency framework.
The principles of IQA were then followed to obtain the views of three groups of partici-
pants on the critical thinking competencies required of accounting students. These criti-
cal thinking competencies were summarised in Table 2. The critical thinking
competencies provided by the IQA focus groups were then analysed further by the
researchers and compared with the competencies identified as part of the literature
review to ascertain whether the participants had identified similar critical thinking com-
petencies, or whether certain competencies that were specific to the accounting education
context needed to be added to the final framework. This process allowed the researchers
to provide a framework that included the critical thinking competencies required of
accounting students both from existing literature and from the perspectives of edu-
cational experts, educators in accountancy programmes and accounting students (see
Table 3). The critical thinking competencies in this competency framework are cate-
gorised into critical thinking cognitive skills (attributes or abilities) and critical thinking
dispositions (habits of the mind), which are considered to be the most generally accepted
dimensions of critical thinking.

Conclusion

It is anticipated that the accounting profession will undergo significant changes in the
next few years. Significant challenges in the profession are being brought about mainly
by rapid developments in smart and digital technologies, globalisation and new forms
of regulation, and it is up to professional organisations, members and educational
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institutions to respond to these challenges. Unfortunately, universities seem to be strug-
gling with the transformation of their current programmes in order to develop the range
of skills and knowledge that their students require to meet future needs (Islam, 2015,
p. 1).

To equip accounting educators with a better understanding of the critical thinking
competencies required of their students in order to meet the changing need of the
accounting profession, this study set out to provide a framework unifying the critical
thinking competencies required of accounting students both from existing literature
and from the perspectives of educational experts, educators in accountancy programmes
and accounting students. The introduction to this paper mentioned that a number of fra-
meworks for critical thinking exist in the literature. However, these frameworks do not
provide a comprehensive list of the critical thinking competencies required of accounting
students as identified both from seminal works in the literature and from the perspectives
of educational experts, educators in accountancy programmes and accounting students.
Through a review of the literature, competencies in critical thinking were identified and
synthesised into an initial scholarly, substantive framework for critical thinking compe-
tencies (see Table 1). Table 2 represented critical thinking competencies as identified by
the participants in the IQA focus groups. The critical thinking competency framework
for accounting students (see Table 3) provides a comprehensive list of critical thinking
cognitive skills (attributes or abilities) and dispositions (habits of the mind).

The framework proposed in this study could provide guidance to accounting educa-
tors in their quest to develop critically thinking accounting graduates through curricu-
lum design and the revision of academic accounting programmes at higher education
institutions. It could furthermore provide guidance for the enhancement of professional
accounting bodies’ competency frameworks and lay the foundation for future work on
the assessment of critical thinking competencies, for example through critical thinking
assessment rubrics.

The introduction to this paper also mentioned that there does not seem to be a clear
and unifying definition of critical thinking, which is a concern in accounting education.
The following definition based on the literature reviewed in this paper and the compe-
tencies identified as part of this study (see Table 3) might be a starting point for educators
in the field of accounting: Critical thinking involves purposeful and reflective judgement
generally aimed at making informed decisions. It involves certain cognitive skills (e.g. the
ability to interpret, analyse, evaluate, infer, explain and self-regulate) and also certain dis-
positions (e.g. being inquisitive, self-confident, open-minded, ethical, orderly and systema-
tic, and having intrinsic motivation and a positive attitude).

Further research could focus on the practical implementation of the critical thinking
competency framework for accounting students and the assessment of the critical think-
ing competencies. The framework is conceptual and still contains various generic com-
petencies that could be adapted further to address more specific needs of various subject
areas, such as auditing, taxation, financial accounting and management accounting.
Future studies could also explore the critical thinking competencies by means of
larger, more robust studies or other research methods in order to address any possible
limitations of this study. The definition proposed above is considered to be only a starting
point and could be further adapted.
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It is important to bear in mind the limitations of the study. The findings of this study
cannot be extrapolated to the entire population as it only pertains to the views and
experiences of those participants involved in the IQA focus groups. The sample of the
IQA focus groups could also be seen as a limitation. Even though three focus groups
were considered adequate for the purposes of the study, future studies could include
focus groups with other stakeholders from auditing firms, professional accounting
bodies and so on. Furthermore, the developed framework needs to be tested in practice
to allow for future input by industry. Participants in all three focus groups were also pur-
posively recruited from the Gauteng province, South Africa, for logistical reasons. Each
focus group consisted of a limited number of participants, although the number of par-
ticipants was considered adequate.

Note

1. In the context of this study, accounting students refer to students studying towards becom-
ing professional accountants and auditors. Accounting degrees generally include, among
others, modules on taxation, auditing, financial accounting, management accounting and
ethics.
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